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Body and Migration
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It is through our bodies that we interact with others, perform the actions of our everyday
lives and move through familiar and unknown spaces. Migrating is an embodied experience
since it is lived, both physically and psychologically, through the bodies of those in transit. As
it will be argued, the body emerges as a productive conceptual tool that helps understand the
migratory experience in its physical and psychological dimensions, and that sheds light on the
surrounding sociopolitical contexts shaping those embodied experiences. As Bryan Turner
notes, our contemporary society is a “somatic society” where the body has become the major
ground of “political and cultural activity” through which societal issues are discussed (Turner
1992, 12). The duality of the body as both a site of “constraint and resistance” (Turner 1992,
12) explains how the body is the material vehicle for mobility across boundaries while it is
exposed to a series of threats, violence and containment either before, during or after the

migratory process.

The body that is on the move, crosses borders and enters countries is inseparable from
the power structures of the receiving and sending nation-states. For Michel Foucault,
contemporary states are invested in the body to exercise a power focused on the management
of the life of populations. Known as “biopower”, it operates in two conjoined ways: first, by
subjugating bodies through discipline so that they simultaneously become more docile and
productive; second, through biopolitics or the regulation of the biological life of people via the
intervention in their lives, reproduction, health or life expectancy (1978, 139-140). Many
individuals, oftentimes belonging to vulnerable groups such as women or queer people, are
forced to leave their homelands because of direct threats to their physical safety for not
conforming to the totalising norm of their nation-states. Equally, migrants are exposed to
securitisation and regulation by the receiving nation-state before, during and after crossing its
borders, as many countries seek to protect their domestic populations from foreign bodies seen

as potential threats. In this sense, some migrant bodies are able to cross borders more
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seamlessly, such as skilled workers or tourists, since they are considered valuable and profitable
for the nation-state (Ozyiirek 2024, 2). Meanwhile, other migrants, for instance refugees,
encounter more challenges to enter and stay in liveable conditions (Ozyiirek 2024, 2). A series
of “biopolitical borders” appear to protect the nation-state’s population from any threat to its
biological life, inevitably resulting in a hierarchy of migrants’ lives (Ozyiirek 2024 2). The
result is the analogization of the nation-state as a body protecting itself from the contagion of
migrants as parasites, a staple of the rhetoric found in many anti-migration discourses and
policies. This discourse tends to be more salient when it comes to racialised bodies. Such is the
case of Mexicans immigrants in the US, who may be perceived as a challenge to the “integrity”

of a predominantly white nation (Inda 2000, 48).

Puerto Rican poet Victor Hernandez Cruz remarks that “[m]igration is the story of my
body, it is the condition of this age” (1996, n.p.). The migratory process is idiosyncratic and
bound to the embodied experiences of each migrant. During migration, however, the migrant
body tends to be perceived by others as a hollow signifier of the group they seem to represent
and belong to. The body is thus deprived of its singular experiences and assigned a
representation traversed by stereotypes or prejudices often rooted in discriminatory
assumptions about their place of origin, race, gender, sexuality or class. In ports of entry,
reception points and even in media, migrants end up reduced to numbers or statistics, and their
experiences to boxes to be ticked off. To understand the embodied lives of migrants, the
different and diverse circumstances that surround those on the move should be acknowledged.
I argue that an intersectional approach is necessary to better understand the (embodied)
migratory experience. Coined by Crenshaw to analyse the intersecting types of violence that
Black women face due to gender and race (1991, 1244), “intersectionality” can be employed as
a framework to study the migrant body in relation to gender, age, disability, race, place of origin,

sexuality, gender identity or class.

The vulnerability of the body in transit is inescapable. Butler explains that we are
“physically vulnerable to one another” (2004, 27), given that each person is bound by a
relational relationship to others (2004, 27). The body plays a significant part in our
vulnerability, since our embodied lives are “already given over, beyond ourselves, implicated
in lives that are not our own” (2004, 28). The body exposes the self to vulnerability and puts
any individual at risk of suffering all sorts of potential violence (2004, 26). The embodied

experiences of migrants reveal this vulnerability, gender being a key factor for its severity.
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Migration is a “gendered process,” as it affects women and men in different ways (European
Institute for Gender Equality 2025, 2). Migrant women experience more risk to their physical
and psychological integrity. This vulnerability increases when gender intersects with their class,
disability, place of origin, race, age, sexuality or gender identity. In 2024, 48% of 304 million
migrants worldwide were women or girls (United Nations 2024: 2, 7). These two groups are at
risk of suffering sexual and gender-based violence in their home countries, on their journeys
and during resettlement (Bartolomei, Eckert and Pittaway in The Forced Migration Research
Network 2017, n.p.). Throughout the migratory process, they suffer violence at the hands of

their partners, other migrants, smugglers, traffickers or border officials (UN Women 2020,
n.p.).

Some women decide to emigrate to obtain better economic and education opportunities
due to gender inequality policies in their countries of origin. Others escape sexual and gender-
based violence in their home countries that compromises their bodily autonomy, including
domestic abuse, early and forced marriage, and female genital mutilation (Sydney 2025, n.p.;
UN Women 2020, n.p; Biswas et al. 2023). In transit, women and girls are exposed to many
threats, especially those who travel undocumented and using unsafe routes (UN Women 2024b,
n.p.). One of the risks they are subject to is rape and other forms of sexual assault. The Darién
Gap, a jungle crossed my thousands of migrants traveling from Colombia to Panama on their
way to the US every year, is an infamous example of the pervasiveness of sexual assault against
migrants, including women and children. Rape and assault are highly prevalent, leaving
migrants with many long-term psychological and physical conditions, such as depression,
anxiety, suicidal thoughts, sexually transmitted infections and unwanted pregnancies (Médicins
sans Frontieres 2023, n.p.). The prevalence of sexual violence against migrant women is in part
due to the imbalance of power between them and the perpetrators, who range from smugglers
to border patrols (Celorio et al. 2025, n.p.). Their families might be threatened, or resources
such as food withheld in exchange for coercive sexual practices (Celorio et al. 2025, n.p.).
Women and girls, especially those undocumented or in an irregular status, can also be victims
of human trafficking, particularly for sexual exploitation. They can be kidnapped by criminal
gangs for ramson or extorsion, or forced into sexual trafficking to pay back the smugglers

helping them on their journeys (UN Women 2020, n.p).

In the country of destination vulnerabilities persist. Sexual trafficking can continue in

the host country. For instance, using physical violence and threats of deportation, smugglers
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force many women to “pay with their body” by raping them and coercing them into prostitution
once they have reached the US (Fernandez 2019, n.p.). Moreover, the migrant body is also
monitored and isolated in detention centres. Migrants are exposed to a series of risks while they
are held in inhumane conditions for many months and even years waiting for repatriation or for
their cases to be processed (UN Women 2025b, 2). These conditions cause profound physical
and psychological effects on their wellbeing, such as depression, post-traumatic stress disorder
or self-harm (UN Women 2025b, 2). Australian immigration centres exemplify prison-like
infrastructures designed to keep immigrants isolated from the rest of society and have their
mobility restricted while they are constantly surveilled behind doors, all while lacking access
to physical and mental healthcare (Rivas 2023, 548-549). Women and children are also exposed
to sexual assault by officers in detention centres (Lakhani 2025, n.p.). Women in detention have
reported violations such as voyeurism, rape, coercion to get sexual favours and unwanted
touching (UN Women 2025b, 3). Lastly, migrant women face a lot of challenges working in
the reception countries. They tend to be employed in traditional female jobs and poorly
regulated sectors, such as hospitality, domestic work or clothes manufacturing, for many hours,
for law wages and even exploited, especially if they are in an irregular status (Parliamentary

Assembly 2011, n.p.; UN Women 2025a, 4).

Migrant women encounter lack of access to appropriate resources to take care of their
bodies during their journeys. In detention centres, there is scarcity of medical staff specialised
in women’s health, such as gynaecology and obstetrics, and of services for screening for
cervical and breast cancer (UN Women 2025b, 3). Women have also reported unwanted
gynaecological procedures in migrant detention centres, such as Irwin County Detention Center
(US), where women denounced having undergone procedures without their consent, including
hysterectomies (Montoya-Galvez 2022, n.p.; Ghandakly and Fabi 2021, 832). Women’s bodily
autonomy cannot be fully exercised due to lack of access to contraception, abortion resources,
and testing and treating of sexually transmitted infections (e.g. HIV and AIDS) (UN Women
2025b, 3). Pregnant women are also held in these spaces without the proper prenatal and
postnatal care nor enough and appropriate resources, such as food (UN Women 2025b, 3). This,
along with the psychological effect of being detained, can lead to severe pregnancy
complications, which include miscarriages, pre-term births and neonatal death (UN Women
2025b, 3). Moreover, detained women do not have access to regular, private and unrestricted

access to water, sanitation and menstrual products (UN Women 2025b, 4). The lack of gendered
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healthcare and resources for hygiene is also present throughout all the stages of the migratory

process.

People who belong to the LGBTIQ+ community experience a distinct set of
vulnerabilities while migrating because of their non-normative bodies, sexuality or gender
expression. Many LGBTIQ+ people leave their countries to search for safety and security
escaping homophobia and transphobia (UN Women 2024a, n.p.; UNHCR 2024, n.p.). They are
exposed to discrimination and persecution, or are criminalised for not complying with
heteronormativity, which is the case of countries like Uganda (UNHCR 2024, n.p.; Russell and
Burnett 2024, n.p.; Madowo, Larry and Bethlehem Feleke 2023, n.p.). Their bodies are also
targets of attacks during their journeys and resettlements, since they are subject to violence and
abuse by immigration officers, traffickers and smugglers (UN Women 2020, n.p.; UNHCR
2024, n.p.). LGBTIQ+ refugees experience higher risks of suffering mental health conditions
(e.g. depression, suicidal ideations and post-traumatic stress disorder) due to the rejection
experienced because of homophobia and transphobia (UNHCR 2024, n.p.). Transgender,
gender diverse and some intersex people can face further discrimination and abuse by officials
at borders and checkpoints when they present documentation that does not match their gender
identity or expression (UN Women 2024a, n.p.). Couples who are not heterosexual and their
families are at more risk of being separated at borders (UN Women 2020, n.p.). In immigration
detention centres, gender-diverse people, especially transgender women and gender
nonconforming people, are at higher risks of abuse and sexual violence (UN Women 2025b, 3).
In many cases they are detained according to their assigned sex at birth, facing violence from
male detainees. When placed in women-only facilities, they can experience harassment from
the officials (UN Women 2025b, 3). Transgender women have little to no access to gender
affirming care (e.g. counselling and hormone therapy), which can result in mental and physical
conditions (UN Women 2025b, 3). LGBTIQ+ asylum seekers are forced to experience
“invasive procedures to prove their gender and sexual identities” that do not recognise the
complexity of their identities, and face the challenge that they might not have enough “proof”
because they did not share their gender or sexual identities with other people (Garcia Rodriguez

and Giametta 2024, 233-234).

A particularly vulnerable group of migrants are those with a disability. This is a highly
invisibilised group that faces “dual neglect” because the intersectionality of migration and

disability has been largely ignored (United Nations 2024, n.p.). The dual neglect has resulted
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in a lack of information and statistics about this group, given that it
is “routinely underidentified, underrepresented or missing altogether” from official records
(Migration Data Portal 2022, n.p.; Migration Data Portal 2023, n.p.). People with disabilities
are the most vulnerable, excluded and disproportionately affected in migration and forced
displacement, older migrants and women and girls with disabilities being the most vulnerable
ones (Migration Data Portal 2023, n.p.; Pearce 2015, 461). There are no official statistics for
people with disabilities on the move, though in 2019 it was estimated that 12 million of the
nearly 80 million people forcibly displaced globally had a disability (Migration Data Portal
2023, n.p.). Migrants can have pre-existing disabilities, which could be exacerbated by the
conditions of their journeys. At the same time, disabilities can be caused by experiences that
happen at any point during the migratory process, such as violence, torture, lack of healthcare
or armed conflict (Marcolongo 2025, n.p.; Rogers 2024, n.p.). When arriving at reception
centres or hotspots, these migrants face no identification of their disabilities and encounter a
lack of accessible services, suitable medical care, assistive technologies and other disability
services (e.g. sign language interpretation) (Leenknecht 2020, 6-7). There is pervasive
inaccessibility in transportation as well as in shelters, accommodations or offices of
humanitarian organisations (UNHCR 2021, 63). Migrants with disabilities experience more
challenges when seeking asylum. Those with intellectual disabilities may face more difficulties
to prepare and gather evidence for the interviews or they may need assistance with
communicating if they have a visual or auditive impairment (Leenknecht 2020, 7). Once in their
destination countries, it might be difficult for them to obtain official recognition of their
disability, which is needed to access medical treatments (Marcolongo 2025, n.p.). They also
face difficulties for labour inclusion, such as discrimination, lack of accessible workspaces and
assistive technology to perform their work (Marcolongo 2025, n.p.). At the same time, the

linguistic differences of the host country may hinder their access to healthcare (Rogers 2024,
n.p.).

Lastly, racialised migrant women experience other layers of vulnerability. As their male
counterparts, they are subject to discrimination because of their race, as well as to racial
profiling and “discriminatory policing” (The European Network Against Racism 2017, n.p.;
United Nations Network on Migration 2021, n.p.). It is worth noting that racialised women
particularly experience discrimination when accessing healthcare, especially maternal

healthcare (Arcilla et al. 2025, 6). This discrimination ranges from verbal and psychological
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abuse (e.g. mistreatment, humiliation, disregard or rudeness) to physical abuse (e.g. vaginal
examination and touches that cause pain and injuries), all of them violations which fall into

what is called obstetric racism, where obstetric violence meets medical racism (Rusu et al. 2025,

160-64).
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