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LAY ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines efforts to boost border security in Senegal and
Mauritania—two states on the Atlantic coast of West Africa—with emphasis on
the international cooperation and knowledge transmission that emerges as part of
these efforts. The dissertation argues that borders are not only lines on a map, but
institutions in which security professionals compete and cooperate over questions
such as who should carry out border control and how. It also argues that with
security framed as a question of development and state capacity, securing borders
becomes a question of statebuilding. To show this, the dissertation draws on data
from interviews in law enforcement and national security agencies, embassies,
and international organizations to provide a mapping of actors in the field of
border security and their relations. Its empirical cases focus on joint migration
patrols, border post construction, and the use of biometric identification
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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines border security practices in West Africa, with
emphasis on the effects of practices of international intervention. The dissertation
advances an understanding of borders as institutional spaces, eschewing a view of
borders as geographical features alone. It leverages this view of borders to
examine the everyday practices of border control, focusing in particular on the
security professionals who cooperate and compete over the meaning and
enactment of border security. The dissertation draws from ethnographic fieldwork
in Senegal and Mauritania to advance three case studies. First, it examines
Spanish police cooperation with Senegal and Mauritania on the prevention of
irregular migration by sea and land routes. Second, it analyzes Mauritania’s
construction of new border posts in response to migration and terrorism. Third, it
looks into the adoption of biometric identification at airports and in official
documents in Senegal and Mauritania. In each of these cases, the dissertation
argues, everyday border security practices are framed in terms of capacity, with
border control taking on the practical characteristics of statebuilding.

This dissertation makes three key contributions to knowledge. First, by focusing
on the quotidian social and technical aspects of borders, it provides a view into the
concrete knowledge practices and organizational politics that drive border control,
even if they are of complex causality. Second, this dissertation contributes to
security studies a theorization of the movement of security practices and
understandings between global contexts. Third, by relying on fieldwork in closed
and rarely accessible contexts, it provides a view into the functioning and social
relations of West African fields of security.
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1 Introduction

[Sahel] states have insufficient operational and strategic capacities in the wider security, law
enforcement and judicial sectors (military, police, justice, border management, customs) to control
the territory, to ensure human security, to prevent and to respond to the various security threats,
and to enforce the law (conduct investigations, trials etc.) with due respect to human rights. This is
notably reflected in the insufficiency of legal frameworks and law enforcement capacity at all
levels, ineffective border management, lack of modern investigation techniques and methods of
gathering, transmitting and exchanging information, as well as obsolete or inexistent equipment
and infrastructure.
- European External Action Service, Strategy for Security and Development in the Sahel

Combating irregular migration and establishing comprehensive migration management systems
can contribute to enhancing national and international security and stability.
- African Union, African Common Position on Migration and Development

[The biometric identification system] will enable us to build a biometric database of all inhabitants
in Mauritania, which will enhance national security and establish key statistics needed to take
decisions about targeted and effective developmental policies.

- Mohamed Ould Boilil, Minister of Interior, Mauritania

1.1 A study of borderwork and security in West Africa

As counterterrorism and border control have shifted up the global agenda, a
variety of corollary security practices have gained prominence. Beyond costly and
headline-grabbing military interventions, we have witnessed a raft of practices
including hardened migration control, biometric citizen identification, reinforced
airport security, capacity-building and training of security forces, and a greater
emphasis on border ‘management’. These changes are well documented and
debated in their European and North American contexts, but have been taking
place across the globe. Africa, in particular, remains an analytical blind spot
despite the fact that security practices there around borders, migration and
identification have seen a rapid yet unique proliferation. West African states’
capacities to exercise control over their borders, territory and populations have
become a crucial site of intervention by a range of transnational and local actors.
Postcolonial states in Africa, continually seeking to better knowledge of and
authority over their territory and population, are increasingly turning towards new
security technologies and relations. These are most striking in the field of border
control, an activity that is not limited to patrolling the territorial border.
Contemporary border politics in West Africa testify to the fact that ‘border control’
is about much more than simply controlling a territorial line.

It is in West Africa, particularly in the Sahel region, that many of these changes
are most striking and current. In this region, we hear, weak states or lack of
capacity provide a safe haven for terrorism, facilitate smuggling and trafficking,
and lead to weak governments that do not know or control their populations. As a
result, a range of transnational forms of intervention, involving global as much as

1
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local actors, have sought to reinforce security provision. In Senegal and
Mauritania, the focal countries for this dissertation, we see interventions around
naval patrols, the construction of border posts, and the deployment of biometric
identification solutions. In both Senegal and Mauritania, which are respectively
origin and transit countries for irregular migration to the EU, local gendarmeries
and navies have cooperated with the Spanish Guardia Civil (paramilitary police)
and FRONTEX (the EU’s external borders agency) to jointly patrol their maritime
borders. Both countries also benefit from the Guardia Civil’s border control
capacity-building projects. In Mauritania, the EU and International Organization
for Migration (IOM) have helped the country renew its border post infrastructure,
driven by fears of terrorist infiltration. Both countries have moved to improve
their national identification infrastructures through biometrics—the use of bodily
identifiers for identification purposes. Senegal has biometric ID cards, passports
and visas and is deploying a biometric entry-exit system at all border crossings.
Mauritania’s government completely revamped its national identification
documents and re-enrolled its population in the face of popular contestation on
ethnic lines.

These diverse practices, taken in the name of border control, are significant for
four main reasons. First, they highlight the nature of borders as heterogeneous
spaces that extend well beyond the territorial line. Controlling borders therefore
brings together a diversity of actors, practices and knowledges across space. A
major contribution of this research is therefore to shift the emphasis to ‘border-
work’ as a practice that can include migrant interception patrols at the territorial
border as much as the biometric enrolment of populations further inland. Focusing
on border-work in Africa pushes us to think about practices of inclusion and
exclusion throughout territory, and contests the view of African borders as simple
lines that are poorly drawn colonial holdovers, hampering the continent’s
development. Second, they create new relationships and linkages between security
actors. Investigating these can tell us about the functioning of international
organizations, how actors work together on the ground, how EU’s policies are
implemented in practice EU practices of border control in sub-Saharan Africa
have stimulated the formation of new military and police relations. The research
avoids attributing excessive smoothness to security and showcases the materiality
of security, contesting the idea of security as a ‘finished article’ anchored in
discourse alone. By investigating the level of practices through an ethnographic
approach, the research shows the complexity of state formation in Africa and the
divergent desires and outcomes of the multiple agencies that operate around
African borders. The research is therefore instructive about new modes of global
governance, since it probes the multi-scalar forms of practices of legibility and the
work that goes into maintaining them. Third, they incarnate and sometimes
transmit particular culturally-situated ways of doing border control. Where there
is no direct intervention, there is emulation or adaptation of global standards. This
shows us the pedagogical sense of security. Security practices are transmitted

2
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through emulation: the adoption of biometric technology is a product of the
interplay of integration/intervention (at a regulatory level) and emulation (at a
normative level). Fourth, these relationships point to a broader rapprochement
between security and development, where development stands for modernization
but also a form of humanitarian subjectivity. Capacity to enact surveillance is
intricately associated with the consolidation of state power and the security that
flows from it. Security is therefore a technique (of justification) and a technology
(that enacts the border and produces identities). The research deepens our
understanding of the security politics of a region that has so far been under-
researched from this standpoint. More specifically, the research highlights the
fusion of security with development across policies, evident in the framing of
security measures by African states and foreign interveners. While security is a
powerful signifier in most societies, the invocation of development in the African
context has a strong rhetorical force. This suggests that security and surveillance
are as much about care as they are about control.

The background against which these practices must be read includes a cross-
border terrorist threat throughout the Sahel region, the continuing desire of
migrants to make the risky journey towards Europe, and the low governing
capacity attributed to the region’s states. What these practices demonstrate, neatly
illustrated by the quotes above, is the salience of transnationalism in West
Africa’s security context, but also a logic of development: modernization and
capacity-building are the order of the day. Taking identification, border control
and migration management together, we find that security is often a question of
legibility. Surveillance and modes of visibility are inextricably linked to what
James C. Scott, in his 1998 book Seeing Like a State, calls ‘legibility’. Legibility
describes the idea of better knowing, seeing, mapping, and controlling nature and
society. It can be understood in the context of this dissertation as better
knowledge (of population and territory), capabilities (in terms of expertise and
material) and control (of movement or of identity). In what ways do West African
states pursue this legibility? What kinds of actors, practices, knowledges,
discourses and objects are implicated in this pursuit? By tackling these questions,
we can better understand the proliferation of borders, how security and
development are intertwined, and how African states negotiate globalization.

The ‘big question’ that each chapter in this dissertation will strive to answer is:
What are the everyday security practices around borders in West Africa, and what
subtends them?’. This project is concerned with the governance of borders but
also the logics that underpin these governance practices. As such, it asks questions
about actors (human and non-human), their practices (discursive and material),
and the subject and state formations that result from this politics of security and
surveillance. This brings forward three more specific questions, which are tackled
in the three sections that follow this one.
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1.2 Theorizing borders

The first major concern of this dissertation is finding out what actors enact border
control in West Africa, and how we can theorize their relations, roles and
arrangements. In short, it is a mapping or topography exercise focused on the
spatial and organizational arrangement of actors and their practices. The
structuring question is Who are the actors involved in the governance of borders
in West Africa?’. This question asks ‘who’, but first demands a definition of what
the ‘governance of borders’ is. This necessarily implicates contemporary debates
about what borders are, who governs them, and what borders are made of. The
linkages between border security, migration management, and national
identification come into clearer focus. Once this analytical scope is established,
the question of ‘who’ can be better answered, through mapping and a critical
analysis of relevant actors. First of all, we have to ask ‘what are borders’, and
what practices are associated with them. Second, we have to theorize the actors
themselves.

1.2.1 Thinking beyond lines in the sand

This dissertation is founded on a view, grounded in observation and well
established in academic literature, that borders are not simply ‘lines in the sand’.
That is to say that borders are not simply territorial demarcations, but sites of
governance oriented around inclusion and exclusion, which are necessarily of
selective permeability. This dissertation uses the issues of mobility and migration
to critically examine the emergence and dynamics of security arrangements in
West Africa.

To speak of borders means defining them, and to speak of governance is to mean
talking about a particular type of practice. What is a border? The contemporary
consensus on borders in social science points out the proliferation, multiplication,
hardening and displacement of borders. This is in opposition to the ‘geopolitical
trajectory’ (Walters 2002) of thinking about borders, which would see them as
geographical barriers along which inside and outside or justice and anarchy rest.
The consensus in question emerges from a shift from thinking about borders to a
more social constructivist view concerned with border-ing as