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 “The view of migrants as a threat to the identity, 
political stability and welfare of the host country is 
largely based on political and media discourses 
creating the impression that the country has been, is 
being, or in danger of being invaded by large numbers 
of migrants who have no right to be in the territory” 
 (Mitsilegas, 2004: 29). 

 
 
Migration (of all types) has become extremely topical and politicised in these 
turbulent times. Irish society has experienced a relatively recent influx of 
immigration, and is arguably currently on the cusp of a wave of emigration. 
During times of uncertainty (like now), migrants can be vilified and perceived as a 
threat to society. This is especially true of illegal migrants. Officially the state 
does not recognise illegal migrants as legal citizens or residents, and in Ireland, 
there is no legislation in place to allow these people to become legal. Thus illegal 
migrants are fixed within the zone of illegality and there is no apparent or easy 
way for them to gain access to the zone of legality. World-wide and within the EU 
there have been many calls and measures put in place to control and “manage” 
illegal migration. This can involve both the implementation of policy and 
legislation, and the control and policing of national borders.  
 
Illegal migration is complex and diverse. By its very nature, there is no statistical 
data/official data on illegal migration in Ireland. There are also no accurate 
estimates on the total number of people involved in illegal migration. Contributing 
factors to illegal migration can include: exploitative employers, trafficking, 
recruitment agencies, misinformation, and restrictive policies and laws. There is a 
range of terminology utilised for this type of migration, and some of these terms 
include: illegal, irregular, unauthorised, undocumented, non-compliant, illegal 
alien and Sans-Papiers (Coghlan, 2007: 19-20). Ventrella McCreight’s findings 
show that there are diversities and ambiguities in the definition of irregular 
migration, which can lead to criminalisation and vilification. She claims that EU 
and Member States should concentrate their efforts on the two crimes of 
smuggling of migrants and trafficking in human beings rather than criminalising 
irregular migration (2006: 106). David Bacon believes that the current concept of 
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the “illegal” person has its roots in the Black Codes, used to define who could, 
and could not, be enslaved. This concept reinterprets the idea that a slave 
counted as only three-fifths of a person. Calling someone an “illegal” doesn’t 
refer to an illegal act or the violation of a law. It is the existence or the status of 
the person that is illegal or illegitimate. This justifies exclusion from the rights and 
social benefits accorded people in the surrounding community. Illegality is a 
social category (2007: 67-69). Migrants become illegal, many times by no fault of 
their own, for a variety of reasons. Irregular migration can involve: overstaying 
visas, entering a country without the right documentation, working outside of the 
terms of the residency permit, residing and working on false papers, a change in 
law/policy/status, administrations infringements rather than criminal offences, or 
spouse dependant visas (Coghlan, 2007: 14). Some, but not all, illegal 
immigrants travel under very dangerous conditions. In February 2009 twenty-two 
people died when their boat capsized off the Canary Islands. They are believed 
to have been illegal migrants travelling from Morocco’s western Atlantic coast. 
This area is considered to be one of the world’s harshest migration routes 
(Tremlett, 2009). 
 
Many illegal migrants are employed in the informal economy, which is often 
overlooked by the state. This work can be dangerous, and migrants put 
themselves at risk of exploitation, and often in dangerous situations. Most 
undocumented workers are employed in domestic labour, private care, 
construction, and agriculture.  A recent controversial case involving illegal 
migrants in the UK, saw the uncovering of the employment practices of high 
street fashion giant Primark. Primark were alleged to have employed illegal 
immigrants in bad working conditions and to have payed them just over half the 
minimum wage. These migrants were in the UK illegally and were originally from 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India. Primark distanced themselves from this 
controversy by stating that the illegal migrants were employed by a sub-
contractor (TNS Knitwear), and Primark had no knowledge of the employment of 
illegal workers (McDougall, 2009). This case portrays some of the key features of 
the informal economy: implicit acceptance of illegal workers by the state, sub-
contracting, the possibility of trafficking, poor working conditions, and danger. 
Irregular migrants are policed as outsiders even though they are economically 
incorporated into political communities through informal neoliberal markets. As 
states are increasingly incorporated into the global economy they implicitly agree 
to demands for cheap flexible, and compliant labour (McNevin, 2006: 136).  
 
Not only is illegal migration percieved in a negative light, it is also researched in a 
negative light. Much has been published on how to ‘control’ and deter illegal 
migration. Other researchers have adopted a different approach and have 
offered some recommendations/solutions to illegal migration. In an Irish context 
one obvious solution to illegal migration is to present a route for illegal migrations 
to become legal. Coghlan recommends introducing a bridging visa, greater 
flexibility and mobility within the immigration system to allow workers to transfer 
between schemes and between different immigration statuses, provision of 
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supports and services, and access to social protection (2007: 57-59). Bacon 
suggests: promotion of labour equaltity (rights/benefits), a more flexible visa 
policy/status, family reunification, and protection (2007: 67-69). A pro-active 
group of illegal migrants in France, who call themselves “Sans-Papiers”, actively 
call for inclusion. The Sans-Papiers demand the right to stay in France and the 
right to regularized status. In many cases these particular migrants, who were 
initially legal, became ‘illegal’ rather than entering the country via clandestine 
means. This group reflect the multiple dimensions of political belonging. They 
demand that the exclusivity determing rights of access and membership, in such 
a way as to accept and reinforce its existing boundaries (McNevin, 2006: 135-
136).  
 
This intricate and often not easily observable form of migration is what I am 
concentrating my PhD research upon. Illegal migration, inclusive of many 
differing types of migration, exists throughout the whole world. My focus is on 
illegal migration in the Irish context, with comparative analysis from the Italian 
context. Ireland and Italy provide two fascinating sites for the comparative study 
of illegal migration. Both countries are members of the European Union; both 
possess a long history of emigration, and a relatively recent history of substantial 
immigration; and both countries prioritize labor migration, particularly migrants 
with skills that are in demand. However some differences between the two 
countries also exist; Italy is a signatory to the Schengen Agreement, while Ireland 
remains part of the Common Travel Area with the UK; Italy is one of the main 
entry points to Europe for many irregular migrants, particularly from Africa, while 
Ireland is rarely a point of first entry to Europe; mainstream political parties in 
Italy make explicit reference to illegal migration in their policies, while Irish 
political parties have been less explicit. Yet, both countries have a strong 
tradition of civil society engagement in matters relating to immigration. As I 
alluded to above, illegal migration is often conceived, perceived, and articulated 
as a threat to society. This representation of illegal migration plays a crucial role 
in shaping national policies and national identities. In addition, illegal migration is 
extremely multifaceted as different national, regional and local contexts lead to 
different understandings and uses of illegal migration. Thus a comparative study 
of the existence, articulation and impacts of illegal migration in Ireland and Italy 
will provide significant insights into how illegal migration works, how it is 
understood and how it is used across different spatial contexts. In particular, I will 
reveal how illegal migration is used to influence governance and redefine identity 
in two connected, though different, European countries.  
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