
Submitted Paper

Progress in Human Geography
2026, Vol. 0(0) 1–16

© The Author(s) 2026
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/03091325251413609

journals.sagepub.com/home/phg

Governing by debasing migrant lives.
Reconceptualising biopolitics and
extractivism in migration geography

Martina Tazzioli1

Abstract
This article offers a nuanced understanding of the biopolitics of migration, interrogating the ways in which
migrants are object of value extraction by being devalued and debilitated. The paper introduces the concept
of governing by debasing that encapsulates the twofold process of socio-economic devaluation and psycho-
social debilitation. To develop such a concept, it intertwines geography literature on biopolitics with debates
on extractivism. Drawing on feminist debates on social reproduction, it shows that hampered social re-
production activities underpin modes of governing by debasing. The article calls for a research agenda that
investigates a biopolitical hold grounded on the de-accumulation of life.
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Introduction

This article intervenes in geography debates on the
biopolitics of migration interrogating how to come
to terms with modes of governing migrants that
exercise a “power’s hold over life” (Foucault, 2003:
239) which works by devaluing and debilitating
them. Combining geography scholarship on mi-
gration and biopolitics (Minca et al., 2022), geog-
raphy literature on value extraction in migration
governance (Avgeri, 2024), and feminist theory on
social reproduction (Mezzadri, 2021), it argues that
people who seek asylum in Europe are targeted by
modes of governing by debasing lives. Indeed, de-
basing encapsulates such twofold operation of
socio-economic devaluation and, jointly, psycho-
physical debilitation. In fact, a focus on governing
by debasing illuminates that the biopolitics of mi-
gration confinement is geared toward the

dismantling of life-support infrastructures and the
obstruction of social reproduction activities. Gov-
erning migrants by debasing their lives, this piece
contends, has become a systematic and routinized
mode for states to deal with people who seek asylum
in Europe: migrants who are temporarily blocked in
border-zones, such as the French-Italian border
(Aru, 2021) or Calais (Van Isacker, 2021), are
confined to insalubrious and unhealthy spaces, or
they are stuck in refugee camps where, like on the
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Greek islands or along the Balkan Route, they are
increasingly deprived of basic humanitarian support.

Geographers have contributed in a major way to
conceptualizations and investigations of border vi-
olence, scrutinizing necropolitical tactics deployed
by states in key crossing points such as the Medi-
terranean Sea and Calais (Davies et al., 2017), the
biopolitical rationales at play in the governing of
migration in camps and hotspots (Carter-White and
Minca, 2025; Tazzioli 2019a), as well as “bio-
necropolitical entanglements” (Topak, 2024; see
also Williams, 2015). These scholarly debates have
importantly highlighted that to be disrupted are not
only migrants’ movements but also their lives.
Another strand of geography literature has shifted
the focus from interrogations on modes of control
over migrants’ lives toward an analysis of the po-
litical economy and forms of extractivism that un-
derpin the global border regime. According to this
scholarship, what may appear to be a systematic
failure of nation-states to prevent unauthorized
migrants from arriving in Europe and in wealthy
countries should, in fact, be understood as integral to
the accumulation of capital and the extraction of
value from migration confinement (Hiemstra and
Conlon, 2017; Moran et al., 2016; Morris, 2023a).
Building on this debate, and pushing it further, it is
key to interrogate the ways in which biopolitical
tactics are entangled with processes of value ex-
traction when these latter rely on the debilitation and
devaluation of migrant lives.

What is partly missing in the literature is a
conceptualization of the ways in which migrants are
debilitated and devalued at the same time without
however being turned into wasted or bare life
(Morris, 2023b). Neither analyses fully centered on
profit-making activities, nor works that center on
Foucault’s formula making live/letting die enable
coming to grips with value extraction from migrant
enacted not despite of but, precisely, by debasing
their lives. Indeed, at different stage of their
journey, migrants are debilitated and choked,
without necessarily being left to die or killed. This
debilitation is intertwined with modes of exploi-
tation grounded on migrants’ socio-economic de-
valuation. Following Michel Foucault, what

characterizes the biopolitical hold over life is a
seizure of power “that has taken control over life in
general” (Foucault, 2003: 253). It is in this broadest
sense that I argue the politics of migration con-
tainment does not only aim at governing and
controlling migrants’ movements but also at suf-
focating their lives. However, what needs to be
investigated further is precisely the ways in which
such hold over life is exercised.

As Didier Fassin has rightly noticed, to be under
question is precisely the meaning of “life,” since
when it comes to racializing migration policies it is a
matter of “deciding the sort of life people may or
may not live” (Fassin, 2009: 49). In this paper, I
draw attention instead to the biopolitical “hold”
enacted over migrants. This article contributes to
elaborate a nuanced understanding of the biopolitics
of migration that highlights processes of migrants’
exploitation not predicated on direct profit-making
from the migrants but on their devaluation. In order
to do that, the paper is divided into twomain sections
and proceeds as follows. The first part conceptual-
izes governing migration by debasing lives, en-
gaging with two key research streams: geography
scholarship on the biopolitics of migration and lit-
erature on value extractivism and exploitation in
migration governance. Putting these scholarships in
dialog is fruitful, the paper argues, for coming to
terms with a biopolitical hold that works by debil-
itating and devaluing migrants. Drawing on works
that discuss the relationships between social repro-
duction and border extractivism (Avgeri, 2025;
Caglar, 2025), the second section deals with feminist
debates on social reproduction showing how these
equip us with the adequate analytical tools for un-
derstanding how governing by debasing relies on the
hampering of migrants’ social reproduction activi-
ties. A focus on governing by debasing lives pushes
us to craft a research agenda which analyses jointly
the debilitation and devaluation of migrants with
their exploitation and extractive processes under-
stood in an expansive way. It also contributes more
broadly to geography scholarship on biopolitics,
putting this in dialog with the burgeoning research
on expanded extractivism beyond direct profit-
making activities.
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Conceptualizing debasement

Biopolitics of migration

Michel Foucault’s understanding of biopolitics en-
compasses both a mode of power exercised over life
as such and over people as living being, and a series
of technologies for managing populations and for
making “a division between good and bad circula-
tion” (Foucault, 2007: 34). The appealing nature of
“biopolitics” for scholars working on migration
depends, I suggest, on a twofold reason. First, the
analytics of biopolitics enables capturing the en-
tanglement of spatial tactics and classification sys-
tems used for filtering, selecting, and governing
migration (Amoore, 2006; Aradau, 2022; Minca
et al., 2022). As William Walters has contended, a
biopolitical lens illuminates the function of the
border as “a privileged instrument in the systematic
regulation of national and transnational
populations—their movement, health, and security”
(Walters, 2002: 571). Yet, an excessive focus on the
regulatory and managerial aspects of migration
governmentality and its filtering mechanisms falls
short of accounting for the structural racialized vi-
olence of migration policies, which work by mul-
tiplying hierarchies of lives. Second, and relatedly,
biopolitics confronts us with the “power’s hold over
life” (Foucault, 2003: 239) which is exercised in
places where people seeking asylum are temporarily
stuck—such as refugee camps, spaces of confine-
ment, and border-zones—, as well as during their
journeys, that is, while they are on the move.

Scholars who have mobilized the analytics of
biopolitics, have tended to either conceive it in af-
firmative terms, that is as the power of life or,
building on Giorgio Agamben’s concept of bare life,
have attuned to a negative biopolitics (Dines et al.,
2015; Doty, 2011). Aradau and Tazzioli refer to
“biopolitics multiple” to designate “biopolitical
technologies that are characterized by heterogeneity,
but also that at the same time ‘hold together’ through
a sort of inclusive disjunction” (Aradau and Tazzioli,
2020: 219). Analyzing how heterogenous govern-
mental rationales hold together is crucial for coming
to terms with a biopolitical hold that is not encap-
sulated in the formula “making live/letting die.”

Geographers have contributed substantially inter-
vened debates on biopolitical modes of governing
migrants and refugees, following two main lines of
inquiries migration and biopolitics: research on the
spatial tactics and on the spaces of confinement—
such as border-zones and camps—used for selecting,
filtering, and governing migration (Coleman and
Stuesse, 2016; Diken, 2004; Minca et al., 2022);
and analyses centered on the effects that biopolitical
mechanisms do have on migrants’ subjectivities and
on “the making of migration” (Tazzioli, 2019a), as
well as on their bodies and lives (Davies et al., 2024).

Concerning the relationship between biopolitics
and spaces, geography literature analyses the rela-
tionships between camps and cities, showing how
these two as mutually interrelated from the stand-
point of the biopolitical tactics used for managing
migrants. In this respect, Jelena Obradovic-Wochnik
has rightly noticed that “biopolitical rationalities that
refugees in city centers are subjected to are shaped
heavily by the existence of the camp system”

(Obradovic-Wochnik, 2018: 73). Drawing attention
instead to hybrid spaces of migration confinement,
scholars have insisted on how these latter are used
for classifying, selecting, and disciplining migrant
persons (Mitchell and Sparke, 2020). Katharyne
Mitchell and Matthew Sparke have stressed the
tension in migration governmentality between lib-
eral biopolitics, arbitrary spaces of confinement, and
modes of control that let people die: they have called
for adapting Foucauldian arguments about “making
live” and “rejecting into death” in modern biopolitics
in order to come to terms with a wide range of in-
termediate experiences of “subcitizenship” between
the poles of biopolitical enfranchisement and nec-
ropolitical rejection (Mitchell and Sparke, 2020:
1047).

In fact, as far as migration is concerned “bio-
politics is not narrowed to the formula making live/
letting die, nor to its sovereign reversal (killing/
letting live); rather, it takes into account a spectrum
of techniques for regulating life, which also include
violent modes, forms of deprivation and contain-
ment” (Tazzioli, 2019b: 19a). Such an argument
echoes Didier Fassin’s invitation to revisit’s defi-
nition of biopolitics, considering that this latter is not
merely “a politics of population but is about life and
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more specifically about inequalities in life”—and
about quarrels over what constitutes a life worth
living (Fassin, 2009: 49; see also Fassin, 2010).
Mechanisms apt at sorting out populations are at the
very core of the functioning of camps: building
extensively on Roberto Esposito’s concept of im-
munization,which consists in “the power to preserve
life” (Esposito, 2006: 24)1, Richard Carther-White
and Claudio Minca conceive the camp as a custodial
political technology that enforces “the biopolitical
separation between those who conform to the sed-
entary principles of the nation-state and those who
are included in them only by exclusion” (Carter-
White and Minca, 2025, xiii; see also Minca, 2015).
According to this understanding of the biopolitics of
migration inflected by a sovereign gaze, even before
multiplying hierarchies among refugees through
processes of classification and sorting, biopolitical
mechanisms would introduce a more radical divide.

The concept of immunization, which in the ref-
ugee camp is manifested through the intertwining of
care and custody, enables, they argue, to come to
terms with “biopolitical negativity as a form of
population management, but one that, crucially and
somewhat in contrast to Agamben, leaves open a
range of possibilities as to how such selected pop-
ulations are managed” (Carter-White and Minca,
2025: 41–42). In a similar way, Ozgun Topak has
remarked the centrality of negative biopolitics in
containing migration, arguing that the hotspots in
Greece manage not only migrants’ movement but
also their time (Topak, 2020). While Minca and
Carter-White mobilize Esposito’s definition of im-
munity to conceptualize negative biopolitics and its
relationship with sovereign power, Nick Vaughan-
Williams engages with it for moving beyond the
dichotomy between positive and negative biopolitics
(Vaughan-Williams, 2015). Indeed, he contends, in
migration scholarship there is a tendency to either
focus exclusively on border control or on migrants’
agency (Vaughan-Williams, 2015: 8), while it is
possible to conceive of “border security as a form of
immune system with the potentiality not only for the
protection of life, but also its destruction” (12).

However, the impact of biopolitical techniques is
not narrowed to the hold exercised over migrant and
refugees’ lives; rather, the “interplay between

territorial practices and biopolitical power” trans-
forms the space where camps are located (Wahab,
2022: 1). As part of this stream of literature, scholars
have explored the effects of exhaustion (Welander
and DeVries, 2016), and injury (Davies et al., 2024)
produced on migrants’ lives. In doing so, they have
shown how biopolitics hits the ground through
specific spatial configurations. Building on Jasbir
Puar’s elaboration on debilitation as a political
technology for administering racialized populations
(Puar, 2017), scholars have foregrounded how mi-
grants’ lives are contained and disrupted by being
debilitated and injured (Aradau, 2022; Davies et al.,
2024). Pallister-Wilkins has pointed to the ways in
migrants in hotspots in Greece and in Italy “are kept
alive with the provision of basic needs including
shelter, sustenance, and medical care” and how, yet,
this “results in debilitated life” (Pallister-Wilkins,
2022: 8). Coming to terms with what they designate
“politics of injury,” Davies, Isakjee, and Obradovic-
Wochnik have advanced that, at Europe’s borders,
“biopolitical control does not primarily manifest
itself through the purposeful production of death”:
rather, it is “debilitation that forms the central ap-
paratus of control and coercion of racialized groups.
Injuries, cuts, contusions, bruises, blisters and
wounds are the dominant way that the biopolitics of
the border are embodied and expressed” (Davies
et al., 2024: 3).

This is what migrants experience on a daily basis
in different border-zones across Europe and along
the Balkan Route, where they are subjected to
systematic multiple push-back operations and vio-
lent police’s harassment (ECRE, 2023): many
women, children and men who arrive in the Italian
city of Trieste after traveling along the Balkan
Routes, have been wounded and injured, both
psychologically and physically (Bergesio, 2025).
Yet, in some contexts, like some at some border-
zones in Europe—such as the French-Italian bor-
der—, migrants are less subjected to a deliberate
politics of injury—by beating and maiming mi-
grants’ bodies—than to measures apt at making
them sick—keeping them in insalubrious spaces and
by withdrawing any form of humanitarian support.
Migration control is in fact a key object of study for
highlighting the coexistence of necropolitical and

4 Progress in Human Geography 0(0)



biopolitical mechanisms and their mutual entan-
glements. Geographers have focused on the rela-
tionships between spatial tactics of migration
confinement and political and bio-necropolitical
rationales. Introducing the concept of “violent in-
action” to describe the effects of state’s active
abandonment in Calais, Davies, Isakjee, and Dhesi
have drawn on Achille Mbembe’s conceit of nec-
ropolitics (Mbembe, 2003) to explain how “suffer-
ing can become a political technology, where certain
groups are exposed to conditions in which they are
can be become a kept alive but in a state of injury”
(Davies et al., 2017: 1268).

Yet, they conceptualize the difference between
biopolitical and necropolitical in oppositional terms,
around the binary active (biopolitics)/inactive (nec-
ropolitics), in so doing leaving out of the spectrum the
labor required and for enforcing administrative and
spatial measures that might lead to necropolitical ef-
fects. In a similar vein, the concept of “active aban-
donment” is used to capture modes of governing
migration in border-zones by depriving them of life-
support infrastructure and humanitarian support (Aru,
2021; Pinelli, 2018). Geography scholarship has
discussed necro/biopolitical violence (Davies et al.,
2017; Topak, 2024), emphasizing the need of com-
plicating the biopolitical framework in light of ra-
cialized borders and “necroeconomy of disposability”
(Castro, 2015: 249). Geographers have also advanced
this debate interrogating what might be described as a
gray area between necropolitical and biopolitical ra-
tionales, which consists in holds over life that does not
necessarily lead to letting migrants die or killing them,
but instead involves injuring, choking, and exhausting
them (Davies et al., 2024; Pallister-Wilkins, 2022).
However, this debate remains partly disconnected
from analyses on extractivism and value-making
processes that hinge on migration confinement
(Lemberg-Pedersen, 2019; Martin, 2024), while these
latter tend to overlook the way in which exploitation
and value extraction in the field of migration control
often take place by debasing lives.

Extractivism and migration containment

To interrogate the biopolitical hold exercised over
migrants’ life in migration governmentality, it is

crucial to draw attention to how apparently incon-
gruent rationalities and practices hold together, and
“work not only across but with difference, discon-
tinuity, and heterogeneity” (Peck, 2024: 479). This
involves scrutinizing how various biopolitical tactics
that debilitate, choke, and exhaust migrants are not
in opposition to the extractive operations at play in
the politics of migration confinement but, rather,
sustain and enhance these latter. In fact, exploitation
and value extraction from migrants often take place
through biopolitical holds that are not predicated on
the optimization of life but, on the contrary, on its de-
accumulation (Narotzky, 2022). In migration research
and in geography debates, scholars who have re-
flected on the entanglements of biopolitical mecha-
nisms and exploitation have mostly dealt with the
notion of surplus labor (McIntyre and Nast, 2011;
Nast, 2011; Rajaram, 2021) or have discussed the
“continuum of unfreedom” in labor exploitation that
migrants experience (Lewis et al., 2015: 586; see also
Lewis, 2022; Vickers et al., 2019).

Scholars have widely demonstrated that the
“legal production of migrant illegality” (De Genova,
2024) plays a key role in this respect, by enhancing
migrants’ socio-economic precarity and their ex-
ploitability (Floros and Jorgensen, 2020). The
blurred boundaries between life and work are par-
ticularly visible in the field of migration, where
socio-economic precarity and the production of
disposable subjects are grounded in key material
infrastructures, such as Hannah Schling observed, in
migrant workers’ dormitories (Schling, 2017). As a
burgeoning literature has highlighted, heterogenous
value-making processes in migration gov-
ernmentality are not narrowed to the commodifi-
cation of migration, nor to the direct exploitation of
the labor force (Bhagat, 2022; Caglar, 2025; Martin,
2024). Both state and non-state actors capitalize on
migrants’ lives and (im)mobility in different ways,
including social and political value. The impact of
illegalization on migrants’ lives exceeds by far the
legal sphere and the production of direct economic
value: it also concerns, Nancy Hiemstra suggests,
“public value in the form of political legitimation
of individual state governments and reinforcement
of neoliberal structures and systems (Hiemstra,
2024: 822).
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Introducing the concept of “status value,” Lauren
Martin has shed light on the ways in which ille-
galization open to multifarious practices of value
extraction from migrants: status value designates “a
value form produced by the illegalization of mobile
people: it refers to the specific potential their ille-
gality offers states and service providers managing
that illegality” (Martin, 2021: 747). Over the last few
years, the analytics of extractivism has been in-
creasingly used among geographers working on
migration and, more broadly, in critical migration
scholarship, to account for heterogenous processes
of capitalization over refugees and migrants. Ex-
tractivism is not narrowed to the act of digging
natural resources and, as Sandro Mezzadra and Brett
Neilson suggest, should be rather understood in an
expansive way, encompassing also extractive op-
erations that capitalize on social cooperation
(Mezzadra and Neilson, 2019): social cooperation
“emerges as one of the main productive forces
spurring the processes of capital’s valorization and
accumulation. The concept of exploitation must be
therefore reframed in a way that takes this essential
social dimension of capital’s operations into ac-
count” (Mezzadra, Neilson, 2019: 8). The most
recent works in geography have developed an ex-
panded understanding of extractivism and value in
the field of migration beyond privatization and
migration industry (Coddington, 2025; Martin and
Tazzioli, 2023).

This enables highlighting affinities as well as
discontinuities “in the discourses and actors that
shape the regulation and ‘care’ of migrants, the
displaced, (im)mobile labor, and spaces and prac-
tices of containment” (Caglar, 2025: 85). Data ex-
traction (Aradau, 2022) and the financialization of
refugee humanitarianism (Bhagat and Roderick,
2020) are central features of extractive operations
in the field of migration containment. Current ex-
tractive processes at play in the politics of migration
confinement should be entangled with longer his-
tories of colonial extractivism—that focused both on
labor and natural resources (Morris, 2022). Geog-
raphy research has importantly demonstrated that an
exclusive focus on labor exploitation does not ad-
equately capture extractive processes grounded on
migrants’ socio-economic devaluation and depletion

(Guermond et al., 2025). Developing the concept of
“destitution economies,” political geographers
Coddington, Conlon, and Martin have shown how
enforced dependency and impoverishment of asy-
lum seekers’ life is combined with processes of
capitalization: “it is through their uncertain status,
dependence, and extreme impoverishments,” they
aptly notice, “that migrants become translated as
differently valuable, as a form of surplus that can be
capitalized on” (Coddington et al., 2020: 1439).

In fact, as anthropologist Suzana Narotzky has
cogently explained, “dispossession and disposability
have become key to the accumulation of capital”
(Narotzky, 2022: 38). Similarly, Danai Avgeri has
investigated the devaluation that asylum seekers
experience in contexts like Greece, where the hu-
manitarian industry “was integrated into the broader
economic restructuring programmes” (Avgeri, 2024:
9). The capitalization over migrants’ lives and
containment is not grounded exclusively on the
privatization of migration control, but also on fi-
nancialization of refugee humanitarianism (Baghat
and Roderick, 2020) and on the “valuation of mi-
grant life as a rent” (Martin, 2024: 558). Value in the
border regime is extracted from migrants’ life as
such, what Ruben Andersson has called “bio-
economy,” designating “circuits of production, ex-
change, and consumption centered on human vitality
and life itself” (Andersson, 2018: 418). These aim to
“nibble away at migratory life itself, through a range
of overlapping logics” (Andersson, 2022). In other
words, a focus on the biopolitical hold over migrant
lives should reflect also on value-making processes
and, more precisely, on the ways in which migrants’
life itself is source of accumulation of value
(Achtnich, 2022a).

However, how do mechanisms of value extrac-
tion which are predicated on migrants’ devaluation
impact on migrants’ lives? In this respect, Marthe
Achtnich points to modes of “accumulation by
immobilization,” that imply “extracting from life
through its immobilization and, at times, its deval-
uation” (Acthnich, 2022b: 111). That is, the ex-
traction of value from migrants is grounded on
processes of devaluing. More precisely, migrants are
source of value extraction not despite of but pre-
cisely through their debilitation and devaluation—a
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twofold process that can be encapsulated as gov-
erning by debasing (Tazzioli, 2025 see also Martin
and Tazzioli, 2023). Value-making processes
grounded on socio-economic devaluation reveal a
different mode of accumulation by immobilization
from the capitalization over migrants that stems from
“carceral circuits” (Gill et al., 2018) and the labor
economy connected to these. More precisely, al-
though the direct hyper-exploitation of labor force
and the extraction of value from debased lives often
overlap, it is important to distinguish them from an
analytical standpoint. In fact, Neferti X.M. Tadiar
has noticed, it is crucial to “dwell on modes of life
lived and practices of living that are remaindered in
the process of production of biopolitical life”
(Tadiar, 2013: 24).

Extractive processes in the field of migration
containment shape a biopolitical life that emerges at
the crossroad of the psycho-physical debilitation and
the socio-economic devaluation of migrants that
might be situated in broader “economies of dis-
possession” (Byrd et al., 2018). Nevertheless, a hold
over migrant lives apt at choking and debilitating
should not lead us to conclude that migrants are
turned into wasted or bare life; on the contrary, as
scholarship on expanded extractivism (Caglar, 2025;
Mezzadra and Neilson, 2019; Vianelli, 2022) has
shown, migrants’ exploitation and the extraction of
value from them are grounded on heterogenous
forms of subjugation, which as include also the
depletion of life and the erosion of infrastructures of
life-support. In other words, the socio-economic
devaluation and the psycho-physical debilitation
of migrants is not in contradiction with these latter
becoming source of value production for others.

Positing that migrants are often subjected to
modes of governing by debasingmeans highlighting
how modes of psycho-physical debilitation often go
together with the socio-economic devaluation of
migrants. That is, governing by debasing fore-
grounds the nexus between biopolitical hold over
lives and value-making activities that rely on the
debilitation and devaluation of migrants’ lives.
Governing by debasing lives does not entail the
suspension of the law nor the curtailment of disci-
plinary rules in camps and in sites where migrants
are confined: to the contrary, it requires putting in

place an array of administrative and spatial measures
that suffocate migrant lives. Psycho-social debili-
tation is not synonymous with the production of bare
life2: in the politics of migration containment, de-
bilitation is the effect of administrative and spatial
tactics that work by injuring migrants—exacerbating
underlying illness or mental diseases, and by
maiming and diminishing their ability to act. Socio-
economic devaluation includes processes of eco-
nomic de-skilling (Raghuram, 2021; Romens and
Vianello, 2024) but is not limited to these: rather, as I
conceive it here, it refers more broadly to the di-
minishing and erosion of migrants’ possibilities to
improve their life—also in terms of jobs and labor
conditions—and to the partial foreclosure of the
horizon of expectations.

More precisely, socio-economic devaluation
takes place (also) through the sequestration of
lifetime. Referring to migrants and to “disen-
franchised” populations, Neferti Tadiar has con-
tended that “the careless expenditure of people’s
lifetime is means of their further devaluation. It is not
because people are of lesser value that their time is
wasted but, rather, the wasting of people’s time is a
way or decreasing their value” (Tadiar, 2022: 190).
Such twofold process of debilitation and socio-
economic devaluation can eventually lead to so-
cial death, conceived as the condition when “human
value is made intelligible through racialized, sexu-
alized, spatialized, and state-sanctioned violences”
(Cacho, 2012: 4). Feminist debates on social re-
production enable accounting for how migrants’
exploitation occurs through a biopolitical hold that
debilitates and devalues life at the same time. Indeed,
in Veronica Gago’s words, at the core of contem-
porary forms of extractivism there are “the linkages
between debt, dispossession, and exploitation”
(Gago, 2023: 20). Thus, the debasing of migrants’
lives constitutes in a way a case in point for ex-
ploring modes of extractivism grounded in
dispossession.

As I illustrate in the following section, in the
literature on social reproduction, some scholars have
conceptualized exploitation in an expansive way, not
narrowed to the surplus value extracted from waged
labor. For this reason, I contend, it is key to put in
dialog geography literature on the biopolitics of
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migration (Minca, 2015) scholarship on the ex-
tractive frontiers in migration confinement (Avgeri,
2024), with social reproduction theory (Katz, 2001;
Mezzadri, 2021). Indeed, socio-economic devalua-
tion and psycho-physical debilitation concur in
choking lives (Tazzioli, 2025) and, jointly, in fos-
tering the de-accumulation of migrant’ lives and of
their value (Narotzky, 2022). Debasing does not
replace necropolitical mechanisms nor does it su-
persede biopolitical mechanisms geared toward
classifying, partitioning, and policing refugees.
Rather, governing by debasing illuminate the mutual
intertwining of devaluation and debilitation of mi-
grants, and contexts when value extraction from
migrant persons takes place through and not despite
of, debasing their lives, echoing feminist geogra-
phers Nancy Hiemstra and Deirdre Conlon
(Hiemstra and Conlon, 2025).

Hampering social
reproduction activities

In order to come to grips with biopolitical hold
exercised over migrants that works by debasing
lives, I turn to feminist scholarship on social re-
production (Federici, 2012; Katz, 2001), as this
enables seeing how debilitation and devaluation are
not in opposition to migrants’ exploitation but,
rather, enhance it. More precisely, it enables making
a connection between scholarship on biopolitics and
migration with debates on extractivism and ex-
ploitation. In its most basic aspects, social repro-
duction, “hinges upon the biological reproduction of
the labor force, both generationally and on a daily
basis,” Cindy Katz contends, “through the acquisi-
tion and distribution of the means of existence, in-
cluding food, shelter, clothing, and health care”
(Katz, 2001: 711). Social reproduction concerns the
realm of “life-making activities” (Bhattacharya,
2017), which exceeds biological reproduction and
includes “education and training; and the repro-
duction and provision of caring needs daily and
long-term reproduction, both of the means of pro-
duction and the labor power to make them work”
(Bakker, 2007: 541). Starting from the assumption
that a focus on the body enables “a geographical

understanding of space by emphasizing the impor-
tance of embodied practices” (Fluri, 2015: 310),
geography scholarship on social reproduction de
facto draws attention to the impact of the expro-
priation of life on (migrant) subjectivities.

Feminist political geographers have contributed
to debates on migration and social reproduction,
investigating “how social reproduction takes places
in and through gendered and racialized bodies”
(Rodriguez-Rocha, 2021: 7; see also Kofman and
Raghuram, 2015), and the centrality of migrants’
geographies for sustaining reproductive labor in
global capitalism (Roberts, 2016; Schwiter et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, a focus on modes of governing
by debasing migrant lives lead us to reflect not much
on the bodily dimension as such, but, more spe-
cifically, on the effects of such “life’s expropriation”
(Rigo, 2022). In this respect, Vincent Guermond,
Katherine Brickell, and Nithya Natarajan have im-
portantly inquired on the deleterious and harmful
impact of social reproduction activities on individ-
uals, in particular to “depletion as a process through,
and outcome of, social reproduction” (Guermond
et al., 2025: 461). As they explain building on Shirin
Rai’s work (Rai, 2024), depletion is what people
experience, “when resources for social reproduction
fall below a threshold of a sustainable level of
physical health and mental well-being” (Guermond
et al., 2025: 463; see also Meehan, 2025).

Jayanthi Lingham and Melissa Johnston have
similarly discussed the depleting effects of social
reproduction, highlighting how these are exacer-
bated in a situation of armed conflict (Lingham and
Johnston, 2025). This flourishing debate in geog-
raphy is key, I suggest, for conceptualizing the bi-
opolitical hold over migrants and the effects of
debilitation and socio-economic devaluation that
this generates on them. However, rather than simply
assessing the depleting effects of social reproduc-
tion, a focus on governing by debasing lives ex-
amines how migrants’ ability to engage in social
reproduction activities and create spaces for col-
lective livability is obstructed. Indeed, it could be
argued that the “cramped spaces” (Walters and
Luthi, 2016) of migration do not concern only the
spatial restrictions that migrants face, nor the lack of
physical space but also the material conditions for
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building life-support infrastructures. In fact, “social
reproduction is inherently infrastructural,” and re-
quires not only state-based infrastructures but also
those deployed on a small-scale which underpin the
reproduction of life as such (Meehan, 2025: 8).

The financialization of humanitarian aid con-
tributes to hamper migrants’ social reproduction
activities. Indeed, as some geographers and migra-
tion scholars have pointed out, the widespread re-
sorting to cash-only cards in refugee camps and
accommodation centers is not only a marker of the
increasing digitalization of humanitarianism
(Coddington, 2019; Tazzioli, 2019b). Rather, the
exclusionary criteria at play in the rolling out of cash
assistance programmes also affects asylum seekers’
social reproduction, reiterating circuits of depen-
dency and obstructing autonomous life-support in-
frastructures: they create “lines of marginalization in
seemingly mundane spaces” (Bennani-Taylor,
S. and Meer, 2024: 2385) and “shed light on the
punitive techniques of governance embedded in the
digitization of welfare distribution” (2400). In a
similar way, Amanda Schmid-Scott (2025) has in-
cisively shown the harms generated on migrants by
the implementation of border bureaucracies, such as
the immigration reporting system in the United
Kingdom (Schmid-Scott, 2025): inflicting harm
through administrative procedures makes state au-
thorities fundamentally unaccountable (Schmid-
Scott, 2025). Nevertheless, while Schmid-Scott
builds on feminist geography literature on intimate
violence (Mountz and Hyndman, 2006), I suggest
that the impediments produced by the digitalization
of humanitarianism are ultimately obstacles to
asylum seekers’ social reproduction activities.3

The disruption of social reproduction activities is
enforced in many places in Europe and at different
stages of migrants’ journeys. Indeed, people who
seek asylum in Europe are hampered in their social
reproduction activities in refugee camps, reception
centers, and hybrid spaces of confinement. These
obstructions take place through disciplinary arbi-
trary rules that restrict migrants’ freedom in camps
or reception centers—for instance, by forbidding
them from cooking their own meals or by making
hard for them to go to school outside—, or by
dismantling makeshift camps, as well as by keeping

them in insalubrious spaces (Freedman, 2016).
Asylum seekers’ forced dependency on humani-
tarian and state support turns out into a depriving
trap that narrows the room of maneuver for carrying
on social reproduction activities (Pinelli, 2018). On
the one side, women, men and children who seek
asylum are subjected to multiple disciplinary rules
that shape their daily life in camps and reception
centers and need to abide to restrictions on their
mobility and their right to work.

On the other, they are pushed to be self-reliant
and not to be dependent on the provisions and fi-
nancial support provided by the state (Ilcan and
Rygel, 2015; Pascucci, 2017). More precisely,
across Europe, asylum seekers have been increas-
ingly on borrowed time: they are evicted from
refugee camps and reception centers soon after re-
ceiving the final decision on their asylum claim, as
established by national laws recently enforced in
some EU’s countries, such as Italy, Greece, and the
Netherlands. Or, in other member states, such as
Belgium, single men asylum seekers are denied
reception (Amnesty, 2025). For instance, in many
places in Italy, migrants are expelled from few days
after receiving the international protection, and they
find themselves homeless despite obtaining the legal
status to stay (Degli Uberti, 2021; Fontanari, 2021).

By becoming homeless, people who seek asylum
in Italy are unable to obtain an ID card or open a
bank account, as a residence address is legally re-
quired. This highlights the systematic erosion of
spaces of liveability, which cannot be grasped by
solely focusing on the lack of papers. Hence, paying
exclusive attention to the struggles over legal status
and asylum recognition lead us to overlook the
entanglements between socio-economic devaluation
and psycho-physical debilitation that ensue from
migrants’ sudden expulsion from the hosting system.
Being forced out from 1 day to another from the
hosting system and from humanitarian-financial
support, migrants struggle for carrying on social
reproduction activities and for re-building their lives.
The protracted confinement in refugee camps in
Greece is a case in point in this respect (RSA, 2025):
asylum seekers are entrapped in a dependency
deadlock, since on the one hand “they are blamed for
being pampered and too dependent on humanitarian
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aid, as Greece’s measures for seizing down the
number of those entitled to state support; on the
other, they are obstructed from establishing their
own infrastructures of liveability” (Tazzioli, 2024a:
6).

Migrants stuck in camps are targeted by an active
“withdrawal of care” (Papoutsi, 2021: 2), often
enmeshed with disciplinary rules imposed in the
camps. Excavating the nexus between social re-
production activities and capitalism, it enables
conceiving exploitation in an expansive way, be-
yond waged labor: exploitation, Alessandra Mez-
zadri remarks, can manifest in multiple forms” and,
in fact, “capitalism is based on the extraction of
labor-surplus through a variety of ‘forms of ex-
ploitation’ of which wage-labor represents one
possibility” (Mezzadri, 2021: 1194). Enrica Rigo has
rightly suggested that a lens on social reproduction
highlights that exploitation takes place also through
processes of “life’s expropriation,” that many mi-
grants experience (Rigo, 2022: 121). That is, it
brings into light modes of exploitation beyond
waged labor and the impact that extractivism, in its
heterogenous forms, has on migrants’ lives. First,
and connecting it to the main topic of this paper, the
debasing of migrants’ lives contributes to make them
exploitable, through “accumulation of differences,
social fragmentation, and inequalities” (Mezzadri,
2023: 6; see also Narotzky and Besnier, 2014).
Taking stock of governing by debasing lives in-
volves understanding processes of socio-economic
devaluation and psycho-physical debilitation as not
in contradiction with or opposed to value extraction
(from migrants).

Indeed, ambiguous modes of capitalization are at
play in the politics of migration confinement: as
Neferti X. Tadiar incisively notes, from the point of
view of modes of valuation, refugees can be seen as
“people whose accumulated value and capacities for
social reproduction are […] destroyed through war”
(58). Modes of governing by debasing lives consist
in an array of biopolitical tactics that debilitate and
devalue migrants and, thus, facilitate processes of
exploitation, understanding this latter in an expan-
sive way, as not narrowed to the exploitation of labor
force. Second, processes of life’s expropriation
contribute to foreclose migrants’ horizon of

expectations and, thus, their lifetime, and, at once, it
strengthens asylum seekers’ perception of feeling in
prison, due to physical displacement and forced
confinement, even when some liberal concessions in
terms of mobility in and out of the camp. In contexts
where people endure situations of protracted dis-
placement and are subjected to mobility restrictions
and partial foreclosure of their horizon of expecta-
tions, the obstructions enforced on social repro-
duction activities are particularly harmful, as it
exacerbates underlining vulnerabilities.

Conclusion

What state authorities and international organiza-
tions define as “migration management” is formed
by measures apt not only at containing, regulating,
and filtering migration movements but also at suf-
focating and debilitating their lives. Across Europe,
migrants’ presence is governed by depriving them of
the basic humanitarian support and of infrastructures
of liveability. For this reason, it is key to interrogate
what the biopolitical hold over migrant lives consists
of, and how apparently ambivalent modes of border
violence hold together. Geography scholarship that
deals with the biopolitics of migration control has
partly sidelined interrogations on exploitation
predicated on the degradation of life, and not on their
optimization (Narotzky, 2022); in turn, the bur-
geoning scholarship on border extractivism, un-
derstood in an expansive way, falls short in
theorizing the impact on migrants’ lives and future,
and what such power’s hold over life consists of. By
drawing attention to what I have called modes of
governing by debasing migrant lives, I have argued
that migrants are object of exploitation and value
extraction not despite but precisely through their
debilitation and devaluation.

Debasing encapsulates this twofold mutually
intertwined process of socio-economic devaluation
and psycho-physical debilitation that many people
who seek asylum in Europe experience during their
journey and as a result of the protracted confinement
in refugee camps or in border-zones. In order to
grasp how modes of governing by debasing lives are
played out, I have intertwined scholarship on the
biopolitics of migration and debates in geography on
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extractivism in migration confinement with feminist
works on social reproduction, understood as “how
we live, how lives are sustained on a daily and
generational basis” (Guermond et al., 2025: 460). In
fact, the debasing of migrant lives sheds light on the
dismantling of migrants’ infrastructures of life-
support and social reproduction, while it also fore-
grounds that induced socio-economic and physical
degradation are at the core of contemporary forms of
value extraction (Gago, 2020). Putting hampered
social reproduction activities at the core of the
analysis, this article expands on existing burgeoning
geography literature on the entanglements between
social reproduction and border extractivism (Avgeri,
2025; Coddington et al., 2020) and reads the sys-
tematic debasement of migrants neither in terms of
exclusion and sovereign excess, nor as a side effect
of the border regime but, rather, as constitutive of
this latter and of value-making processes.

The protracted confinement of people who seek
asylum confined in camps or in isolated reception
centers shows us that to be controlled and restricted
are not only migrants’ movements but also the room
of maneuver for crafting collective spaces of live-
ability and for building up life-support infrastruc-
tures. The psycho-physical debilitation caused by
injuring and harming migrants, alongside their
socio-economic devaluation, makes it difficult for
them to engage in social reproduction activities.
Therefore, holding together the analytical lens of
biopolitics and inquiries on value extraction from
migrants is key for coming to grips with the en-
tanglements between political and labor subordi-
nation, that is with “devices of subjection”
(Mezzadra, 2018: 15). Drawing attention to modes
of governing by debasing lives, future research
migration agenda should consider the debilitation
and degradation of migrants as constitutive of the
accumulation of value from their movements and
immobilization, and not as synonymous with wasted
life. In fact, the pernicious nature of so-called
“migration management” lies precisely in this am-
bivalent combination.

An insight on governing by debasing lives en-
ables also pushing further the geography debate
on biopolitics—far beyond migration—putting
this in conversation with scholarship that

engages with expanded extractivism and heter-
ogenous value-making processes: governing by
debasing confronts us with a “power’s hold over
life” (Foucault, 2003: 239) that exploits and
extracts value from (some) individuals by de-
valuing and debilitating them, that is not through
life’s optimization but, on the contrary, through
their de-accumulation.
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Notes
1. According to Esposito, in the immunitary paradigm life

and politics cannot be disjoined from each other, which
means that “no power exists outside of life,” reason
why death, annihilation, and exclusion, on the one side,
and life’s enhancement and valorization on the other
can coexist (Esposito, 2006: 23).

2. However, as Nicholas De Genova has aptly pointed out
Agamben’s formulation of bare life is not coterminous
with mere exclusion: rather, “it is precisely the polit-
icization of bare life that Agamben depicts as the de-
fining ‘threshold’ where the relation between the living
(human) being and the sociopolitical order gets sub-
stantiated, and where sovereign state power therefore
presumes to decide upon and inscribe the humanity of
living men and women within its normative and ju-
ridical order” (De Genova, 2012: 134).

3. Indeed, while the analytics of the intimate highlights a
“set of practices that extend from the ‘proximate,
personal and interpersonal’ to spatial relations that are
distant, interactions that are global, and practices that
traverse institutional and national realms” (Pain and
Staheli, 2014: 345), a focus on social reproduction
activities draws attention to modes of exploitation and
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to the relationships between value extraction and an ex-
panded understanding of exploitation (Mezzadri, 2021).
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