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Forced Immobility 

Laura Calvente García (Universidad de Salamanca) 

For being a foreigner, Ashima is beginning to realize, is a 
sort of lifelong pregnancy, a perpetual wait, a constant 
burden, a continuous feeling out of sorts… 

—Jhumpa Lahiri, The Namesake 

 

The Cambridge Dictionary defines mobility as “the ability to move or walk around freely” 

(“Mobility”). This may appear simple and straightforward, but it is worth asking what happens 

when people are stripped of this ability. What occurs if individuals are not only refused the 

ability to move when there is no other option but to leave? What are the implications of such 

an imposed situation? This is what the term forced immobility, characterized by a lack of 

freedom of movement, seeks to address and shed light on.  

Migration studies have tended to focus on mobility, on the experiences and the rights 

of migrants who decide to move towards other regions. Nevertheless, scholars and 

researchers are currently contesting this mobility bias by exploring other migratory 

experiences such as those of people who decide to stay or those who remain trapped in their 

homelands or in other countries. Therefore, the term immobility has gained recognition within 

the field in order to refer to the status of people who want to or need to migrate because of 

different reasons, such as armed conflicts, climate change, natural disasters or other crises, 

but are unable to do so because of physical, political or legal barriers that keep them stuck or 

trapped in one place. In order to fully develop the concept of forced immobility, one must 

comprehend the different types of immobility that can take place depending on the 

circumstances. As Düvell states: “mobility and immobility can be temporal, overlap and 

sequential; both can be intentional or unintentional, chosen or coerced, and thus voluntary or 

involuntary” (47). In relation to the duality between voluntary and involuntary, Jørgen Carling 

was one of the first scholars to center on involuntary immobility and define it by establishing 

an aspiration/ability framework. According to Carling, it is necessary to discern between the 

aspiration and the ability of people who want to migrate, “those who have aspirations to 

migrate but lack the ability are involuntary non-migrants” (9). He concentrates primarily on 
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involuntary immobility regarding people who have a desire to migrate but do not have the 

resources or the necessary means to do so and consequently, find themselves in an immobility 

status that they have not deliberately chosen. As Carling argues: “changes in the policy 

environment have introduced increasing obstacles to international mobility [which results] in 

a large share of people who wish to emigrate, but a relatively small number of actual migrants” 

(3). This situation has been exacerbated by the current political and social climate. Certain 

countries are stepping up their anti-immigration policies and escalating their barriers, both 

physical and in terms of required documents. Accordingly, this only makes it increasingly 

difficult for those migrants who need or want to leave their country in search of better life 

conditions and opportunities. 

In line with the surge of migration control policies, Inka Stock goes one step further 

and defines the concept of forced immobility with regard to migrants that can be “forcibly 

immobilized during their migratory journey” (9). Contrary to Carling’s ideas that limit and 

restrict the concept of immobility to those who do not leave their countries, Stock extends 

the concept to include migrants who are stopped during their journey or once they reach their 

destination. Whereas involuntary refers to something one does without thinking or without 

express will, being immobilized signals to a totally different experience. The term ‘forced 

immobility’ is preferred because “it allows to convey that migrants are not moving because 

they find that they have a lack of feasible alternatives to do so, which they are nevertheless 

pondering over” (Stock 9). Thus, immobility can be the result of “lack of resources to be mobile 

[or] also an outcome of restrictive migration regimes and infrastructures” (Raghuram et al. 4). 

Stock breaks with the binary that correlates immobile with ‘non-migrants’ and migrants (9), 

trying to analyze those circumstances in which the ones who move can also be forcibly 

detained. She focuses on the situation of sub-Saharan migrants who are being held in Morocco 

“[in] difficult conditions and for increasingly longer periods instead of travelling through it” 

(qtd. in Stock 2). In contrast to those who suffer from involuntary immobility, these migrants 

are stuck in a place without access to any ways to change their situation and ultimately 

without agency. Similarly, there are other examples from other countries that also reflect this 

forced immobility exercised upon migrants. In May 2018 the Aquarius, a humanitarian ship, 

was not allowed to enter Italian or Maltese ports and was left stranded at sea until some 

country agreed to accept the refugees. Furthermore, with the outbreak of the pandemic and 
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other health crises, countries increased their border restrictions, causing episodes of forced 

immobility. For example, over April and May 2020, around 425 undocumented migrants were 

rescued and retained by the Maltese government leaving them bobbing on the high seas for 

forty days (Baldacchino 77-78). 

Forced immobility not only affects the course of migrants’ journey but can also have 

direct physical and psychological consequences on them. Those migrants who are trapped 

“are virtually living in a ‘no man’s land’, in which they gradually lose their name, their status, 

their home, their past and their future” (Stock 3). In some cases, these withholdings may cause 

a trespassing of rights which leaves migrants stranded in an unfamiliar place, not knowing 

what to do or what their possibilities and their legal rights are. Forced immobility can be 

experienced in different ways and at different stages, so people subjected to it may vary in 

their responses. Nonetheless, the effects of forced immobility can condition their identity, 

how they present themselves to the world, as well as how the world perceives them. 

Moreover, the vulnerability of their situation might cause damage “not only to the physical 

well-being but also to the peace of mind of people who suffer from a feeling of hopelessness, 

infringement of self-esteem, and unsteady identity.” (qtd. in Tsapenko 530). The effects of 

forced immobility are exacerbated by the sense of an eternal waiting and uncertainty that 

serves to destabilize people and could be used as a power tool at the service of the new 

migrant control policies.  

There may be several reasons why people decide to stay or leave their homelands, 

each of them justified and complex in its own specific ways. For those who decide to leave 

and embark on a migratory journey, the difficulty of leaving behind everything they know, 

including even their families, is compounded by other difficulties. These may be inherent to 

the journey itself, such as risks posed by weather conditions or travel itineraries, or they may 

result from interruptions that produce episodes of forced immobility. Forced immobility not 

only paralyses the migrants’ journey, but also their lives. It makes them feel excluded as they 

are unable to move forward or participate in the life of the country they find themselves in, 

given their inability to obtain a legal status. In a world increasingly focused on border controls 

and anti-immigration policies, it is necessary to consider the physical and emotional impact 

that this type of situations may have on the people involved. Behind the label of ‘migrants’ 

there are people who do not know when or if they will be able to continue their journey. 
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Although there has already been a shift within the field of migration studies towards 

immobility, further research can be done on forced immobility, paying attention to its effects 

on migrants and how governments or other institutional bodies interact with it or make use 

of it.  
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