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Kommentar 

Det här är ett tidigt utkast på min avhandlingsplan, som skall presenteras några veckor efter 

konferensen. Avhandlingen är tänkt att vara en monografi. Ingen del i texten är i närheten av 

att vara färdig, men metodsektionen är den jag bedömer som mest oklar i nuläget. Framförallt 

de olika förslagen på jämförelser är ofärdiga och inte mer än korta skisser i nuläget. När jag 

började doktorandtjänsten för några månader sedan var jag mer inne på en kommunal 

jämförelse, men har i nuläget mer dragit åt en nationell sådan, vilket syns i texten. Det gör 

nog tyvärr att det kan hamna lite utanför konferensens fokus, men det är fortfarande väldigt 

formbart och jag är mottaglig för alla idéer. Alla tips, tankar och kritik mottages tacksamt!  
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Title: Identity as a problem over time / Historical construction of children in asylum 

 

Introduction 

A person can be many things. When people seek asylum protection, they need to prove their 

identity – they need to be, or become, a person who can receive asylum. Whether they live up 

to this is judged by state agencies who handle asylum cases. These agencies bear the 

responsibility of ascertaining identity. That is, they are are the ones who define and mold 

asylum seekers into their version of who’s a person. Identity is made up of different variables, 

generally defined by the agencies who judge it. As a totality, identity is usually treated as 

binary: it’s either established, or it isn’t. The concept of a person, from the perspective of 

asylum processes, is something concrete and defined. 

  This dual burden of proof – asylum seekers need to prove their identity, state agencies need 

to ascertain it – creates a vital space of interpretation with enormous consequences for the 

asylum seekers involved (European Migration Network 2013). Across the EU, for example, in 

the face of two decades of attempts at streamlining asylum policy and the hovering presence 

of international frameworks dating to the post-War period, asylum policy is very much a 

national prerogative. One example of a variable that is part of identity is nationality. Here, the 

importance of national discretion can be gathered from comparing recognition rates of 

asylum. In 2009, 80 % of Iraqis received asylum in France, while 25 % did so in Sweden and 

8 % in the U.K. The same year, 78 % of Eritreans received asylum in Germany and 5 % in the 

Netherlands (Toshkov, De Haan 2013). One obvious place to seek an explanation for this 

discrepancy would be in restrictiveness of national asylum policy. But statistical studies show 

only a weak effect on recognition rate, if any (Toshkov 2014, Neumayer 2005, Vink, 

Meijerink 2003). Looking beyond recognition rate, differences can also be seen in the type of 

asylum granted, which regulates questions such as length of stay and the right to family 

reunification (Eurostat 2017, Prop 2015/16:174). The role of identity in asylum policy, in 

short, is essential.  

  Identity is a multifaceted concept. People define themselves in vastly different ways. It 

relates to questions of human nature and discussions going back to the beginnings of 

philosophy. In the context of asylum migration, however, governments and asylum agencies 

make this abstract entity is into something concrete and governable. Establishing identity is a 

gatekeeper: a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for receiving asylum. It is made up of a 

set of different types of variables, deemed central to a person’s relation to states and their 
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need of protection – among them are citizenship, birth date, political views, and minority 

belonging (European Migration Network 2013, Johannesson 2017:143-154). 

  The nature of these variables have varied over time, as well as state agencies’ means of 

judging claims about them. The question of age has become a prominent issue in the last 

decade in many countries, when agencies doubt the age of asylum seekers who claim to be 

under 18. Different methods are used for ascertaining age, often amid great controversy, and 

the results are dramatic for individuals, affecting all the vital components of the asylum 

process (Derluyn, Broekaert 2008, Crawley 2007, Socialstyrelsen 2016, Smythe 2004, 

Chavez, Menjivar 2010). In Sweden, the enshrinment of children’s rights in asylum policy 

have been gradually expanding over the last decades, making the issue of who’s a child more 

important (Boguslaw 2012:127-144). 

  The ascertaining of identity is today viewed as a major political problem in a number 

Western states. It is a major part of current discussions of re-working EU asylum policy (EU 

Commission 2017). Many asylum seekers’ personal stories and documentation aren’t deemed 

sufficient to satisfy the burden of proof laid down by the asylum agencies, who then in turn 

often can’t ascertain identity. This can partially be explained by a clash of administrative 

standards: identification systems, documentation and book keeping in major countries of 

refugee origin, such as Afghanistan and Somalia, aren’t deemed to live up to Western 

standards (Migrationsverket 2017). Large information infrastructures have been built up to 

ameliorate the perceived problem, such as the EURODAC system for common fingerprint 

identification across the EU. The antecedents go back to the establishing of the passport and 

states’ overtaking of the right to regulate movement in the mid-19th century. The build-up of 

national information infrastructure in governments and state agencies has played a major role 

in enabling this control of movement (Torpey 2000, European Migration Network 2013, 

Porter 1995, Zolberg 1983).  

  Despite its essential role, the establishment of identity is rarely problematized as a major 

factor in asylum policy. While separate parts of it are discussed, such as the concept of age 

and the impact of nationality, the foundational importance of identity as a whole, what role it 

plays and why, is often overlooked (for example, in Stretmo 2014, Hedlund 2016, Arnold 

2010, Hansen 2002, Christensen, Laegraeid 2009, Alink, Boin, t’Hart 2001, Scipioni 2017). 

The question why this has become a problem in the first place tends to be neglected. 

Understanding how states have operationalized the abstract concept of identity, then, can 

make contributions to both the study of asylum policy and to the study of the nature of 

political problems.  
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Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand the historical development of identity as a 

political problem in asylum policy in Western states. More specifically, argued for below, 

children’s identity. This will be achieved by comparative in-depth historical studies of two 

Western countries. Drawn from this purpose, three research questions will guide the inquiry: 

 

 How has the concept of children’s identity evolved over time in the asylum systems of 

Sweden and Canada/the United Kingdom? (See method section for proposals) 

 How has children’s identity been constructed as a problem in the asylum systems of 

Sweden and Canada/the United Kingdom? (See method section for proposals) This 

will be done by a values and ideas behind the development. 

 Why has the concept of children’s identity developed in the way that it has?  

 

The dissertation aims to make both empirical and theoretical contributions. Empirically, 

historical understanding of the role of identity in asylum policy will offer a different and 

promising way of conceptualizing political development in the area. This will be of interest 

both in the context of migration research and in the context of political and administration 

studies in general. The empirical material gathered from the two first questions will lay the 

groundwork for the theoretical contribution of the third question.  

  Identity in asylum policy offers an intriguing way of understanding how political problems 

develop over time and why. Political problems are understood here to be informed by values 

and ideas about the world, without which they don’t make sense (Kingdon 2003, Stone 1989, 

Béland 2005, Hall 1993). How values and ideas drive problem representations, and why, will 

be the main theoretical focus of the dissertation. The temporality of political development will 

be deployed to further this understanding (Pierson 2005, Mahoney 2000). The focus is on 

what happens over time when the values and ideas behind the concept of identity changes – 

and what happens when the context itself changes, such as in recurring so-called migration 

crises in the West. Studying a problem through periods of perceived calm and crisis will allow 

for understanding what happens when perhaps conflicting ideals and values in a problem 

come to the forefront. Can the development be understood as path dependent, incremental, or 

characterized by burst-like sequences – or of all natures at various points in time? 

 

 

What is identity and how will it be studied? 
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This dissertation does not aim at defining what identity is. Rather, it studies how states define 

it in the context of asylum. For the sake of clarity, the concept will be outlined below. 

  Identity is both whole and parts. It’s both an entity (”who is this person?”) and the pieces 

which form that entity (”what do we investigate to ascertain who this person is?”). Identity in 

asylum policy, from the point of view of asylum agencies, can be conceptualized as consisting 

of both inherent and acquired traits. It helps to exemplify with the current definition in 

Sweden, which is somewhat representative of EU countries in general (European Migration 

Network 2013).  

  The basic definition of identity in Sweden includes three variables: name, date of birth and 

citizenship. These are inherent in the sense that they are presumed to generally be designated 

at or close to birth (with the important exception of state-less individuals). Grounds for 

asylum and subsidiary protection cover a wider array of questions which impinge directly on 

identity: ethnicity, nationality, religious and political views, gender, sexual orientation and 

other group belonging (Migrationsverket 2016, Utlänningslagen 2015:716). Again, these have 

changed over time. Sexual orientation and gender, for example, were added in 2005 

(Boguslaw 2012:85-105). Without getting too deep into the weeds, some of these can be 

conceptualized by agencies as acquired (religious conversion, political affiliation), some of 

them inherent (ethnicity), some of them both (gender, sexual orientation). What’s important in 

this context is what agencies deem to be important in identity, why, and what the standards 

are for them to assign traits to an individual – that is, for passing the gateway of establishing 

identity.  

  This is one part of deeply institutionalized issues of citizenship and national sovereignty, in 

which control of population movement is an essential factor (Krasner 1988, Torpey 2000). 

There are good reasons for identifying state agencies as a prime role in driving this 

development. Among them are, beside general theoretical arguments of discretion in public 

administration, removal of direct political control over asylum processes, that most Western 

countries carry operational rather than legal definitions of identity, that effects of asylum 

policy has shown to have a marginal effect at best on recognition rates, and that the 

investigation of identity is of a highly technical nature (Hansen 2002, European Migration 

Network 2013, Toshkov 2014, Socialstyrelsen 2016, Rättsmedicinalverket 2016). Methods 

differ across countries, but include age assessments in different forms, interviews, 

fingerprints, and documentary evidence of various kinds. They are complex and can be 

politically charged: in the U.S., for example, there is a history of resistance against national 



NORKOM XXVI Kommunforskarkonferens i Reykjavik 1-2 december 2017 
Andreas Lundstedt, PhD Student. School of Public Administration, University of Gothenburg 

 6

identification cards as a tool of curtailing immigration, as these are perceived to violate liberal 

principles of the relationship between individuals and states (Krasner 1988, Torpey 2000). 

  Developing an understanding of the historic development of all these variables would be a 

large undertakning. The focus here will be specifically on children and adolescents. These are 

a group which suit the purpose of the study well: both the identity and concept of children has 

changed in recent time, such as with the establishment of the UN Convention of the Rights of 

the Child in 1989. They are categories imbued with a large range of values and ideas about 

against which problems and solutions can be shaped (Stretmo 2014, Ottoson 2016, Hedlund 

2016). They cover most of the variables and traits of asylum identification drawn up above, 

while remaining specific enough to make the object manageable. Studying the development 

of asylum identity as a problem and its specific application to children, will allow for an 

understanding of how individuals are molded inte children in order to pass the gateway of 

asylum identity – or how they are not, and don’t pass the gateway. Values and ideas 

connected with the concept of a child will be the deductively held constants against which the 

inductively explored variable of identity will be studied (Vedung 1982:59-98, Bergström, 

Boréus 2012:165-173). Comparing the issue of asylum identity with ideas and values about 

children will also allow for an understanding how a problem is constructed: which values and 

ideas influence how identity is established, and why?  

 

Theory 

Constructing problems over time 

What is a political problem and how does it develop over time? The aim of this section is to 

tie together literature on what problems can be understood to be, and on the temporal 

characteristics of political development. ’Political’ is here understood to encompass the wider 

state apparatus, not just the more narrow sphere of politics. In the construction of asylum 

identity, the agencies of the public administration are vital. 

  A problem can be understood as a condition which deviates from the perception of an ideal 

state. The making of problems is a part of the phenomena of framing of political issues, where 

the categorization of problems tend to govern the solutions which are seen to be available 

(Kingdon 2003, Fischer 2003:48-69, Stone 1989, Hacking 1991, Bacchi 2009). Crucially. and 

inherently, problems are value-laden: something is only negative when it differs from that 

which is perceived as positive (Boin et. al. 2005, Kingdon 2003:110-113). The struggle over 

what becomes a problem can be understood as one between differing causal stories, involving 
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different assumptions of guilt and responsibility (Stone 1989). As such, it is a struggle 

between differing world views.    

  One condensed and temporally distinct form a problem are crises. Crises arise when key 

societal actors perceive threats to core values and structures of society – a kind of ’super 

problem’ (Boin et al 2005:18-41). Their concentrated nature means they have a tendency to 

require action, change and priorities, which in turn means that the actions taken reveal 

decisions and assumptions about the values and ideas perceived to be under threat (Boin et al 

2005:1-17). A crisis, furthermore, is an example of that which Kingdon classifies as a 

’focusing event’, entities which can push issues to the top of the political agenda and open the 

fabled ’window of opportunity’. A structural phenomena of many explanatory attempts (such 

as punctuated equilibria, critical junctures and formative moments), this addresses the 

perennial subject of the relationship between stability and change (Kingdon 2003, Mahoney, 

Thelen 2009, Peters 2011, Krasner 1988).  

  The importance of temporality in politics is foundational to the approach of this study. This 

can be oversimplified and summarized as that the order in which things happen affect how 

they happen (Pierson 2000, 2005, Skocpol 2015/1979, Mahoney 2000, Béland 2016). Values 

and ideas and the problems that they form, can and do change over time. So do external 

circumstances, the usual trigger of perceived crises – for example, in the perceived migration 

crises across the EU in the early 1990s and in 2015. Three types of potentially overlapping 

but theoretically distinct forms of historical development will be chartered below: path 

dependence, incremental change and crises-induced thresholds (Pierson 2000, Mahoney 2000, 

Mahoney, Thelen 2009, Kingdon 2003, Boin et al 2005). Rather than deciding before-hand on 

one form of development, the research questions directs attention to how the development can 

be characterized, and why. The entity whose history is studied – that which is potentially path 

dependent, for example – is the interaction of values and ideas about children and the 

resulting molding of them in asylum systems. 

  The value of studying history for understanding development has been explored by historical 

institutionalism. Arguing against functionalist, interest-based and behavioristic explanations 

for political development, focus is instead directed towards the importance and agency of the 

formal institutions of society, such as state agencies in the asylum process (Immergut 1998, 

Peters 2011:70-89, Krasner 1988). History is not just method, as in an expansive empirical 

material, but also theory, as in the importance of sequence of events and the crucial role of 

chance in understanding development. A common critique against historical institutionalism 

is its claim to understand the past and its inability to predict the future (Lieberman 2002, 
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Peters 2011:70-89).1 Focusing on the role of ideas and values in political development, rather 

than formalized institutional arrangements such as agency structures and legal hierarchy, has 

been presented as a potentially ameliorating strategy (Lieberman 2002, Béland 2005, Berman 

2001). Hall’s study of how British macroeconomic policy underwent a Kuhnian paradigm 

shift from Keynesianism to monetarism, or third-order change in his terms, is an example of 

the power of ideas over political development (Hall 1993). Lieberman points to the 

importance of cracks between different orders and ideas for understanding change; in the 

context of asylum migration, one such potential crack is the conflict between perceived 

national interest in reglating migration, and expansive children’s rights for child refugees 

(Andersson 2013).  

  Moving on to the three forms of historical development is is important to state that they all 

aim to assert more than simply that ”history matters” (Pierson 2000). The different definitions 

of path dependence can be categorized along their determinism: on the one end, when 

previous choices are seen as delimiting later options due to various reinforcing mechanisms, 

on the other, when contingent events set in motion deterministic patterns (Hansen 2002, 

Mahoney 2000, Krasner 1988). A popular notion is one of increasing returns, where each step 

along a continuous process simultaneously rewards and further entrenches the path on which 

development is set (Pierson 2000). Inspired by economic research, this gives rise to the 

question: path dependence of what? In the case at hand, it would be found in the interaction 

between ideas and values which form political problems. Other studies have pointed to 

political ideas, rather than just formal institutional arrangements, as having potentially path 

dependent characteristics (Cox 2004). Specifically, asylum migration to post-War Europe has 

been characterized as a path-dependent phenomenon, where arcane legislation, powerful 

bonds of family reunification and the important mandate of domestic courts, among other 

things, have combined to steadily increasing asylum migration, often against the will of 

political parties in power (Hansen 2002, Bowell, Hamsphire 2017). The role of establishing 

the identity of refugees has been overlooked, but may act as a contributing factor. Three 

further notions of path dependence are important to keep in mind: First, it is not be equated 

with progress, as the same mechanism can at different times cause both build-up and down-

sizing. Second, it needs to last beyond the conditions which put it in place. In a sense, that 

which was once the dependent variable can become the independent variable at a later point – 

                                                        
1 In actuality, this is another example of the age-old problem of induction: seeking generalizability from limited 
data and assuming that old patterns hold steady forever (Taleb 2010, Chalmers 2013). Whether it is a weakness 
can be questioned, since historical studies don’t need to assume stability (Immergut 1998). 
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in other words, policies can produce politics (Mahoney 2000). Third, and most crucially, 

when studying path dependence, and history in general, one quickly confronts the problem of 

the infinite regress: if nothing takes place a in a vacuum, and history is continuous, how can 

something ever be said start? (Krasner 1988) One can wrestle with the philosophical problem 

of cause and effect, or decide that the exercise is futile (as Kingdon does, Kingdon 2003), or – 

based on the value of previous studies in path dependence – seek to find a pragmatic middle 

road by identifying a satisfying but not perfect starting point. This will be dealt with in the 

methodological section. 

  The inertia of path dependence is part of a wider bias in favor of existing arrangements, 

reflecting vested interests and compromises (Cobb, Elder 1971). That which resists change 

reflects the dominant values and ideas, which underlie how problems are represented. When 

these are challenged, cracks open up and show us things which are not usually visible. This is 

what Mahoney and Thelen (2009) focus on when explaining different forms of incremental 

change. Seeking to find variables which can explains gradual change from the inside of a 

system, rather than from external events, they view formal institutions as distributional 

instruments. Distributions of resources are exercises of power and fraught with tension, and as 

such inherently unstable. The assumptions within which these institutions are embedded, the 

values and ideas underpinning them, can usefully be surveyed to understand how and why 

institutions change. Four types of incremental change are discussed: displacement, layering, 

drift and conversion. They all circulate around the relation between new and old rules and 

how rules are interpreted (Mahoney, Thelen 2009). Skocpol’s classic study of revolutions is 

in the same vein, identifying critical institutional components steeped in instability. 

Understanding these compontens, such as courts of appeal in pre-revolutionary France, can 

act as a catalyst for understanding the wider dynamic at play (Skocpol 2015/1979). The 

problem of children’s identity could reasonably have been of a similar critical nature at 

various times in asylum policy, embodying many of the field’s central issues, such as in the 

last decade or so of development around different forms of age assessments (Crawley 2007, 

Smythe 2004, Socialstyrelsen 2016, Ottoson 2016). 

  Finally, change can occur in threshold-like developments, where different forms of focusing 

events, such as the exogenuos shocks of crises, bring seemingly dormant ideas and values, 

and the problems they form, up to the surface (Kingdon 2003:1-20). Since crises are 

perceived threats to deeply held structures, the types of issues which become crises are telling 

of which values are held most deeply. The sense of urgency brings embedded and conflicting 

values up to the surface; it can, as such, have a de-institutionalizing effect, which has been 
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shown in the case of migration policy in the EU (Alink, Boin, t’Hart 2001). The unraveling of 

previous patterns means that crises offer an excellent way of understanding the development 

which led up to them. Crucially, while crises can be conceived of as ’super problems’, they 

also offer immense opportunity: problems can be reconsidered and actors reposition 

themselves. There are good empirical reasons to believe that ideas and values play a great role 

in periods of acute uncertainty, forming the backdrop against which the course is quickly 

charted (Béland 2016, Boin et al 2005:18-41). Crises, in this way, offer a crack through which 

to shine a light on that which had been compounded and dense. They may also cause 

spillovers, unleashing torrents of solutions within the same general problem umbrella 

(Kingdon 2003:190-194). Crises entail both sense making and meaning making on the part of 

the state apparatus: a crisis has to be contained by categorizing it as a certain type of crisis and 

the complexity reduced by enforcing an authoritative interpretetation (Boin et al 2005: 18-41, 

69-90). All of this means that previously hidden assumptions aboute values and ideas can 

float up to the surface, visibly being handled in the open, such as when issues of biological 

age among migrant children and adolescents climb the political agenda in the wake of 

increasing number of young asylum seekers (Socialstyrelsen 2016, Rättsmedicinalverket 

2016, European Migration Network 2013).  

  The perception, framing and handling of crises are a prime example of sequencing affecting 

outcome, and this returns us to the general question of the importance of temporality in 

political development. Small, seemingly random or coincidental conditions can have dramatic 

long-term effects: colonial population laws from the 19th century, for example, precipitated a 

migration crisis in late 1960’s United Kingdom, leading to a dramatic shift in migration 

policy (Boswell, Hampshire 2017). This points to the crucial importance of avoiding 

functionalist and teological explanations, where purpose and effect is confused, and the 

present is explained by the functional efficiency of the past (Stone 1989, Pierson 2005). 

Instead, events have to be traced as they happen and take in the fact that while resulting 

circumstances might be functional, they’re not intentional (Pierson 2005, Peters 2011:16-18, 

March, Olsen 1984). As Pierson succintly puts it, functionalist analyses ”conflate intentions 

with effects” (Pierson 2005:45). There are plenty of arguments for why consequences cannot 

be entirely planned for, two strong ones being (1) empirical evidence of decades of recurring 

implementation problems across many nations and (2) structural cognitive factors which lead 

to systematic biases and blindness among key decision makers and human beings in general 

(Hill, Hupe 2009; Saetren 2005; Pierson 2005; Taleb 2010; Kahneman 2011). 
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Values and ideas 

”I am sure that the power of vested interests is vastly exaggerated compared with the gradual 

encroachment of ideas.” (John Maynard Keynes, quoted in Kingdon 2003:125). 

  What form, type and category a problem is perceived to depends upon the values and ideas 

against which it is gauged. They define how something, and not something else, comes to be a 

viewed as a certain type, and not another type, of issue. Inversely, the type of tools used to 

deal with an issue can also explain which type of issue it perceived to be (Lascoumes, Le 

Gales 2007). 

  Ideas and values are concepts of a very fundamental nature, and accordingly, a whole host of 

definitions are available. Ideas can be conceptualized as compounded and understood, for 

example, as ”claims about descriptions of the world, causal relationships, or the normative 

legitimacy of certain actions” (Béland 2016:231). Values can in a sense be thought of as more 

singular, influencing ideas rather than the other way around. Cox (2004) constitutes an 

example of this, where open-ended and vague political ideas are seen as being interpreted 

through the lens of actors’ values, which construct their view of the world. The purpose here 

is not to attain a definitive definition, but instead to identify values and ideas connected to the 

concept of children, in order to understand the development of molding individuals into 

children in asylum policy. More specifically for the subject at hand, there are is a body of 

research dedicated to values in the public sector; public values (Jørgensen, Bozeman 2007).  

    The public administration is situated in a landscape impregnated with different values. 

They are often intervowen and interact in complex ways, which is also acknowledged in some 

studies that don’t problematize this condition (Fischer 2003, Bobrow 2006, Jørgensen, 

Bozeman 2007, Jørgensen, Sørensen 2012). Decades of management and market oriented 

reforms in the Western public sector have, for example, brought potential conflicts between 

legality and efficiency to the forefront (Hood 1991, Pierre, Painter 2010). While the common 

tendency of conflicting goals and overlapping values may be intentional or not, it is especially 

enlightening to study what happens when conflicts are actualized. In such conflicts, the 

national context often has a crucial effect, such as during recent perceived migration crises in 

Germany and Scandinavia where accountability mechanisms have been affected by the degree 

of legalism in the political culture (Rayner 2006, Reichersdorfer, Christensen, Vranbgæk 

2013). 

  Whose values and ideas? Key actors in the problem making process. Specifically in this 

case, key agencies within the public administration impacting upon the asylum process which 

have been sketched above. In Sweden, for example, this would be the administrative arm of 
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the Swedish Government, the Swedish Migration Agency and the National Board of Forensic 

Medicine, among others. While values and ideas attached to the concept of a child can spread 

out to all corners of a society, the authoritative role of the state apparatus is what’s in focus 

here. That’s due to the fact that the molding of children in asylum processes is interesting 

precisely because it is authoritative processes whereby the abstract object of identity becomes 

something manageable and concrete. No other part of society has the same mandate, which 

makes the public state apparatus uniquely interesting. In concrete terms, this means that basis 

for research will be the upper levels of the public sector. So, while ”ideas can come from 

anywhere” (Kingdon 2003:72), what is particularly interesting is when they gain official 

sanction. This ties in with discussions of agenda setting, but the question here is more one of 

what the consequences are for how a problem develops.  

  Kingdon points to the important role of ’hidden participants’ in explaining which policy 

alternatives are formulated and why. These are often experts and analysts in their respective 

fields, who can be situated both inside and outside of government; state agencies, research 

institutes, interest groups, and so on (Kingdon 2003; Cobb, Elder 1971). This points to the 

important role of the wider government machinery in shaping problems and solutions. This is 

inherently plausible in the area of refugee identity, where there has in the last decade been a 

high level of administrative discretionary mandate in many countries for defining identity, 

with vast consequences for individuals seeking asylum (Olsen 2006, Kingdon 2003, Crawley 

2007).  

  As values and ideas change, accordingly, so can the definition of what is a problem, and 

what type of problem it is. The condition that was viewed a problem at one point may not be 

viewed likewise at an earlier or a later point. Sketching an example of this phenomena, which 

is of foundational importance to the question of identity in asylum, is the modern idea of 

states’ control of movement. Dating back in its current form to the mid-19th century when 

states overtook the right to regulate movement from churches and private businesses, it has 

been dependent upon core parts of the information infrastructure of modern states: rationally 

organized, aggregated and quantifiable data, imbuing individuals with information which 

realizes a potential for control (Arnold 2010, Torpey 2000:1-3, 158-167, Porter 1995). As this 

operationalization of citizenship has historically left some people on the outside of what is 

essentially the demos in democracies, it has also been depicted as a ”refugee-generating 

process” (Dahl 1989, Zolberg 1983, Krasner 1988, Skocpol 2015/1979:19-24). This also 

illustrates the importance of historical development in problem formation, as subsequent 

”legal” migration only makes sense if there is ”illegal” migration, as well as the twists and 
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turns of history, since the controlling mechanism of the passport also provides modern 

opportunity of travel and the ability to seek asylum (Torpey 2000:158-167). In recent times 

the idea of states’ controlling population movement has been challenged, often from the 

perspective of market ideology, and the free movement of people has become one of the 

pillars of the EU – notably, though, only the free movement of some people. Germany is a 

country whose shifting problematization of population movement has utterly shaped its 

history, from 18th century control of internal population movement to post-War enshrinment 

of asylum laws and massive population movement laying the legal groundwork for its current 

status as a major target destination for asylum seekers – another example of an effect not 

intended, and sometimes opposed by political parties with only partial effect on the 

institutional mechanisms at work (Fisch 2010, Hansen 2002, Boswell, Hampshire 2017). 

  Specifically regarding the identity of children, current research is often structured along the 

legal definitions of unaccompanied minors and those arriving with their family, rather than on 

the group of children as a whole. Unaccompanied minors are recurringly described as 

occupying a position of ambiguity: straddling capability and vulnerability, torn between a 

need for protection and their capacity to care for themselves in dangerous situations (Hedlund 

2016, Stretmo 2014, Ottoson 2016, Wernersjö 2014). With recent decades’ developments of 

children’s rights and their influence in asylum policy, turning 18 years of age has increasingly 

assumed the character of an administrative border of momumental importance. In nearly all 

Western countries, special rules apply for children in asylum policy. In several Western 

countries, such as Belgium and the U.K., special residence permits for children expire when 

they turn 18, and they are forced to leave (Derluyn, Broekaert 2008, Crawley 2007). Age 

assessments numbered in the thousands per year in the U.K. during the first decade of the 21st 

century, and in the U.S. such procedures have led to underage individuals spending time in 

prison with adults (Smythe 2004, Chavez, Menjivar 2010). The construction of identity is 

often very palpable in such situations, and imbued with values and ideas of a what a child is. 

For example, documentary evidence is often questioned and in some cases individuals are 

deemed suspect when it is missing, such as school records, when in fact it is due to school not 

being available for most of the young individuals’ lives in their countries of orgin (Crawley 

2007:13-40). 

 

Methodology 

”A condition is a problem when people want to change the condition, not necessarily when 

they actually have a solution.” (Kingdon 2003:109) Based on the values and ideas which 
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inform them, political problems are a good illustration of how the external world is shaped by 

our social perception of it and how cultural constructions of thought precede thought (Cox 

2004, Immergut 1998). The development of identity as a problem over time will be studied by 

comparing how children have been molded in two separate asylum systems. Somewhat 

oversimplified, values and ideas of what a child can be are the independent variabels forming 

the dependent variable of how their identity is the conceptualized. Regarding questions of 

causality – how can an idea or a value credibly be said to causally influence a problem 

formulation? – it is hard to establish in its more narrow sense in studies such as this one 

(Cartwright, Hardie 2012). Berman has pointed out some guidelines, however, which allows 

for understanding whether ideas influence problem making: among them, whether an idea can 

be described as distintic, whether it predates the decisions being explained, and whether the 

explaned variable can be deduced from other variables (Béland 2005). 

  The main means of investigation will be textual analysis of the functional ideational version, 

which aims at understanding the role ideas have in the development of concepts (Bergström, 

Boréus 2012:146-148). As Vedung has made clear, functional analyses focus on the relation 

of a message (problem in this context) to its surroundings, rather than on the internal 

development of the message itself. The relation of the message to an object external to it, such 

as the motivations of senders, also enables for explanations of why a certain development 

takes place (Vedung 1982:19-58). It is thus an apprioriate method in relation to the research 

questions. Emphasized by Vedung is also the importance of carefully developing a proper 

analytic framework for studying the development of a message (Vedung 1982:59-98). 

Accordingly, the first step will be the identification of appropriate analytic ideas and values 

associated with the concept of a child, against which the problem of molding them in asylum 

systems can be understood. This may well be developed in parallell with the study of the main 

material, in order to gauge the validity of the concepts utilized (Bergström, Boréus 2012:165-

173). Development of the framework to understand and categorize the material will be done 

in the starting phase of the dissertation work. 

  The material gathered will primarily be texts produced in the public sector. In the context of 

Sweden, following the current organization of asylum policy, this is produced by actors such 

as the Swedish Government, the Swedish Migration Agency, the National Board of Forensic 

Medicine, the Swedish Police, and others. There is a vast material available; the types of text 

of the highest validity for the research questions are likely documents such as official 

inquiries (SOU), remittances, legal frameworks, reports in various forms, and so forth. The 

long time period allowed by a historical study – as in decades, not years – offers a very 
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valuable range of material with high relevance for the subject matter. Explanatory interviews 

with key actors may be utilized, but primarily in order to understand the historical 

development. The massive amount of material available requires careful selection and sifting; 

Sweden, for example, has enacted new immigration laws and/or made substantial changes to 

the legal framework regarding asylum policy at almost ten occassions during the post-War 

period (Boguslaw 2012:127-144). Still, the question of identity among children is a rather 

clear sub-distinction within this material. An apparatus for selection will be developed during 

the early stages of framework development, and the cardinal importance of transparency in 

selection and interpretation of the material will be adhered to (Malterud 2001). 

  The study will be both comparative and historical. Drawn from the purpose of the study and 

the research questions, two possible strategies are presented below. First, however, 

methodological questions regarding historical research will be briefly discussed, and the 

selection of Sweden as one of the cases will be argued for. 

  Historical developmnent is here understood as neither necessarily planned nor functional, 

and thus needs to be traced in detail (Pierson 2005). That means that development needs to be 

followed as it proceeds, rather than the tracing of history up to the present. Exessive emphasis 

on tracing the present backwards and on policy enactments means that the twists and turns of 

history can be overlooked. Instead, it is important to account both for what happened 

immediately before critical policy enactments, and what could have happened along the way. 

After all, it is quite likely that things won’t go as planned (Hill, Hupe 2009, Saetren 2005, 

Pierson 2005, Mahoney 2000). The different concepts for understanding historical 

development sketched above – path dependence, incremental change, ot thresholds – are to be 

used as tools allowing for analysis of how child identity in asylum systems has developed. 

Instead of assuming the development to be a certain character before-hand, one of the objects 

of investigation is to understand how the material gathered can be characterized. There are 

valuable frameworks for understanding and dissecting each form of development. In the case 

of incremental change, Mahoney and Thelen’s concept of displacement, layering, drift and 

conversion (Mahoney, Thelen 2009). As for the path dependence, both the notion of 

increasing returns and one of reproduction are of interest (Pierson 2000, Mahoney 2000). 

Finally, the literature on change during thresholds ties in with the large literature on windows 

of opportunity and formative moments, as well as more concrete studies on meaning and 

sense making during crises (Kingdon 2003, Krasner 1988, Boin et al 2005).   

  The selection of Sweden as one of the cases of investigation has several justifications. While 

for a long period a country of emigration, it has at various times during the post-War period 
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been a major destination of asylum seekers in the West, both relative to size and in absolute 

numbers. This means that questions of asylum policy have been high up on the political 

agenda and dealt with at various times. My previous experience working as a municipal 

analyst in the Swedish reception of refugees is what spurred the interest of the role of identity 

in the first place, since it seemed to have such a large impact yet was seldom discussed as 

such or the focus of much research. Sweden, furthermore, has a historical presence of refugee 

”crises”, notably in the fall of 2015 and during the early 1990’s. Finally, there is good access 

to historical records and official documents which facilitate a study of this nature. All of this 

adds up to make it an excellent case in relation to the study’s purpose and research questions. 

As for a starting point, one year of fundamental importance for current asylum policy is 1954, 

when a new immigration law was issued and Sweden ratified the Geneva Convention, the 

birth of post-War asylum policy. Later options are of course available as well, such as the 

ratification of the 1967 New York protocol to the Geneva Convention, which substantially 

amended and expanded questions regarding asylum (Boguslaw 2012). 

  Two propositions are very generally sketched below. The aim of one comparison 1 is a 

scenario where similar circumstances lead to different outcomes, whereas comparison 2 aims 

to explore how different circumstances can lead to similar outcomes.  

 

Potential comparison 1: Sweden – the United Kingdom 

Within the EU, at least since the firsti initiation of aligning asylum policy in Tampere in 1999, 

the same general framework has been the base for investigating identity among the member 

states (Alink, Boin, t’Hart 2001, Scipioni 2017, European Migration Network 2013). The 

issue has been high on the agenda within the EU, and comparing two states with somewhat 

similar framework but different results, in terms of the importance and function of identity, 

offers an intriguing strategy. Naturally, a historical comparison of two such different countries 

means that the similiarities and differences will vary over time. The United Kingdom’s 

history as the world’s foremost colonial power has had large effects on its migration and 

asylum policy during the post-War period, notably during the late 1960’s when an increasing 

number citizens of the crumbling Commonwealth sought residence in the U.K., precipitating 

a crisis and a dramatic policy shift (Dewry 2010). Identification of asylum-seeking children, 

and age assessments, specifically, have been an important issues in the current century 

(Crawley 2007), although handled by wholly other methods than in Sweden. 
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Potential comparison 2: Sweden – Canada 

While both Canada and the United Kingdom represent structurally different political and 

welfare regimes from Sweden, Canada has the explanatory advantage of being a country 

characterized by immigration but with a different structure for refugee policy. Both Sweden 

and Canada are often characterized as ”generous” in terms of harboring refugees, but their 

systems work in wholly different ways: in Sweden, most asylum seekers seek asylum from 

within the Sweden. In Canada, on the other hand, refugees are mostly allowed entry through 

cooperation with UNHCR’s refugee program, where Canada has an allotted number (Sweden 

also takes part in this system, but it accounts for a very small share of its total number of 

refugees). This means that that there is a drastic difference in national control over the amount 

of refugees that arrive. Still, there are internal differences in recognition rates based on 

nationality in Canada (Canadian Council for Refugees 2017). While the structure of migration 

policy is different, there are reasons to believe that the question of identity is important. 

Previous studies have explored how the influence of ideas, specifically about childhood, can 

serve to explain political similarities and differences in the different welfare regimes of 

Canada and Sweden (Mahon, Bergqvist, Brennan 2016), making for an interesting example 

that may indicate how different structural factors may lead to similar outcomes. 

 

Potential comparison 3: Within Sweden 

In Sweden the government funds the refugee reception of unaccompanied minors, but it is 

wholly run by municipalities. In questions of ascertaining identity among unaccompanied 

minors, there are many instances of disagreement between municipalities and the Swedish 

Migration Agency, all across Sweden. The issue of which forms of evidence is required and 

how it should be judged has caused major debate across Sweden. An alternate route for the 

study could be to explore how these differences have formed and why, historically charting 

the development of reception of unaccompanied minors across Sweden. While it has been 

mandatory for all municipalities to host unaccompanied minors for a few years, a long period 

of voluntary reception preceded it. There are different municipal histories in the matter, and 

different stances taken by municipalities today as how to identity should be ascertained and 

what the consequences of it should be, often highly politically charged issues. 
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