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Refugees as Surplus Population: Race, Migration and Capitalist
Value Regimes
Prem Kumar Rajaram

Department of Sociology & Social Anthropology, Central European University, Budapest, Hungary

ABSTRACT
Refugees and migrants are often studied as though they have no
relation to the racial and class structures of the societies in which they
reside. They are strangers to be governed by ‘integration’ policy and
border management. Refugees and migrants are, however, subjects of
contemporary capitalism struggling to render themselves valuable
capitalist modes of production. I study the government of refugees and
migrants in order to examine capitalist value regimes. Societal values
and hierarchies reflected in capitalist modes of production impact on
struggles of racialised subaltern groups to translate body power into
valued labour. Marx’s account of surplus populations points to the
common marginalisations of people called ‘refugees’ and other
subaltern groups struggling to translate their body power into valorised
labour. The essay includes a study of the gentrification of a district in
Budapest, and its transformation into a means for the reproduction of
capital, leading to the marginalisation of groups who no longer fit the
new value regimes. Studying refugees as surplus populations allows for
a sense of the common marginalisations of subaltern and racialised
groups before capitalism, and questions the treatment of refugees and
migrants as ‘strangers’.
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The ways in which refugees and migrants are governed in Europe is related to their position within
contemporary capitalism.1 This means that they are governed in ways similar to how other racialised
and marginalised groups in precarious positions within capitalism are governed. The aim of this essay
is to mark out the struggle that some groups have in valourising their body power in capitalist modes
of production. This is an argument about race, class and capitalism, and the way in which margina-
lised populations, in particular ‘refugees’ are imbricated with these.

Migration scholarship tends to study refugees and migrants as groups with no relation to the racial
and class structures and hierarchies of the societies in which they reside. They are strangers, gov-
erned through ‘integration’ policy and border management. Both scholarship and government
policy to do with migrants rarely take into account class and race structures. Taking refugees as
one of a number of groups oppressed by capitalism allows us to focus on the systems of value
that animate capitalist modes of production. Capitalism is not, of course, a simple mode of economic
exchange: its relations of exchange are mediated by social values and hierarchies, leading to the mar-
ginalisation of some as ‘surplus’ populations who have difficulty in valorising their labour.

In this essay, I focus on the process of valuation in capitalist modes of production. I am interested
in how social values about race and other factors mediate the process by which value is given to
labour. That is, I am interested in how societal and cultural values and hierarchies reflected in and
reinforced by capitalist modes of production impact on struggles to translate body power into
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recognised and valued labour. ‘Refugees’ are not taken as a distinct or separate group, but as one of
a number of groups marginalised by this mediation. ‘Refugees’ are my entry point: I hope to point
to how capitalism and its value structures mediate and restrict the possibility of a number of groups
to become valuable, to get commensurate value from the exchange of their body power.

My argument is not that race and class intersect, though they do: those most marginalised by capi-
talist systems of production are often racialised (and/or gendered). I want to show rather that the
value systems that mediate capitalist modes of production create hierarchies between desirable
and valuable forms of work. The work performed by different subjects is valued differently, depend-
ing on how the value systems that animate capitalist modes of production operate. Different subjects
are more or less able to have their work recognised as valuable labour to capitalist systems of
production.

In order to examine the relation of value systems to capitalist modes of production, and the role
played by race in those, I bring together Michel Foucault’s idea of ‘sub-powers’ and Karl Marx’s argu-
ments about surplus populations. Foucault argues that capitalist modes of production rely on the
minute powers that create and institutionalise ways of knowing about the self and about work in
order to ensure the reproduction of a labouring class. These sub-powers establish the idea and
importance of productive work, and associate it with specific forms of labouring. I argue that the
exercise of sub-powers in nineteenth-century colonies evidences the racial nature of these ideas.
In the colony, ‘native’ ideas of work were denigrated before a particular European (and classed)
idea of labour, one was deemed productive and civilised, the other, at best, backward. ‘Work’
was not simply replaced by ‘labour’ in the colony, labour evacuated ‘native’ work of any inherent
meaning or value. The result was that colonised peoples had to translate their body power into
‘productive’ labour, but many would be doomed to always fall short. They contained simply too
many cultural traits that prevented them becoming reliably good labourers (Alatas 1977). These
groups of people who either could not effectively translate their body power into labour or
whose ‘culture’ were thought to prevent them doing so, constituted then a surplus population.
Surplus populations are not distinct from the normal valorised labouring population nor are they
excluded from capitalist modes of production. Surplus populations work the dark underbelly of
capitalism, its backstage operations where cheap and irregular labour is used up in the search
for hyperprofit.

Surplus populations are made up of those groups who have difficulty valorising their body power
because of the sub-powers that privilege a specific idea of labouring. Capitalism, as I will argue below,
has a front stage and a backstage. Front stage operations centre on relations of exchange between an
ostensibly free labourer, giving up his (or her) body power in a contractual relationship with the
owners of capital. This front stage account of capitalism masks its backstage operations, where
people who are for different reasons unable to valourise their body power as free labourers are
exploited as a surplus population. The surplus is not simply excluded, but included through their
exclusion as cheaply exploitable and dispensable labour, as undocumented Mexican workers in
the United States or precariously documented Bangladeshis in Malaysia are (The Guardian 2013, Al
Jazeera 2017). People unable to valourise their body power are often members of racialised popu-
lations (gender is also important). People are often left out, these are groups who lack the skills or
cultural nous to be incorporated into the front stage operations of capitalism. Some turn to activities
considered ‘criminal’ – Bourgois (1995) shows how young Puerto Rican men in New York turned to
the drug trade as they found themselves unable to valourise their body power in the new services-
oriented economy. Most however enter into the backstage operations.

In trying to understand the processes of value that establish hierarchies of belonging and partici-
pation, the essay includes a study of the gentrification of a district in Budapest and its transformation
of that space into a means of the reproduction of capital, leading to the marginalisation of groups
who no longer fit into the new structures of value proposed, effectively displacing members of
racial minorities. This article begins with further theoretical conceptualisation of the connections
between race, capitalism and migrants, before turning to gentrification in Budapest. The next
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section expands on Marx’s concept of surplus population before exploring the explicit links between
the governance of refugees and racial minorities in Hungary. The final section engages a Marxian
labour theory of value to make a conceptual and theoretical case for understanding the common
marginalisations of refugees and racialised local populations before the structures of value that
mediate how labour is valourised.

Some may object to considering refugees and migrants ‘together’ in an analytical sense. Refugees
are individuals seeking protection and it is of crucial importance to keep in mind the violence and
conflict, in multiple forms, that lead to flight. But to say that it is useful to understand the reception,
government and ‘integration’ of refugees in the context of the capitalist system does not detract from
a focus on the reasons for their flight. Indeed it adds nuance to this by understanding refugees in
relation to an ongoing historical political-economic process (the emergence of the state and capital-
ism as an encompassing political-economic-cultural system) and not as an external population differ-
ent in its relation to political and economic structures. Too often refugees are seen as a population
external to this process and its exclusion: I hope to show rather that there are strong connections
between the exclusion of refugees and that of other marginalised groups, including of domestic
populations.

The argument that there is a strong distinction between migrants and refugees, and that the two
concepts should not be brought together in the way I do here, is equally difficult to sustain. The term
‘refugee’ is ultimately a legal construct that privileges a certain idea of what constitutes persecution.
Migrants, working-class migrants, excluded or impoverished by global capitalist structures, and refu-
gees are marginalised in similar ways. When we take the legal language out, there is little social, econ-
omic or political reason to maintain strict differentiation between refugees and working-class
migrants.

This article begins with further theoretical conceptualisation of the connections between race,
capitalism and migrants. My study is focused on Hungary, and the second section focuses on pro-
cesses of gentrification in a district of Budapest that lead to the marginalisation of local racialised
groups as well as migrants and refugees. This is followed by a study of the concept of ‘surplus popu-
lation’ as understood in Marxist theory to give a theoretical basis for the common marginalisations
that racialised populations and refugees and migrants experience. The fourth Section looks at how
refugees have been racialised in Hungary, and in particular at the explicit discursive connection
that is made between migrants and Roma populations in that country. The fifth Section engages a
Marxist labour theory of value to make a conceptual and theoretical case for understanding the
commonmarginalisations of refugees and racialised local populations and how such marginalisations
are related to capital and state collusions. The article ends with a short conclusion, pointing to areas
of further study.

Race and capitalism

The first form of racism of concern in this analysis often reflects the relationship of capitalism to his-
tories of ‘othering’. This is not to pursue a reductive economistic argument about racism. I am not
simply arguing that race is an effect of capitalist modes of production. Rather, what we understand
as capitalism is constituted by social relations, and the histories that have led to the concretising of
systems of exchange – those between free labour and the owner of capital – across certain social
relations. Capitalist modes of production do not simply create a racialised structure, a superstructure
or ideology of racism. Capitalism is constituted by these histories (Hall 1996, Dirlik 2002).

A second form of racism that concerns us here is the racism that becomes intensified at times of
crises. The manufacturing of crises by the repetition of key themes like external danger and internal
scarcity leads to heightened concern about the distinctions between those who belong and those
who do not. The belonging that is cultivated often has ‘the state’ at its fulcrum, and this is particularly
true of the recent (or current) ‘migrant crisis’ in Hungary (Rajaram 2016). The manufactured crisis has
allowed the Hungarian state to call for what Prime Minister Viktor Orban has named an ‘ethnically
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homogenous’ public to be protected from migrants (Deutsche Welle 2017). That public is an entity to
be succoured by the state, who provides solutions to the cultural and economic dangers posed by
migrants. Racism here is then instrumentally deployed to foster a state’s authority over a population.
Discourses of threat to a nation trumps class and societal divides, making internal distinctions sec-
ondary in the face of external threats, and equalising the right to belong among all citizens. While
perhaps more striking at times of crisis, this recourse to the idea of state-nation cohesion is in the
toolbox of the modern European state and is deployed in fragmented or more sustained ways at
different times.

The way in which capitalism plays out in space, as it seeks a ‘spatial fix’, creates conditions that
differentiate populations, making groups more or less able to participate in capitalist systems of pro-
duction and in public life generally speaking. In using the term ‘spatial fix’ I follow David Harvey
(2001), who uses it to first of all foreground the idea that the production and reproduction of
space – meaning its transformation into landscapes containing infrastructure that enable capitalist
production – is important to political economy. Harvey’s related point is that capitalism struggles
to ‘fix’ that space, to maintain a connection between the material infrastructure and the values
and ideas conducive to capitalist exploitation, and that it compulsively seeks a spatial fix (as in the
fix that a drug user seeks), meaning that capital investment in space is a way of containing or resol-
ving the internal crisis that is inherent to capitalism.

My account of how capitalism relates to refugees and migrants is made up of two parts. In the first
part, I argue that the spatial fixes of capitalism, and their consequences such as gentrification, help
embed specific values onto space, making it harder for some groups to take visible, active and public
part in economic and social life. The second part of the argument is that this re-ordering of space is an
outcome of contemporary capitalist production and its commodification of labour. Capitalism has a
front stage and a back stage. When it comes to labour, the front stage of capitalism commodifies a
specific idea of a productive labourer reflecting racial and gendered hierarchies (Alatas 1977, Hall
1986, Ong 2000) and they constitute the values that guide spatial transformations such as gentrifica-
tion. This commodification of labour is then indexed to ‘values’, space and time specific accounts of
valuable characteristics or traits. Aihwa Ong, for example, argues that in Malaysia ‘globalisation’ led to
a preference for cosmopolitan labour, people who could valourise specific cultural skills, marginalis-
ing a number of groups along class, gender and race (2000). The value accorded to specific labouring
modes and traits over time highlights its ‘other’, body power that is not valued enough to be sub-
sumed into the front stage workings of capitalist production as labour. Groups who cannot easily
transform their body power into labour constitute the surplus labouring population, who are margin-
alised but not excluded from capitalist systems. In Marx’s reading, a surplus population is not
excluded from capitalist systems, as I show later. This population is a cheap and accessible source
of labour, a reserve army, effecting a downward pressure on wages and stymying political organis-
ation of the ‘normal’ labouring classes. In other words, the concept ‘surplus’ or ‘disposable’ in
Marx’s sense is relational. Indeed capitalism has become ever more reliant on its back stage oper-
ations where cheap and disposable labourers are employed, for example as zero-hour contract
workers or as workers in large agricultural industries in Europe.

Capital in the city – race and gentrification

My argument on gentrification focuses on Budapest, on the premise that in order to study the broad
workings of capitalism, we must begin with specific spatial and temporal manifestations. Hungary is a
state where policies towards irregular migration and refugees have focused on the punitive with a
government-sponsored racist rhetoric in the background. These have clear connections with policies
and rhetoric addressing a ‘Roma problem’ (Rajaram 2016).

Summer 2015 in Budapest saw hundreds of migrants stuck in the forecourts of train stations in
Budapest, their access to trains going to Austria and Germany blocked by lines of police. Families
and individuals (usually young men) slept on blankets, the lucky few had tents, on the cement
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floors, receiving food and other necessities from citizen groups, who formed in a more or less ad hoc
way through social media in response to the situation. The Budapest municipality provided a few taps
for water and very limited toilet facilities (Kallius, Monterescu and Rajaram 2016).

At the largest train station, Keleti, migrants from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan, disrupted
the orderly and empty spaces around the station. Newly renovated, the station has a large forecourt
that emphasises the grandeur of its Hapsburg-era architecture. These renewed spaces evoke clean
lines and empty spaces and are akin to much of the European Union-funded gentrification that
has peppered Budapest over the past decade, and sit in some incongruity with its neighbourhood.
The area surrounding Keleti is Budapest’s eighth district, long the city’s most deprived neighbour-
hood with a large Roma population living alongside Vietnamese, West African, Turkish, Middle
Eastern and Chinese migrants as well as working-class Hungarians.

Post-socialist gentrification in the eighth District of Budapest centred on a sudden transition from
public to private ownership (Kovacs 2009, Kovacs, Wiessner and Zischner 2013), effectively transform-
ing the meaning and functioning of the district from the reproduction of social formation and iden-
tities to its utility as a means of capital reproduction. This is a transition that Neil Smith (2002) argued
is a characteristic of gentrification in large cities worldwide under conditions of neoliberalism and glo-
balisation, but in post-socialist Budapest it involved also the replacement of an ethos, or at least a
narrative, of social protection with the privatisation of space.

In their engaging study, Czirfusz et al. (2015) write a history of the eighth district centring on the
persistent problem of a rent gap, the difficulty of realising the potential value of space in the district.
At the end of the socialist period, the eighth District was run-down and neglected. The socialist gov-
ernment had not paid a great deal of attention to the maintenance of the district and its housing. A
mixture of financial and liquidity crises in the 1970s and 1980s and, allegedly, the presence of large
numbers of Roma dissuaded the local municipality from renovating homes and the building of new
housing stock. The District grew in population and housing stock at the end of the nineteenth century
when agrarian landowners, exploiting a boom in Hungarian agricultural exports, invested surplus
capital in the district. To maximise value, landlords lobbied for high-density buildings, containing
apartments at both high and low rents, meaning that members of both poorer and richer classes
were present. In the socialist period, people able to take advantage of state loans moved out of
the district as Roma relocated from outer districts moved in.

The inability or unwillingness of the municipality to renovate dilapidated housing stock, coupled
with perceptions of high rates of crime led to a fall in the relative value of housing and land, i.e. a
significant rent gap. The post-socialist period has been marked by the capitalisation of space, includ-
ing a large building project, a housing-shopping-office complex displacing poorer residents (up to
70 per cent of those displaced occupied social housing) in the Corvin neighbourhood, an iconic his-
torical quarter. These displaced residents were not removed from the eighth district, but placed in
outlying areas (Czirfusz et al. 2015). Rather than spaces for social reproduction of the working
classes, capital reproduction took precedence, changing the meanings attributed to neighbour-
hoods. Large consumer-oriented developments replaced social housing. Poorer people were sud-
denly undesirable others, depressing the potential value of properties.

A site where the narrative became concretised was II. János Pál pápa tér (Pope John Paul II square),
a public park in the middle of the district. In 2011, the district detained people for sleeping rough or
rummaging through trash (National Public Radio 2012). The mayor of the eighth District likened the
criminalisation of homelessness to the renovation of a building, echoing the norms of gentrification:

All the noise can disturb the neighbors, and often people who live in the building start complaining. But when the
noise of the hammer and saw stops, everybody is happy to live in a new home where every detail has been
changed and renovated for the good of the area. (National Public Radio 2012)

The mayor would three years later turn his attention in much the same way to migrants who
spilled over from Keleti and camped out in the nearby II. János Pál pápa tér.
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[The migrants] have completely ruined our recently upgraded II. János Pál pápa tér. They have
erected tents, set fires, they are littering, they are being rowdy, they are stabbing with knives and
are defacing property. We have never had so much human waste in our public places (Hungarian
Free Press 2015).

The term human waste is ambiguous. What connects migrants and homeless people so that both
may be thought of as others to gentrification? The core of the matter is the artificial value that land in
cities accrue. Some ways of using land can depress its potential value. Gentrification is not simply
about accumulation and fixes for capital, it is about the right to the city. Hence exclusions from
common space, and the sense, so strongly put by the eighth District mayor of people who do not
belong, who are as close as you can get to human waste.

As the eighth District becomes a site for the reproduction of capital, multiple sub-powers, ‘a web of
microscopic, capillary powers… established at the level of man’s very existence, attaching men to
the production apparatus’ (Foucault 2002: 86), become deployed. These sub-powers are techniques
that give meaning to the district, establishing hierarchies of belonging. People are attached to ‘the
production apparatus’ differently, with some being included primarily through their exclusion as
surplus populations.

The governing of migration is not separate from domestic political and social processes but rather
an outcome of these. There is, in other words, a relationship between the management of a suppo-
sedly troublesome internal population, like homeless people or the Roma, and the same of an exter-
nalised population of migrants and refugees (van Baar 2015). There is a ready slippage between
narratives that pillory migrants and those that attack troublesome domestic populations. The connec-
tion between domestic politics and capitalism in Europe and the management of refugees and
migrants may, I think, be described through the concept of a surplus population, people with a tan-
gential relation to the economic and political norm. Scholars tend to assume that the government of
refugees andmigrants is different to that of other populations. Refugees andmigrants are taken to be
external to a state and to society (and thus to national capitalist economies). Here a state is described
as sovereign, coherent and powerful, fixated on the problem of managing external borders so as to
distinguish inside from outside. When speaking of migration governance, rather than the idea of a
coherent state, I follow Raia Apostolova (2017) who speaks of apparatuses that ‘capture and
mould movement in the intersection between migration and labour regimes’. Migrants and refugees
do not simply move, they move as potential labour power, to be incorporated (or not) into modes of
production. Apparatuses that govern people on the move may represent these people as ‘migrants’ –
a fetishised and atemporal category that does not readily take into account how movement is related
to global and local modes of production – and as potential labour power, or in the intersection
between the two as Apostolova argues. When understanding apparatuses, ideology is important.
Rather than a coherent state governing externalised migrants, the concept of apparatus points to
the complex ideologies that underpin how migrants are framed and then governed. Refusing the
fetishisation of migration, we can understand people on the move as socially embedded groups
seeking to valourise their body power in different ways in the face of racialised and other exclusionary
ideologies. As such, I argue, people called migrants are subject to similar modes of government, and
marginalisation, as domestic populations with a fragile or insecure relation to contemporary capital-
ism. The concept of surplus populations can help us here. It points to commonalities between groups
of people and allows us to break through the fetishising and ahistorical concept of migrants.

There are parallels between the biopolitical and racial exclusions of contemporary capitalism in
Europe and the response to the ‘refugee crisis’. Some are obvious and empirical ones. A border
fence between Serbia and Hungary was built under ‘public work schemes’, work for welfare projects
where Roma are disproportionately represented and which reflect a political culture suspicious of
welfare recipients (Reuters 2015). The largest refugee camp in Hungary, in the northeast, has been
closed in the same region where Roma neighbourhoods are being emptied out, one of which will
be replaced by a football stadium (Feher 2016). The European economy’s reliance on undocumented
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migrants for agricultural and other work is manifest in the numbers of undocumented and underpaid
migrant workers in Greece, the United Kingdom and Italy.

Producing surplus populations

By the term ‘surplus population’, Marx meant a reserve army of labour. The surplus population and
the normal working population are connected. The surplus is a cheaper alternative; the existence of
this population that employers can theoretically turn to can restrict labour organisation and act as a
downward pressure on wages. The idea that there is a relationship between surplus and working
populations has three assumptions. First, that there is and will remain antagonism between
employed and surplus labour; second that economic growth will continue, if it does not and a pro-
letariat class is not reproduced, capitalist hegemony will weaken, allowing formerly antagonistic
populations to be reconciled as the proletariat finds ways other than capital to reproduce itself;
and third, that capitalism deals with the entirety of a population comprising both workers and
surplus.

Capitalism creates conditions where the only basis for livelihood for the labourer is the sale of his
or her body power as productive waged labour. This imperative to be productive must be shared by
the non-labouring surplus population. Capitalism has an interest in creating a universal fixation
amongst the entirety of a population towards a specific abstraction called productive labour. This
applies to both the productive working class, and the ‘relative surplus’, the non-working reserve
army of labour. Marx suggests that capitalism’s imperative to growth and increased productivity
means that over time, the ranks of the ‘relative surplus population’ will swell, relative that is to the
numbers of productively working labour, as advances in technology mean that workers who
cannot be absorbed into other parts of the capitalist economy join the ranks of an ‘increasingly pau-
perised’ (Marx 1976: 798; Neilson and Stubbs 2011: 437) surplus. Capitalism, then, tends towards
uneven development: the increased marginalisation of a labouring population, within whose ranks
a surplus unproductive population comes to dominate.

The concept of a surplus population can be analysed in two modes. The first is the specific
dynamics of exclusion that reproduce surpluses relative to the modes and needs of localised capitalist
systems of production. The second is the absolute surplus – that population which exists as unpro-
ductive before the generalisation that is the international division of labour, and the global economy
that props it up, and – slightly more difficult to outline – those populations which are in a state of
more or less permanent exclusion from the productive labouring classes. Specific and relative sur-
pluses come into being and are reproduced when productivity in specific business sectors increases
or innovates and becomes less dependent on labour. Specific and relative surplus populations also
come into being in relation to space and societal dynamics, where racial and gendered norms influ-
ence the make-up of a surplus population – who is more likely to become unproductive and remain
so over time? Here we see also the interplay between national political structures and ideologies and
localised systems of production. The state apparatus, comprising and reflecting a dominant ideology,
will through its policies ameliorate, legitimise or increase the relative pauperisation of a relative
surplus population.

At what I call an absolute level, the surplus population is consigned to seemingly perpetual
poverty as a tangential part of global capitalist systems of production (yet fundamentally central
to the workings of modern capitalism). Migration from the global south to Europe is propelled by
the structure of global capitalism, both in terms of the logics of capital accumulation and in terms
of racialised ideologies, which create and maintain cycles of poverty. This type of migration
project points to the relevance of histories of colonial era capitalism, which indicate the racial
basis of capitalism (most obviously in its reliance on slavery and indentured labour). The logics of
capital accumulation in open economies also ties capitalist production to non-capitalist modes of
production and its labouring systems ‘as diverse as slavery, sharecropping, encomienda, tenancy,
indentured servitude, long-term labor contracts, and debt peonage’ (McIntyre 2011: 1493).
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The production of surplus populations is not simply a consequence of the logic of capital accumu-
lation, insofar as that logic is taken to be solely economic in character. As Stuart Hall (1986, 1996) has
argued, the system of production reflects ideologies and norms that lead to differential modes of
inclusion – and exclusion. Racial ideology provides an opportunity for capital accumulation, and is
extended with further nuance by the way systems of production operate, determining differences
in how individuals are included in the productive class of labourers, and how and under what con-
ditions they are cast into a surplus population. Put another way, racial ideologies can determine the
relative security and command that individuals and groups have over their labour and the capacity to
sell that labour at a commensurate price.

But where do these racial ideologies come from and how are they reproduced? Capitalism relies
for its coherence and hegemony on the exercise of far-reaching infrapower, or sub-powers, as Fou-
cault says. By sub-powers, Foucault refers to the minute everyday forms of knowledge-making,
control and care that produce subjectivities, make commonsensical specific ways of conducting
oneself and tie individuals to the production apparatus. Foucault argues that it is these capillary
powers by which subjects would be ‘tied to labour’. These are techniques of power through which
peoples’ bodies and time would ‘become labour power and labour time, so as to be effectively
used and transformed into hyperprofit’ (Foucault 2002: 86). This is crucial for capitalist modes of pro-
duction. Subjects must understand or know themselves in particular ways in order for the institutions
of capitalism to successfully absorb their body power as labour over time and space.

These capillary sub-powers, and their attempts to remake knowledge about work, time and the
body can be seen at work in colonial states in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The subsump-
tion of colonised body power to abstracted and commodified labour power involved the cultivation
of a raft of often contradictory measures including: valorising specific ways of comporting and per-
forming one’s body and utilising and monetising that body power particularly through contractual
systems of exchange; organising family and intimate and religious relations in ways that enable
this commodification and its reproduction; establishing a specific relationship with the state as guar-
antor of systems of exchange and law that would subsume all other relations of meaning and subject-
making; enabling the exploitation of cheap and available and yet (for a number of years at least) a
largely docile or cowed workforce; and asserting that the purported dedication to discipline and pro-
ductivity that the colonial-capitalist system demanded of its workforce was a specifically racial trait –
a ‘European’ one – to which colonised natives could mostly be taught to aspire to but would always
fall short of. The sub-powers that went about organising colonised peoples so that they could be sub-
sumed or incorporated as commodified labour into capitalist economies always had the counterpoint
in mind – an ahistorical narrative and myth of laziness, deviance or plain untrustworthiness that was
immanent to native ‘culture’ (Alatas 1977, Rajaram 2015). Capitalist-colonial economies racialised
labour power, asserting that desirable traits were associated with European ‘culture’ but that these
could be learnt or aspired to (to the extent that native customs were kept under control).

Colonialism’s creation of a racialised working class reproduced a set of aspirations towards pro-
ductivity that certain peoples, defined as having specific lifestyles and ways of being, were more natu-
rally inclined to. These racialised discourses came then to be enveloped in narratives of modernity
and development – such that the racism became difficult to discern in the midst of a technical
language on improvement (Ferguson 1994, Mitchell 2002, Li 2007). The reproduction of racialised dis-
courses tends to occur because of their association, even if not always in coherent or immediately
recognisable ways anymore, with specific cultural traits of ‘European’ society. This fosters breakdowns
in solidarity between working classes, with populations being blamed for their inability to improve, to
adapt to the commodifications of capitalism.

Capital operates with the state to impose a register of value that valorises the act of productive,
market-oriented labour, imagining as its counterpoint an often racialised myth of the delinquent
non-productive labourer, meaning effectively the concerted effort by capital through the state to
impose its value code on labour and its mobility (Mezzadra 2011). Central to this, in Europe, is
the control of labour mobility through Schengen – its onus on free movement being actually a
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rescaling and regulation of permissible capitalist mobilities. It is the capacity of state and capital to
act in concert to produce and maintain a system of value that is important. This happens in part
through the foreclosure of other forms of mobility and labour, marked as not valid and illegal.
This masks a violence that most obviously centres on the existence of a shadowy underbelly, the
growth over the last thirty or so years of vast markets for informal labour working in precarious con-
ditions. Refugees, like other groups marginalised by capitalist valorisation of labour, become
surplus, a population with a tangential relation to the norm, that leads not only to their economic
deprivation but to a deep-seated social insecurity borne from having an insecure command over
social, economic and political rights.

The racialisation of refugees

Responses to migrants sometimes rely on narratives and images of a virtuous and trustworthy public
as counterpoint to a dangerous other. In Hungary, these are sometimes European Muslims, they are
other times European Roma. Not everyone is as explicit as the Hungarian Prime Minister, who noted
in an argument against a proposed EU quota system for taking refugees, that the country already had
its own troublesome population and did not need another:

… it is a historical feature of Hungary and a given – regardless of what anyone may think about it, whether one
likes it or not – that it is home to hundreds of thousands of Roma. Someone, at some point in time, decided on
this, and this is a situation which we have inherited. This is our situation, this is a given which no one can object to
or call into question in any way and which we accept in our life. At the same time, however, we cannot require
others – in particular, others to the west of us – to follow suit, and demand that they should also live with a sub-
stantial Roma minority. (Hungarian Government 2015)

In the Hungarian government’s response to migrants in 2015, a rhetoric of ‘crisis’ enabled the
deployment of a citizen-foreigner binary that legitimised state action against a group that was
held in a conceptual and, eventually, material stasis in the transit zones around Budapest train
stations. Migrants were immobilised by a discourse that labelled them ‘criminals’ and framed them
as a threatening group to be dealt with. Such framings also fabricate ‘the state’ as a cohesive insti-
tution with authority and responsibility to remedy threats.

The citizen-foreigner binary was not the only one deployed. Accounts of insecurity invoked a
Hungarian public under threat and, consequently, reminded Hungarians of internal others excluded
– Roma and homeless people, whose marginalisation has been central to constituting a desirable
Hungarian public. The vertical politics exercised on migrants thus reflects the same state actions
experienced by indigenous others in the quest to realise a desirable and worthy public. Although
the state conflates itself with this order, its capacity to do this is usually tenuous; in recent years,
however, the Hungarian state has been particularly successful in blurring distinctions between
state and public. Its treatment of refugees is then neither unique nor unexpected: it expresses
ongoing exclusions and marginalisations of indigenous others.

Migrants, Marx’s labour theory of value and surplus populations

The concept of surplus population accounts for groups of people who are rendered unproductive
and left unemployed or underemployed because of the structure of capitalist systems of production.
The question of who constitutes the surplus population points to the modes of valorisation of capit-
alism which arise not simply as an economic system but a cultural register. To put it in straightforward
terms, people are rendered surplus because (1) capitalism creates long durée structures of uneven
development leading to embedded inequality typically manifest in work that is casual or under-
employing, (2) capitalism hits crises (causing unemployment or under-unemployment or casualisa-
tion of work) or (3) because of cultural-ideological registers that make it more likely that certain
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racialised groups are more likely to be rendered marginal and unproductive (one could perhaps
equally say gendered groups).

Many accounts of the limited incorporation of migrants argue that this is so because of a racial and
political imperative that questions the right of foreigners to be incorporated into society. But such
accounts can remain somewhat ahistorical, or they point again to a sense that migration is about
the management of an external population. Marx’s thinking on value and its relation to labour is
an important corrective to this because it attempts to ground accounts of exclusion in a theory of
value and ideology. Capital’s relation to labour is based on modifying commodified labour power
to produce surplus value. Unlike other commodities, labour is unique in that it produces surplus
value. The value that an individual labourer produces is reified: it is the central component of a
system of valuation that animates capitalist societies. Which is to say that according to Marx value
is not only about an accounting of relative wealth but also the register that mediates and organisers
social relations in a capitalist system (Marx 1976, Yates 2011).

Value as the means of mediating social relations is then centred on labour, but labour as a pro-
ductive force that contributes to the accumulation of surplus value. A specific force and ideology
is then attributed to ideologies about work and productivity, as well as to the justification of dispos-
session (Harvey 2003). ‘Labour’ is synthetic and ideological: it reframes ‘work’ and it proposes a way of
understanding desirable and undesirable types of work. This has been most obvious in nineteenth
century colonies, where specific ideas about what constituted valued work, and how that work
was to be carried out, was used as a stick to demean ‘the natives’ (Alatas 1977). The surplus value
produced by undocumented migrants in Europe helps maintain a system of value that excludes or
marginalise them. Like native labourers in colonies, undocumented migrants working in European
industry sustain the system of value that justifies capitalist systems and their ideologies, while
being unable to possess or lay claim to this system of value as other labourers can (even if these
other labourers do end up participating in what is often a consumerist ideology that justifies their
relative dispossession). The informal work of undocumented migrants also serves capitalism’s
central purpose, much more so than formal labour with their wage claims and benefits: the extraction
of maximum value from labour to the point of disposability.

The attractiveness of a cheap and disposable source of labour without social or political influence
to European capital has fostered unsanctioned migratory projects. This type of labour power fosters
capitalism’s drive to extract value to the maximum extent possible from labour (Yates 2011) and
sheds light on another aspect of surplus population: invisibility or their lack of public voice.

The informal sector to which migrants are drawn arises as a result, in part, of the extreme capita-
lisation of major, and even not so major, cities – the process of ‘gentrification’ sketched out earlier.
One consequence of gentrification is the pricing out of providers of goods and services from
formal or legal economic modes, another is the increased inequality in cities heightened by the
growth of extreme consumption, and a third is the increased value accorded to specific modes of
working, regulated labour, and the depreciation of value of other types of work. Both foster informal
forms of employment as industries take advantage of the presence of people unable to capitalise
their labour power in formal economic modes (Sassen 2014). This fosters a growing pauperised popu-
lation of underemployed or formally unemployed individuals and groups without the wherewithal,
the attributed value, to be recognised and move from conditions of surplus. Indeed informal
forms of labour have become central to the functioning of a normal or dominant relation of
capital to formal labour. It is migrants, and racialised populations such as Roma, who are dispropor-
tionately represented in this informal surplus population throughout Europe (van Baar 2012).

This relation of formal to informal is, in economic terms already sketched, a matter of the surplus, a
reserve army of labour, being a downward pressure on wages. But remembering that Marx’s labour
theory of value insists that what is being produced through labour power is not simply material
wealth but also a way of mediating the social relations of society, it can be argued that informal
labour exists as the deviant counterpoint to formal and organised means of labouring. One conse-
quence of this is the growth of disciplinary ‘welfare’ regimes that are humiliating, punitive and
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governmental as schemes to punish or improve the lot of informal workers are implemented by the
state (whether to punish or improve often depends on which sector of the population). At a more
general level, the domestic surplus population becomes viewed as troublesome blots on the land-
scape who are not quite ready socially, civilisationally or politically to take part in the public sphere.

This aspect of Marx’s labour theory of value points to the production of a desirable public, that
public often referred to when considering a threat posed by refugees or migrants, and the internal
processes of exclusion that go into filtering out a desirable ‘public’ from the dross of society (Newman
and Clarke 2009). We have seen in the past in the United Kingdom how austerity measures designed
to enforce discipline upon the poor have gone hand in hand with measures against migrants (Clarke
and Newman 2012). The Hungarian government responded to the ‘refugee crisis’ of the summer of
2015 with a mix of punitive legal measures (including jail terms for people crossing the border ‘illeg-
ally’) and discourses about deviance and threat that called to mind exclusionary discourses (and prac-
tices) directed against internal surplus populations (the homeless and the Roma). The governing of
migration is not separate from domestic political and social processes but rather an outcome of these.

Conclusion

In this essay, I have argued that it is analytically, and politically, useful to approach migrants and refu-
gees as surplus populations. This enables us to move beyond an inevitably state-centric account of
refugees and economic migrants (as distinct entities) as so much fodder for the sovereign state. It also
allows us, importantly, to take ‘refugees’ as a starting point to examine the struggle that subaltern
groups face when translating their body power to labour. I have tried to show that capitalist
modes of production reflect and reinforce societal values and hierarchies and thus value the body
power of different subjects differently. I have tried to bring together Foucault and Marx in productive
conversation. Foucault’s account of the sub-powers that tie subjects to capitalist modes of production
shows how regimes of value emerge. Marx’s account of surplus populations points to the common
marginalisations of people called ‘refugees’ and other, often racialised, subaltern groups who cannot
translate their body power into valourisable labour.

If we begin with the idea that refugees and migrants are populations surplus to the structure of
capitalist societies we can see points of connection with groups marginalised by capitalist modes of
production. This allows for thinking points of articulation between different marginalised groups,
refuses the state-centric account of migrant and refugee ‘governance’, and allows also for the
basis of a politics of solidarity. Such solidarity is framed around the refusal of a divisive politics of
race that seeks to establish animosity between classes similarly positioned before capitalist
systems of production. Beginning with refugees as surplus populations then, potentially opens the
door for a productive articulation between different groups that may challenge the value systems
that mediate capitalist modes of production and the hierarchies and marginalisations so enabled.

Note

1. Some may object to considering refugees and migrants ‘together’ in an analytical sense. Refugees are individuals
seeking protection and it is of crucial importance to keep in mind the violence and conflict, in multiple forms, that
lead to flight. But to say that it is useful to understand the reception, government and ‘integration’ of refugees in
the context of the capitalist system does not detract from a focus on the reasons for their flight. Indeed it adds
nuance to this by understanding refugees in relation to an ongoing historical political-economic process (the
emergence of the state and capitalism as an encompassing political-economic-cultural system) and not as an
external population different in its relation to political and economic structures.
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