
adjudicating refugee and asylum status

In this book, an array of legal, biomedical, psychosocial, and social science
scholars and practitioners offer the first comparative account of the increasing
dependence on expertise in the asylum and refugee status determination process.
This volume presents a comprehensive study of the relevance of experts, as
mediators of culture, who are called on to corroborate, substantiate credibility,
and serve as translators in the face of confusing legal standards that require proof of
new forms and reasons for persecution around the globe. The authors draw on
their interactions with expertise and the immigration process to provide insights
into the evidentiary burdens on asylum seekers and the expanding role of expertise
in the forms of country-conditions reports, biomedical and psychiatric evaluations,
and the emerging field of forensic linguistic analysis in response to emerging forms
of persecution, such as gender-based or sexuality-based persecution. This book is
essential reading for both scholars interested in the production of knowledge and
clinicians considering the role of experts as mediators of asylum claims.
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Foreword

Adjudicating Refugee and Asylum Status is an important collection of essays
examining how Western countries have come to use experts while evaluating
refugee claims. This book, based on work by an enviable array of scholars and
practitioners, provides information on both the mechanics of refugee adjudi-
cation and how courts and legal forums have moved in a variety of perhaps
unpredictable ways to use the work of experts in deciding whether to grant
sanctuary to those with refugee claims. Accordingly, it is also an explicit and
extended meditation on how knowledge developed and deployed by Western
experts is used to evaluate the particular circumstances of people from poor
regions of the world whose lives will be fundamentally altered depending on
the ultimate decision about their refugee status. In the settings examined by
the authors, knowledge is not retained for contemplation by those in the “ivory
tower” but is used to make what may often literally be life-or-death decisions.

The essays also hint at some of the paradoxes of globalization. In the twenty-
first-century world, knowledge, as well as data, money, and media, flow across
national boundaries with unprecedented ease. However, the flow of people
across boundaries has perhaps never been more regulated. In sub-Saharan
Africa, the continental home of many refugee crises over the centuries, a
common response to unhappiness or crises was for individuals or whole
communities to move. It was only in the twentieth century – with the creation
of national boundaries developed by the colonialists and subsequently ratified
by independence leaders and the ensuing development of notions of citizen-
ship tied to politically defined boundaries – that the concept of “refugee”
was even possible. There seems to be every indication that the movement of
people will continue to be closely regulated by all nations and those, especially
in the West, who have some ability to police their borders will continue to try
to control population movements through administrative mechanisms.

xv

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-06906-0 - Adjudicating Refugee and Asylum Status: The Role of Witness, Expertise, 
and Testimony
Edited by Benjamin N. Lawrance and Galya Ruffer
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107069060
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


At the same time, because knowledge generally flows irrespective of
borders, we know, or think that we know, more about the world than ever
before. Partially as a result, refugee adjudication relies increasingly on the
knowledge that in many cases we have or think that we possess. Yet, reflection,
as found in this volume, suggests that the knowledge that we think we have is
inevitably complex and sometimes problematic, especially given what is at
stake for individuals.

It is likely that the tension between ever-greater regulation of population
movements and the desire to adjudicate individual cases through expert
knowledge will only increase in the future. There are, as this book makes
clear, no easy answers, although there are many important proposals in the
individual chapters that should be considered. More generally, a profound
understanding of how countries have arrived at their particular reliance on
expert knowledge will hopefully allow us to develop in the future systems
that are fairer, more transparent, and appropriate, given the consequences
of particular decisions. The individual contributions in this book and the
intellectual project that the authors collectively contribute to are therefore
important and timely and should be appreciated by both other scholars and
those practicing in this very difficult area.

Jeffrey Herbst
President, Colgate University
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