
The Rationalities of Migration Management:
Control and Subversion in an Indonesia-

Based Counter-Smuggling Campaign

ANNE MCNEVIN,1 ANTJE MISSBACH,2
AND DEDDY MULYANA

3

1The New School for Social Research
2Monash University

3Padjadjaran University

This article examines an Australian-funded counter-smuggling campaign
delivered in Indonesia from 2009 to 2014 as an example of the global
regulatory regime known as Migration Management. Drawing on field-
work conducted in Indonesia among the fishing communities targeted
by the campaign, we problematize the campaign’s purported success.
The appearance of success, we argue, is linked to four interrelated ratio-
nalities of governance—security, humanitarianism, managerialism, and
colonialism—that shape the terms of reference through which the cam-
paign was conceived, designed, and evaluated. These rationalities “make
sense” of a campaign that can otherwise be read as indicative of circular
and misdirected strategies of border security. In a second move, we show
how the techniques deployed in the campaign give rise to challenges
to technocratic control. We argue, by extension, that Migration
Management is subject to subtle disruptions and subversions that
emanate from the very rationalities through which it is sustained. Our ar-
gument exposes the politics at stake in a regulatory regime that is repre-
sented as neutral and of benefit to all. It also shows what stands in the
way of template reproduction of the Management agenda.

From 2009 to 2010 a public information campaign with an anti-people-smuggling
message was delivered in ports and coastal villages across the Indonesian archipel-
ago. The campaign targeted fishermen, boat owners and builders, coastal industry
workers, port authorities, ferry operators, and local law enforcement officers at
key entry and exit points for asylum seekers moving between Malaysia, Indonesia,
and Australia. The campaign was intended to alert local fishermen, in particular,
to the dangers of accepting payment to act as captains or crew on boats carrying
asylum seekers. The campaign incorporated a strong religious dimension.
Depending on the target location, Muslim and Christian preachers were recruited
to make the moral and theological case against people smuggling and irregular
transit. The campaign was funded by the Australian Customs and Border
Protection Service and implemented by the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) with the agreement of the Indonesian government. In its evalua-
tion of the campaign’s pilot phase, the IOM claimed to have achieved “a radical
shift in public opinion regarding the social and economic impact of people smug-
gling.” In the target communities, people were reported to have moved “from . . .
general acceptance/tolerance or ignorance, to . . . virtually unanimous rejection
of people smuggling” (IOM 2010a, ii). Following this positive assessment, the
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Australian Customs and Border Protection Service funded a second, expanded
phase that ran to the end of 2014.

In this article, we provide an account of this campaign informed by analysis of a
number of documents obtained from Australian Customs and Border Protection
under Freedom of Information laws. These documents allow us to piece together
the dynamics of the campaign from conception to design, implementation, and
evaluation. Our discussion is also supported by fieldwork conducted in
Indonesian fishing villages targeted directly by the campaigns in and around
Pelabuhan Ratu (West Java) and on Rote Island (East Nusa Tenggara).1 Our field-
work incorporated observations and interviews with fishermen (including some
convicted of people-smuggling offenses), representatives from fishing industry or-
ganizations, local community and religious leaders, and representatives of rele-
vant local government agencies, as well as staff of relevant international
organizations.

Our fieldwork revealed at least two aspects of the campaign that stood in stark
contrast to internal (IOM and Australian government) reports and external (aca-
demic) evaluations that championed the campaign’s success. First, the campaign
appeared to take little, if any, account of the economic and developmental factors
that contributed overwhelmingly to the decisions fishermen took about whether
to become involved in the transit of asylum seekers. In other words, the campaign
operated without the kind of holistic approach that was more likely to generate
and sustain the kinds of counter-smuggling outcomes envisaged and, indeed, re-
ported. Second, the campaign contributed to disincentives to rescue asylum
seekers stranded at sea in ways that sat in tension with both the rights-based ap-
proach advocated by the IOM and with the emphasis on saving lives at sea that
currently attaches to many states’ counter-smuggling initiatives, and certainly very
prominently to those of Australia.

Against these apparent contradictions, we make two interrelated arguments.
First, we argue that the campaign’s “success” is linked to specific rationalities of
governance that shape the terms of reference within which the campaign was as-
sessed. We identify four specific rationalities—security, humanitarianism, manage-
rialism, and colonialism—through which it becomes possible to interpret the cam-
paign as sensible, desirable, and ultimately successful. Our intention is not to
provide an evaluation of the campaign as such. Rather, we identify the logic ac-
cording to which the campaign was conceived and evaluated and situate that logic
against an account of the broader regulatory regime—known as Migration
Management—of which it is a part.

If the campaign is illustrative of the pervasive rationalities at stake in Migration
Management, it also demonstrates, we argue, that which stands in the way of tem-
plate reproduction of the Management agenda. This second strand of our argu-
ment inverts the logic deployed by William Walters to map the interplay between
“official governance and certain moves which contest it” (Walters 2011, 154). In
his account of the ways in which humanitarian governance shapes the landscape
of contemporary border control, Walters shows how humanitarian agencies that
are commonly understood to be working in opposition to border-policing opera-
tions are also incorporated within the “the institutional matrix of the contempo-
rary border regime” (Walters 2011, 155).2 To the extent, for example, that
humanitarian agencies offer “care” to migrants whose status as migrants eligible
for such “care” is a product of the prevailing border regime, those agencies

1The article draws on the authors’ extensive fieldwork and ethnographic inquiry in Indonesia between 2012 and
2015. This focused on the prosecution of people smugglers and the Management of asylum seekers and refugees.
Key informants for the paper were in most cases interviewed by Missbach and McNevin during October 2014.

2On the co-implication of humanitarianism and the contemporary border regime, see also Fassin (2012) and
Ticktin (2011).
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reproduce the subjects and administrative logics of the border regime they cri-
tique. For Walters, this is an important illustration of the ways in which particular
kinds of resistance, which Foucault calls “counterconduct,” are not external to
prevailing modes of bordering but operate by means of transactions and
exchanges with border-policing authorities. Walters suggests, in other words, that
action intended to subvert may also contribute to control and that, as a conse-
quence, control and subversion, conduct and counterconduct, cannot be distin-
guished in absolute terms. Here, we put forward the converse proposition that ac-
tion intended to control may sometimes contribute to subversion. We show, more
specifically, how governing rationalities at stake in the campaign break down,
shift, and mutate in ways that generate unpredictable disruptions to technocratic
control. Our purpose is to better understand both the centralizing, or hegemonic,
forces within migration governance as well as the ways in which governance is sub-
ject to unanticipated changes and reversals.

The paper draws on a considerable body of literature that approaches migra-
tion governance in general, and Migration Management in particular, through a
governmentality lens (Soguk 1999; Bigo 2002; Andrijasevic and Walters 2010;
Georgi 2010; Geiger and Pécoud 2013). From a governmentality perspective,
Migration Management can be understood as an attempt to excise the “turbu-
lence” of migration and render it subject to centralized forms of control (Pécoud
[citing Papastergiadis] 2013, 2). Toward this end, migration is increasingly ap-
proached and represented from a technocratic perspective, obscuring the ongo-
ing politics at stake in questions of human mobility.

We extend these studies by incorporating a socio-anthropological dimension
into our inquiry. The qualitative, field-based methods that anchor our research
respond, in this respect, to recent criticisms (Bigo 2014) of the governmentality lit-
erature that it is not sufficiently engaged with grounded and contextualized pro-
cesses and actors. In other words, we are keen to establish how specific modes of
governance play out, on the ground, in mundane or everyday practices that incor-
porate, for example, the self-regulation of religious and community leaders, citizens
and migrants, alongside the exercise of sovereign power. At the same time, we con-
textualize our account of the micro-dynamics of Migration Management in
Indonesia in the broader political economies within which they are embedded.

We respond, in addition, to a tendency within the critical literature on
Migration Management to overstate its coherence and reach. While much has
been said of the top-down imposition of Migration Management agendas, far less
attention is given to cases where the management project fails or where it mutates
into something other than its original template design (for important exceptions,
see Kalir and Sur 2012). By pointing to the sometimes diverse and unpredictable
trajectories of Migration Management in the Indonesian context, we attempt to
enliven a more nuanced and multidimensional account of an imperfect gover-
nance project. We begin by providing some background to the campaign itself
and its perplexing “success.”

Assessing Success in a Counter-Smuggling Campaign

From the late 1990s, increasing numbers of people fleeing conflict and persecu-
tion in Central Asia and the Middle East passed through Indonesia en route to
Australia in order to seek asylum. As border controls became increasingly restric-
tive, a market was established for irregular transit to and from Indonesia (Munro
2011). Fishermen from Indonesian coastal villages began to diversify and supple-
ment their incomes by acting as captains or crew on boats carrying asylum seekers
to Australian island territories (Hunyor 2001). Recruited by “middlemen,” fisher-
men were offered what in relative terms was a large amount of money for a few
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days’ work. If caught, fishermen like these were liable for prosecution under
Australian anti-smuggling law and, after 2011, under Indonesian law.3

It was in this context that Australia engaged the IOM in 2009 to design and im-
plement a public information campaign that would counter fishermen’s suscepti-
bility to the smuggling trade. The campaign was one dimension of what the
Australian government calls a “whole of pipeline” approach to counter people
smuggling (Australian Customs and Border Protection Service 2013). According
to this approach, public education is linked to bilateral intelligence sharing and
border enforcement designed to combat migration-related transnational crime
and, ultimately, to prevent the irregular arrival of asylum seekers in Australia. The
campaign in Indonesia was thus encompassed within a broader deterrence strat-
egy that has characterized Australia’s approach to asylum seekers since the early
2000s. This strategy has incorporated the removal of asylum seekers to offshore
detention in Nauru and Papua New Guinea and, since July 2013, the refusal to
resettle in Australia those asylum seekers processed in those countries and found
to be refugees. With the introduction of Operation Sovereign Borders in
September 2013, Australia has followed a policy of turning back boats carrying
asylum seekers to Indonesian waters. At the time of writing, there had been
twenty-five such turnbacks (concerning 698 people) (Phillips 2015).

Indonesia is not a signatory to the International Refugee Convention. While
asylum seekers and refugees who enter Indonesia by irregular means therefore
have the status of illegal non-citizens, their presence is tolerated under the terms
of a regional cooperation arrangement between Australia, Indonesia, and the
IOM, initiated in 2000. Australia funds the IOM to provide accommodation, sup-
port, and basic services for irregular migrants in Indonesia who have protection
claims, and the Indonesian government enables those migrants to access a status
determination procedure through the UNHCR. While Indonesia is not a mem-
ber-state of the IOM, the IOM has operated there since 1979, when the country
became a temporary refuge for Indochinese refugees. Today, the IOM’s extensive
presence within Indonesia and the diversity of its activities designed to boost the
border-policing capacity of relevant authorities reflect the interests of the
Australian government, the main donor for the IOM’s operations in Indonesia.4

The IOM engaged a “values-based” approach to communicating the anti-
people-smuggling message to targeted fishing villages, linked to both the influ-
ence of local authority figures and villagers’ sense of identity and self-worth (IOM
2010a, 3; 2010b, 29). The campaign slogan “Aku Tahu Penyelundupan Imigran Ilegal
Itu Salah” [I Know Smuggling Illegal Immigrants Is Wrong]5 was printed on stick-
ers, banners, mugs, and T-shirts, and delivered at community events comprising
family activities, competitions, and films. Two films, one entitled Aku Tahu (I
Know) and the other Jangan Terlibat (Don’t Get Involved), conveyed three core
campaign messages: first, that transporting “illegal immigrants” constitutes people
smuggling and is a criminal offense; second, that those who engage in people
smuggling harm their reputation and negatively impact their self-esteem (harga
diri); and third, that people smuggling is a sin (dosa). The films introduce
Indonesian fishermen who have served time in Australian prisons for smuggling

3Indonesian law 6/2011 carries a penalty of five to fifteen years’ imprisonment for people-smuggling offenses
and fines ranging from Rp 500 million [US$35,000] to Rp 1,500 million [US$105,000] for attempted people smug-
gling. The Australian Migration Act of 1958, as amended by the Anti-People Smuggling and Other Measures Act
that came into force on June 1, 2010, contains provisions for up to twenty years’ imprisonment for aggravated forms
of people smuggling, with mandatory minimum penalties and substantial fines for certain offenses.

4According to Australian Immigration Minister Peter Dutton, “[t]he fact is we [Australian Government] provide,
by way of donor support, the largest amount of money to the IOM and to the UNHCR in Indonesia.” Cited in
Bennett 2015.

5Where the slogan first appeared, it was translated as “I know people smuggling is wrong.” Our rendering in the
text above is a more direct translation from the Indonesian.
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offenses. The fishermen explain why they regret their actions in an effort to con-
vince the audience that it is better to be a poor but honest fisherman than to
profit through crime and end up in jail.

To give weight to the religious dimension of the messages, in Aku Tahu a
Christian pastor and a Muslim cleric have their say. Not only is people smuggling
identified as sinful, but so too is any assistance provided to asylum seekers, includ-
ing accommodation, transport, information, and other forms of help. The
Christian pastor says, for example:

From a religious perspective it is strictly forbidden to provide assistance or help to
those who make journeys without complete documents, those who are also referred
to as illegal immigrants . . . if we provide assistance, we ourselves will be damaged
(rugi).

Local religious leaders were also encouraged in workshops to prepare sermons
on the topic for both Christian and Muslim audiences, which were published in
special booklets (buku khotbah). The sermons use biblical analogies and Koranic
verses to explain why people smuggling is sinful and why fishermen should avoid
it.

Against this deployment of religion to dissuade fishermen from transporting
asylum seekers, consider for a moment the broader political economy in which
the fishermen’s decision-making is situated. By any measure, coastal villages tar-
geted by the campaign are under severe economic and developmental pressure.
Nearby reefs are in decline from overfishing and environmental damage, and the
costs of deeper-sea fishing expeditions (in diesel, food, equipment, and time) are
often beyond the means of ordinary villagers. Many fishermen accumulate debts
to boat owners that cannot be repaid from the income from disappointing
catches (Carnegie 2014). Unwilling to advance a cycle of debt, fishermen often
abandon their trade. Some have turned to sea-grass farming as an alternative.
Modest local government schemes encourage this fledgling industry, which is be-
set by fluctuating prices, poor distribution chains, and vulnerability to industrial
and environmental accidents (Mitchell 2015). Income is rarely enough to make
ends meet. As our informants told us, the sum promised for crewing a boat repre-
sented an injection of funds sufficient to foster a shift to a more reliable income
stream (the purchase of a larger boat or other trading infrastructure, for in-
stance) or to rebuild a more weather-resistant house.6

Among our informants, whether fishermen or local authorities, there was al-
most universal acknowledgment that economics played a crucial, if not central,
role in fishermen’s decision-making processes. The question of whether transport-
ing asylum seekers was illegal, sinful, or reduced self-worth appeared to be sec-
ondary to the more pressing concern about whether such activity could provide a
viable livelihood option, in the short term or beyond. Yet, neither the relative
weight of economic considerations in the process of opinion formation, nor the
extent to which material realities might complicate or outweigh legal, moral, or
theological awareness, was factored into the campaign’s delivery. This was the
case despite the fact that market research conducted in 2012 for the campaign in-
cluded details of pervasive income precarity in the target villages (IPSOS
Indonesia 2012). The failure to incorporate this crucial factor into the campaign
is perplexing, not only because of the additional burden placed on fishermen to
“do the right thing” in the face of structural constraints, but also because it mili-
tates against the sustained behavioral change that the campaign sought to yield.

6Fishermen with whom we spoke reported an average daily income from fishing/sea-grass farming of between
Rp10,000 and Rp80,000 (roughly US$1–8). Various accounts of the sums promised for crewing a boat from 1998 on-
ward (regardless of what fishermen may ultimately receive) vary from Rp1–11 million (roughly US$100–1100), with
variation in amounts for crew and captains (Barker 2013; Crouch and Missbach 2013, 13; Carnegie 2014, 576).
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Leaving economics out of the equation is even more perplexing when one con-
siders the centrality of developmental issues to a Managed Migration approach.
Since the mid-1990s, the term “Migration Management” has come to denote a set
of principles and best practices with respect to the regulation of migration in all
its forms, developed and promoted by inter-governmental organizations (includ-
ing the IOM) and by a series of commissions and consultations that have forged
an agenda for the global governance of migration. Migration Management is pre-
mised on a number of goals or transnational policy orientations. These include
regularizing those forms of migration that are irregular, harmonizing law and ad-
ministrative practice internationally in relation to migration, minimizing the secu-
rity risks attached to migration, and promoting the human rights of migrants,
including migrant workers, refugees, and asylum seekers (Global Commission on
International Migration 2005; IOM 2005; European Commission 2011). Central
to the Management approach is advocacy of the so-called migration–development
nexus. The developmental gains of migration (through work experience, skills
gain, and remittances) are said to represent a triple win for individual migrants
and for sending and receiving states. As the orthodox regulatory approach,
Migration Management conveys the impression that migration, linked to develop-
ment, can be harnessed and steered for universal advantage. In the Indonesian
context, the IOM’s involvement in training and education for intending
Indonesian labor migrants reflects the significance of labor migration and worker
remittances to the Indonesian economy and the Indonesian government’s active
promotion of overseas migration as a personal, community, and national develop-
ment strategy since the 1980s (Chan 2014). However, the campaign exhibited
none of this regard for the broader integration of migration and development.

An additional reason to be skeptical of claims of the campaign’s “success,” or at
least of the way that success might be measured, can be gleaned from a particular
perspective offered by our informants. Two fishermen with whom we spoke in
Pelabuhan Ratu had attended campaign events in the past. Both were aware of
the penalties for people smuggling, and both had encountered emergencies in-
volving “immigrants” (their word) at sea. They were also aware that Australian au-
thorities would intercept and destroy vessels found to be carrying “immigrants” in
or near Australian waters and that crew could be perceived as smugglers. As fisher-
men, they knew that their own safety was tied to the maritime culture of rescue at
sea; at any point in the future, it could be their own vessel in distress. Yet, they
could not risk the destruction of their fishing boats, which they did not own and
could not afford to replace, should they be intercepted. No matter how close to
Australian territory they might be, as they saw it, their only option was to return
any “immigrants” they might rescue at sea to Indonesia (the preferred outcome
for Australian authorities). The costs of this option, such as the extra fuel for the
journey and the loss of several days’ work to police investigations on their return
from sea, would, however, be considerable. For fishermen and their families living
day to day on very low incomes, costs such as these represent a genuine disincen-
tive to rescue. The reality of this dilemma is supported by accounts from two
asylum-seeker informants who survived (one in the water for three days) when
their vessels sank at sea and reported that fishing boats passed by without
assisting.

Disincentives to rescue are not inconsistent with the deterrence approach of
successive Australian governments over the life of the campaign, and such disin-
centives have a longer historical trajectory. For example, disincentives to rescue
also resulted from the Australian government’s refusal in 2001 to allow the MV
Tampa, a Norwegian container ship that had rescued asylum seekers from their
distressed vessel in nearby Australian waters, to dock at Australia’s Christmas
Island. The refusal doubtless caused commercial operators, large and small, to

228 The Rationalities of Migration Management

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ips/article/10/3/223/1750568 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023

Deleted Text: by


reflect upon what is at stake (time, lost income, commercial reputation, and in-
creased insurance premiums) in rescuing asylum seekers at sea anywhere near
Australian territory (Pugh 2004). Subsequent changes to legislation in Australia
placed rescuers at risk of attracting charges related to people smuggling (Horgan
and Taylor 2011, 19).

At the same time, Australian politicians and policymakers have invoked a series
of maritime disasters in which asylum-seeker vessels crashed and/or sank in or
near Australian territorial waters and in which some 1,550 lives were lost (Hutton
2014), to demonstrate the need for deterrence strategies. Former Prime Minister
Tony Abbott, for example, defended the cruel-to-be-kind approach of his govern-
ment’s turnback policies in such terms. Responding to United Nations criticism
of the extent to which Australia’s deterrence approach conflicted with obligations
under human rights conventions, Abbott stated:

The most humanitarian, the most decent, the most compassionate thing you can do
is stop these boats, because hundreds . . . drowned at sea during the flourishing of
the people smuggling trade under the former government. The best thing you can
do to uphold the universal decencies of mankind, the best thing you can do to en-
sure that the best values of our world are realised is to stop the boats and that’s ex-
actly what we have done. (cited in Doherty and Hurst 2015)

Given these sentiments, how can we understand the “success” of a public infor-
mation campaign through which disincentives to rescue are magnified? And how
can we account for measures of success that appear to exclude fundamentally im-
portant economic and contextual factors?

In the following section, we reflect on these questions in light of four governing
rationalities. By rationalities, we refer to particular kinds of problematization with
respect to migration that shape the objectives and infuse the practical work of var-
ious governing agents (institutions, organizations, governments) in ways that pre-
determine measures of reasonable conduct. The conduct in question relates as
much to how one migrates “appropriately” as to how one regulates migration.
Governing rationalities establish what is to be governed (migration in various
forms), how it is to be governed, and forms of individual self-regulation as much
as regulation of others. We show how four specific rationalities—security, humani-
tarianism, managerialism, and colonialism—coalesce within Migration
Management and constitute the logic against which the campaign was designed
and evaluated. The distinction drawn between different rationalities serves an ana-
lytic purpose. In reality, however, it is difficult to isolate one rationality from
another. In many respects, the intersections between them are precisely what dis-
tinguishes Migration Management as a form of governmentality. In what follows,
we highlight, in addition, certain ways in which these rationalities result in effects
that run counter to the logic at hand. Our analysis thus combines elements of an
imminent critique of “Migration Management” with the identification of forms of
counterconduct.

Security

The securitization of (irregular) migration is a well-established theme within criti-
cal studies of migration (Bigo 2002; Watson 2009) and need not be re-rehearsed
here. In Indonesia’s region, securitization has manifested in an overwhelming em-
phasis on transnational crime as the central problematic through which to ap-
proach the issue of asylum seekers. The Bali Process on People Smuggling,
Trafficking in Persons, and Related Transnational Crime (the key regional inter-
governmental forum for irregular migration governance, co-chaired by Australia
and Indonesia) has developed a “best practice” approach that focuses on the pre-
vention and containment of “illegal movements” (including those of potential
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asylum seekers) via counter-smuggling initiatives (Kneebone 2014). The attention
given to counter-smuggling in crime-prevention strategies corresponds with a pre-
vailing narrative whereby the smuggler is identified as the agent responsible for
the perils of irregular migration. At the same time that saving lives became the os-
tensible object of deterrence policy practice in countries such as Australia, culpa-
bility for lives lost in the region was displaced from the practice of deterrence
itself and attributed to smugglers and middlemen, who were caricatured as ruth-
less members of organized criminal syndicates exploiting the vulnerable for profit
(see for example Rodgers 2009; for more complex accounts of smuggling in this
region and others, see Missbach 2015; Sanchez 2015).

The introduction of people smuggling as a criminal offense in Indonesia in
2011 reflected pressure on regional governments that were seen to be falling be-
hind “best practice” in counter-smuggling measures. Through the Bali Process,
the Australian government had been actively promoting a coordinated approach
and model legislation for regional counter-smuggling laws (Millar 2004; Carr
2015). The new Indonesian law defined people smuggling broadly to include, for
instance, the provision of accommodation or transport within Indonesia to per-
sons without a visa (for details, see Crouch and Missbach 2013). The public infor-
mation campaign reflected the scope of the new law by including an injunction
against the provision of assistance of any kind to “illegal immigrants.”

One of the striking features of the campaign material is the way in which the
counter-smuggling message is decontextualized from the broader issues surround-
ing asylum seekers. For example, no mention is made of asylum seekers in educa-
tional films screened at community events. The people in the films are referred
to instead as “illegal immigrants” (imigran gelap/imigran ilegal) by the Indonesian
narrator and as “irregular migrants” in the English subtitles. Nor do the films con-
tain any information as to why these “illegal immigrants” have come to Indonesia,
what their circumstances might be, or why they would wish to reach Australia.
The idea of asylum and the legal identity of an asylum seeker are absent from the
campaign delivery, as are the broader problems associated with the lack of safe
transit for asylum seekers and the unavailability of adequate protection for refu-
gees. The problem is enlivened, by contrast, by a twofold focus on crime: illegal
immigration on the one hand, and people smuggling on the other. The solution
sought is the prevention of both via the modification of behavior in Indonesian
fishing villages.

In addition to proscribing assistance to “illegal immigrants,” the campaign culti-
vates a code of conduct and a subject of good conduct—the good citizen, the
good fisherman, the good Muslim, the good Christian. This was evident, for ex-
ample, in repeated explanations by our village informants that the proper behav-
ior when one encounters “illegal immigrants” is to report them to the relevant au-
thorities. The campaign exploits well-established sociocultural infrastructure and
hierarchies to enlist citizens to watch and inform on asylum seekers and on fellow
citizens whose conduct falls short of what is prescribed. Specific instances of this
kind of reporting were highlighted in the IOM’s campaign evaluation as evidence
of success (IOM 2010a, xxi). Decontextualized from the larger issues surrounding
the flow of asylum seekers, the campaign discouraged not only the transportation
of asylum seekers on boats, but also hospitable or charitable acts toward asylum
seekers on land, contributing to an atmosphere of suspicion around any third-
party interaction with them. In this way, the campaign exerted a surveillance and
policing effect in keeping with the securitization of migration in general.

Using religion as a vehicle to convey political messages and to drive attitudinal
and behavioral change is not a new phenomenon in Indonesia. Islamic oratory, in
particular, has a prominent place in Indonesian community life (Millie 2012),
and there is widespread instrumentalization of religious networks to promote
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specific objectives. The religious sermons produced in this vein for the campaign
were nevertheless written by village-level preachers not widely respected on mat-
ters of religious interpretation outside their local communities, and many of the
sermons were vague and difficult to interpret. It remains to be seen whether reli-
gious injunctions articulated in this way remain compelling over time.

The campaign’s deployment of religious authority runs the risk, moreover, of
invoking an alternative discourse, one that harnesses religious norms toward a far
more expansive account of hospitality and obligation owed to strangers and out-
siders. The question of asylum from an Islamic perspective has, for example, be-
come the focus of a growing body of scholarship (Muzaffar 2001; Zaat 2007;
Shoukri 2011; Wong and Tan 2012), and the UNHCR has sponsored a series of
dialogues on Islamic conceptions of asylum (Türk, Supramaniam, and Liew 2008)
as well as hosting NGO consultations on Faith and Protection. These develop-
ments suggest that pastoral governance may be open to multiple trajectories on
the question of asylum. In the following section, we show how religious and hu-
manitarian sentiments have indeed been deployed in the Indonesian context to
justify conduct decidedly at odds with the campaign’s core messages.

Humanitarianism

As one dimension of what Walters (2011) and others point to as the humanitaria-
nization of border security (see also Vaughan-Williams 2015), counter-smuggling
initiatives are increasingly coded as responses to humanitarian problems—includ-
ing loss of life at sea and the exploitation of migrants. The counter-smuggling
campaign examined in this paper is justified, at least in part, by the imperative to
prevent deaths at sea, and in a way that collapses security and humanitarian objec-
tives. It is one example of a range of communication strategies endorsed by the
Bali Process as effective means of preventing the “misinformation and deception”
that “enables smugglers and traffickers to exploit the aspirations of migrants”
(Bali Process 2015).

The Australian and Indonesian navies and coast guards are frequently called to
rescue distressed asylum-seeker vessels at sea. In these cases, humanitarianism is
reduced to a minimal expression—that is, to saving life at the point of death with-
out regard to key contributing factors (lack of effective security and protection
for refugees, lack of safer transit options, and so on). To regard this kind of hu-
manitarianism as merely palliative understates the way in which humanitarian bor-
der security is increasingly deployed in strategic and preventative ways. Governing
agencies anticipate irregular migrants’ arrival at the point of death (at sea) and
work to prevent their arrival at that point (by removing the opportunity to board
a boat in the first place). Thus, in the Mediterranean, recent search-and-rescue
operations have been matched by efforts to pre-empt their occurrence by destroy-
ing fishing vessels operating from the North African coast on account of their po-
tential use for smuggling (European Commission 2015). Counter-smuggling ini-
tiatives in general, including communication campaigns, have become a feature
of this kind of pre-emptive humanitarian governance.

For some scholars, the integration of humanitarian and security rationalities
implies that humanitarianism no longer offers an effective critique of securitized
migration regimes (Vaughan-Williams 2015). The case at hand appears to offer
some support for this argument. As outlined earlier in the paper, the campaign’s
positioning within a wider humanitarian effort to safeguard lives at sea did little
to alleviate the disincentives to rescue that the campaign effectively communi-
cated to fishermen contemplating their response to distressed vessels they might
encounter. The production of disincentives to rescue in the Indonesian context
appears to align with similar trends in the Mediterranean context, where rescues
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conducted by fishermen and NGOs known for migrant advocacy have been met
with prosecutions for people-smuggling offenses under Italian law (Basaran
2015).

In order to understand this apparent discrepancy between humanitarian goals
and outcomes, it is helpful to distinguish between two different acts of rescue at
stake. One is official, frequently militarized, and incorporated within the logic
and apparatus of a securitized regulatory regime; the other is spontaneous—a res-
cue carried out by fishermen who happen across a distressed asylum-seeker vessel
at sea. Spontaneous rescue, precisely because it is not anticipated, exposes the lim-
its and costs (not least in human life) of the technical ambition to Manage
Migration in absolute terms. It exposes both the failings of the technical strategy
to anticipate and prevent the need for rescue in the first place (by destroying
boats preventatively, for instance) and the failings of official rescue/turnback op-
erations, some of which have put asylum seekers at further risk of drowning and
have prompted subsequent rescue at the Indonesian end (Amnesty International
2015). More generally, therefore, spontaneous acts of rescue expose the disso-
nance between the ambitions and realities attached to Migration Management in
humanitarian terms. An effort to avoid or deny this exposure accounts, at least in
part, for the ways in which a campaign justified as saving lives at sea can be ratio-
nalized alongside a willingness to let lives not be saved. It helps explain why some
acts of (official) rescue are recognized and valued as humanitarian gestures, while
others are policed as breaches of the law, breaches of a “cruel-to-be-kind” utilitar-
ian ethics, and—in light of the campaign messages—breaches of a locally
enforced code of conduct taking social, juridical, and pastoral forms.

Yet, spontaneous acts of rescue persist. Such acts, moreover, have been carried
out with explicit reference to humanitarian obligations and religious imperatives
that defy those versions authorized by the counter-smuggling campaign. When a
boat carrying asylum seekers was turned back to Indonesia by Australian authori-
ties in May 2015 and struck a reef west of Rote Island in one of the areas targeted
by the campaign some years earlier, local villagers provided emergency assistance.
Village chief Semuel Messek explained that, despite the expense entailed, “[i]f I
let these people go looking cold and hungry, God will not see me in a good light”
(cited in Topsfield and Rosa 2015). In the same month, Indonesian fishermen
rescued more than 1,800 Rohingya abandoned by smugglers and stranded in the
Andaman sea (UNHCR 2015). As the crisis gained momentum, Indonesian mili-
tary officers “reminded” fishermen in Aceh that their job was to fish, not to rescue
(Spiegel Online 2015). Indonesian fishermen nevertheless brought the Rohingya
to land. One of the rescuers offered the Rohingya his food, his catch, and his
fuel, hoping that he could “get that money back from the gods when I go back to
the sea. I believe they will help me get fish” (quoted in Vanderklippe 2015).
Members of the Acehnese community proposed to honor the fishermen’s cour-
age with an award. In their minds,

. . . humanity does not know territorial borders. And we hope in the name of human-
ity the Acehnese local government and the national government will give awards [to
the fishermen] as heroes of humanity. (quoted in Afif 2015, our translation)

We do not read these examples as indications of the campaign’s failure as such,
not least because it remains unclear whether these villagers had attended cam-
paign events. What we emphasize, rather, is the difficulty (perhaps impossibility)
of containing the impact of the techniques deployed in the campaign. Religious
messaging designed to enhance border security may serve to engender within the
subjects produced (as good Muslims, good Christians, or good citizens) reasons
to resist the security imperative or to trump it with alternative expressions of hu-
manity, hospitality, and virtue that resonate more widely.
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Managerialism

The IOM, as the “service provider” of the counter-smuggling campaign, and the
Australian government, as “donor,” operate within a wider administrative culture.
Indeed, the terminology used to describe each party within this “service delivery”
exchange is indicative of that culture and, more specifically, of the rise of New
Public Management. The uptake of New Public Management corresponds with
the neoliberal drive to outsource to private and non-governmental actors an in-
creasing volume of activity previously conducted by government departments and
agencies concerned with security and development, among other areas (Duffield
2001). New Public Management provided a framework through which to intro-
duce technical standardization, benchmarking against best practice and perfor-
mance auditing in ways that established common goals, procedures, and processes
and brought the exponential growth of new actors, or “service providers,” under
centralized forms of administrative control. The shift to New Public Management,
and to what we call a managerial rationality, entailed the division of “service deliv-
ery” (and work in general) into compartmentalized projects conceived and opera-
tionalized with reference to quantifiable inputs and outputs that lent themselves
to standard forms of evaluation and audit (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). The
standardization and the structural changes associated with an increased number
of public–private partnerships not only kept in check the extent to which multiple
“service providers” could deviate from one another, but also enabled what Mark
Duffield (2001, 309) calls the “internationalisation of public policy,” or the active
international transfer of hegemonic regulatory regimes.

The shift to New Public Management in national bureaucracies corresponds
with the rise of Migration Management in inter-governmental fora from the
1990s. The counter-smuggling campaign reflects these twin developments and has
all the hallmarks of a managerial rationality. “Service delivery” was outsourced by
the “donor” (the Australian government) to the IOM. As the “implementing part-
ner,” the IOM contracted Klirkom, a Jakarta-based public relations firm, to con-
duct market research into the most effective means of achieving attitudinal and
behavior change among the target groups. Evaluation of the campaign rested
upon quantifiable measures such as numbers of people attending campaign
events and numbers reporting attitudinal change on the question of people smug-
gling (IOM 2010a, xix–xxi).

Measures such as these give little indication either of the length of time that re-
ported attitudinal change might endure or, indeed, of the extent to which attitu-
dinal change will be borne out in real-life decisions in the present or in the fu-
ture. They do, however, enable the demonstration of campaign “success” within
months of campaign delivery via sufficiently compelling numeric indicators. The
evaluation process also enables the “implementing partner” to fulfill the terms of
their contract quickly and enhance their reputation for future, similar contracts.
This is crucial for the Indonesian mission of the IOM which, in keeping with the
organizational model of New Public Management, operates as an individual cost
center of the wider organization. In a context where the preservation of the orga-
nization’s Indonesian mission depends on ongoing project-to-project funding,
and where the overwhelming majority of that funding is at present derived from
the Australian government, there are obvious commercial/existential pressures in
play. The point here is not to imply impropriety on the part of either party.
Rather, it is to demonstrate that the managerial rationality at stake orients the de-
sign, delivery, and evaluation of projectized “service delivery” toward heavily
skewed measures of success that rarely capture holistic and long-term factors.

When, for example, one of our informants with direct experience of the cam-
paign’s implementation was quizzed on the significance of economic factors in
fishermen’s decision-making processes, they responded with due recognition that
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the developmental issues at stake for fishing communities were a crucial part of
what motivated fishermen to crew boats bound for Australia. They followed this,
however, with an explanation that developmental factors had not been part of that
particular project brief. This response reveals much, not only about the extent to
which governing agencies engage with the political economy of people smuggling
in only the most superficial ways, but also, and crucially, about the extent to which
projectization mitigates against holistic approaches to Migration Management,
even in its own terms.

To the extent that projectization contributed to the exclusion of economic fac-
tors from the campaign brief, it also produced the more insidious effect of reduc-
ing the structural and developmental factors shaping the relevant fishermen’s
choices to matters of individual moral fiber. The campaign messaging suggests
that individuals are faced with a simple choice between right and wrong behavior.
Campaign films and other materials make this much clear—that those who trans-
port or assist “illegal immigrants” are letting down their communities and their
profession and jeopardizing the safety and security of their families. The implica-
tion follows that those who end up prosecuted for people-smuggling offenses
merely suffer the consequences of their own poorly made decisions.

The “success” of the public information campaign was also lauded in external
evaluation. In a review of counter-smuggling awareness campaigns funded by
Australia in a variety of source and transit countries, Schloenhardt and Philipson
(2013, 13) praise the Indonesian campaign on account of its “positive, self-
affirming, and encouraging” messages. Their assessment turns on effective mar-
keting of a core message (people smuggling is wrong), taken as self-evident,
rather than on any broader engagement with the rationalities informing the mes-
sage. By praising the positive messaging (the right kind of conduct that will make
you a better person), in contrast to the negative (the wrong kind of conduct for
which you will be penalized), Schloenhardt and Philipson fail to engage the politi-
cal stakes entailed in the campaign’s cultivation of conduct (whether positively
weighted as responsible or negatively weighted as criminal). Tellingly,
Schloenhardt and Philipson (2013, 5) inform their assessment with “a useful set
of best practice materials in the field [of counter-smuggling communication strat-
egies],” developed by the IOM and the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime. By deploying standardized criteria, established in part by the “service pro-
vider” who delivered the campaign, and in part by an agency deeply invested in se-
curitized governing strategies, this kind of evaluation operates within the same
managerial and security rationalities that shape the campaign from the outset.

Colonialism

In a detailed anthropological study of sailing–trading livelihoods in the coastal
hamlet of Oelaba on the island of Rote—a village targeted by the campaign, and
one of our fieldwork sites—Michelle Carnegie (2014) notes that illegal or quasi-
legal activities have long been part of fishing communities’ strategies of adapta-
tion to precarious livelihoods. Activities related, for example, to the trade and
transport of prohibited hardwoods, to fishing in restricted maritime zones and, in-
deed, to the transport of asylum seekers are pursued in reaction to shifting mar-
ket dynamics, zonal regulations, and border politics that close down some of the
fishermen’s income sources while generating others. Against the fluctuation of
livelihood options, Carnegie notes that within these communities illegal or semi-
legal activity is considered neither abnormal nor shameful. Rather, such activity
falls within the mix of work that is simply available.

Carnegie describes how fishermen from Oelaba, together with their families,
approached the job of crewing an asylum-seeker vessel. In some cases, the
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prospect of time spent in Australian jails was factored into livelihood strategies. A
modest income earned in jail might compare favorably with what could be earned
in Oelaba and could be sent as remittances to families at home. According to
Carnegie (2014, 575), fishermen pursuing such strategies viewed their prison
time as “a legitimate overseas working experience” and as something of a “rite of
passage.” These views reflect the long-standing promotion of a culture of migra-
tion within Indonesia as a development strategy (see Chan 2014).

What emerges implicitly from Carnegie’s analysis is a disjuncture between the
migration–development nexus, as promoted by national governments and by
Migration Management, and the ways in which fishing communities targeted by
the campaign have adapted to the external and developmental pressures they
face, precisely by incorporating migration, work, and remittances into their liveli-
hood strategies. In order to think this disjuncture through, a diversion to the
work of Kalir, Sur, and van Schendel (2012) is instructive. They develop the no-
tion of “ecologies of licitness” to capture scenarios common in many Asian and
other contexts, where the licit and socially acceptable do not map neatly onto le-
gality. Working with this concept, others have shown that in specific parts of
Indonesia the involvement of local traders and local government officials in goods
smuggling, for example, occurs in the context of historically embedded inter-
island and cross-border geographies, kinship dynamics, and long-standing dis-
putes between different levels and layers of government and sources of authority
(Ford and Lyons 2012). Against this backdrop, they argue that sharp lines drawn
between the formal/informal and legal/illegal sectors have little analytic purchase
on the political and moral economies at stake.

With respect to Migration Management, the notion of “ecologies of licitness”
calls into question simplistic accounts of corruption and crime. This is important
for the arguments pursued in this article precisely because the counter-smuggling
campaign targets corruption and crime as appropriate sites of intervention. More
complex and socially embedded “ecologies of licitness” cannot be accommodated
within the scope of the campaign’s securitized starting points or, more generally,
by regulatory exercises conceived in isolation from the historical, economic, and
cultural texture of the specific localities targeted (a point that returns us to the
problematic impacts of short-term projectization and quantitative measures of
success associated with managerialism).

The campaign thus obscures a political terrain on which given targets for
Managerial intervention are identified. That terrain, we suggest, is marked by a
particular kind of colonial rationality, according to which the problem at stake in
irregular migration derives in part from an essential difference between one kind
of people, state, society, and another. The point of difference hangs on a distinc-
tion between metropole and periphery—a distinction that, as other scholars have
argued, remains a constitutive element of the international refugee regime
(Peterson 2015), and Migration Management more broadly (Casas-Cortes,
Cobarrubias, and Pickles 2015). In the face of complex “ecologies of licitness”
that constitute the landscape of human mobility (and the immediate environ-
ment of Indonesian fishing villages more specifically), the distinction between
metropole and periphery plays out in the transfer of governing expertise in
Migration Management. The tendency within “capacity building” exercises for
border-policing authorities, for example, is to retreat to clichéd oppositions be-
tween good governance and bad, and locally derived corruption and crime with
which globally standardized regulatory regimes must contend. The clichés are un-
derwritten by an equally problematic scale of reference, whereby the global (as in
global governance) is imagined as the standard and origin of good governance,
while the local is perceived as the anomalous site to be rectified and managed. In
the process, a familiar distinction is upheld between advanced and backward
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states and societies, where the ability to control borders, to formalize migration,
and simply to obey the law becomes a marker of civilization and of entrée into a
society of civilized states and peoples (McKeown 2008). This colonial rationality
sets up a double standard between those whose tolerance of illegality is perceived
as corrupt, criminal, and backward and those whose tolerance of the same is per-
ceived as enlightened, pragmatic, and humanitarian.

The Australian government, for example, has been criticized for numerous
breaches of international law in relation to its deterrence policies (Amnesty
International 2015; Human Rights Watch 2015). Invariably, such policies are de-
fended as willful expressions of sovereignty, pragmatism, and humanitarian spirit.
In one striking example, the Australian government came under fire in June 2015
because of allegations that its officials paid the crew of an asylum-seeker vessel in-
tercepted at sea US$30,000 to abandon its journey and return to Indonesia—an
act that legal experts suggest constitutes people smuggling under regional proto-
cols (Wood 2015). The Australian government refused to confirm or deny the
payment. However, in a sideways response to the allegations, then–Prime Minister
Tony Abbott did insist that “the only thing to say here” is “that we have stopped
the boats, that’s good for Australia, it’s good for Indonesia and it’s particularly
good for all of those who want to see a better world” (cited in Owens 2015). He
further noted that Australian officials were being “incredibly creative” in finding
ways to turn back the boats “by hook or by crook” (cited in The Guardian 2015).
Foreign Minister Julie Bishop took the opportunity to comment that the focus
should rightly be on the source of the problem in question, which she claimed to
be Indonesia’s failure to secure its borders in the first place (cited in Medhora
2015). In general, therefore, the government justified any potential illegality by
claiming creative necessity in the face of the poor governance and incapacity ema-
nating from its northern neighbor.

Widespread support for deterrence policies among the Australian population,7

despite such legal quandaries, suggests that “ecologies of licitness” are by no
means contained to “the local” or to “the periphery.” A persistent colonial ratio-
nality nevertheless enables metropolitan “ecologies of licitness” to operate without
the same degree of scrutiny and intervention deemed appropriate within the pe-
riphery. A colonial rationality contributes, by extension, to the “common sense”
targeting of the periphery as the site for counter-smuggling measures, including
the campaign in question, without considering the drivers of smuggling that are
metropolitan in origin. A colonial rationality was at work, in other words, when it
appeared to make sense to design a campaign that singled out conduct by
Indonesian fishermen as criminal, irresponsible, and sinful and made it the target
of significant legal and pastoral penalties without due attention to the broader
geopolitical and economic context through which such conduct is both shaped
and interpreted.

Conclusion

In this article, we have shown how four intersecting rationalities of governance
combine to generate a particular logic according to which a counter-smuggling
campaign in the Indonesian context was designed, delivered, and assessed. That
logic “made sense” of a campaign that, when read through other lenses, shows
signs of being misdirected and superficial. To the extent that the campaign redu-
ces complex drivers of demand and supply with respect to irregular transit to the
individual choices of poor Indonesian fishermen, its implications for its target

7A 2014 Lowy Institute Poll finds that 71 percent of Australian adults agree that the government should turn
back boats when safe to do so; 59 percent support offshore processing in places such as Nauru and Papua New
Guinea (Oliver 2014).
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audience remain far from superficial. Taking the campaign as one illustration of
Migration Management in practice, we have highlighted some of the political
stakes and persistent inequalities that shape the prevailing regulatory regime, de-
spite its pretensions toward technocratic neutrality and universal benefit.

Through the example of the counter-smuggling campaign, we have tried, in ad-
dition, to identify some of the cracks and fissures in Migration Management that
belie claims to regulatory coherence and absolute control. In this respect, we
have built on Walters’s (2011, 155) attention to the “agonistic character” of bor-
der regimes and have shown, more specifically, how rationalities sustaining re-
gimes of control are also implicated in subversive trajectories. While, for example,
the managerialism that infuses Migration Management mitigates against holistic
and sustainable responses to human mobility on account of short-termism, projec-
tization, and skewed measures of accountability and performance, it also creates
serious obstacles to the holistic and sustainable implementation of the
Management agenda itself. And while Migration Managers have deployed a partic-
ular kind of humanitarian rationality in the service of border security, there is no
absolute monopoly on what humanitarianism can mean or the conduct it can in-
spire. In the Indonesian case, it is not just that alternative accounts of humanitari-
anism and virtue exist, but that the question raised directly by Migration Managers
in the counter-smuggling campaign as to what humanitarian and virtuous con-
duct consists of with respect to irregular migration can be, and has been, answered
in different ways.

The mutual implication of control and subversion that this example demon-
strates provides an important counter to scholarship that emphasizes, on the one
hand, the overwhelming totality and internal coherence of the prevailing border
regime, and on the other, forms of resistance that are presumed to derive from a
perspective “outside” of control. In making this argument, it has not been our in-
tention to disregard or underestimate the pervasive degree of control that
Migration Management exhibits over borders and migration. It is precisely be-
cause of the extensive reach and compelling force of Migration Management that
we wish to draw attention to the ultimate contingency that shapes this regime and
the rationalities that give substance to it. We have attempted to provide some
openings for asking how things might be different through alternative logics and
approaches to human mobility.
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