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Abstract 

 

This article employs the metaphor of the womb-ritual to conceptualise the scene of 
immigration control and criminal record checks performed at the Calais-Dover ferry route. 
This ‘womb’ of entrance involves the Eurolines Buses from Continental Europe to Great 
Britain. Buses drive in and out as others are being transported by Euro-train or the ferry 
from Calais into Dover womb. Ethnographic study finds this metaphor of a painful, 
prolonged, carefully monitored birthing process to be an appropriate interpretation of the 
ritualistic checking processes. Rituals as a social phenomenon take place in every society in 
various ways and forms. Often the participants do not seem to comprehend their engagement 
in such encounters. Travellers are subjected to patrol dogs sniffing and technological 
scanning; these are forms of ritual tools. Metaphorically these are rituals that purify and 
make one worthy of entering the United Kingdom. This article is based on participatory 
observation, as a traveller who interacted with and interviewed sample travellers from 
Poland, the Czech Republic, and Africa in 2005 and 2007. It argues that association with 
crime-orientated regions also stigmatises those who happen to board buses from such 
regions, and classify them as belonging to the same category. The paper further argues that 
terrorism and other related crimes are not perpetuated by continental EU citizens entering 
Great Britain, rather infiltrated and perpetuated by British citizens educated and trained on 
British soil who felt marginalised.  
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Introduction 

As immigration increases around the world, and as the European Union expands its 

territory to the old eastern bloc, many people from some of these countries tend to immigrate 

to the United Kingdom in search of better employment opportunities, to improve their living 

standards. Both international organisations as well as states seek tight mechanisms of 

regulation and control over immigrant workers, economic migrants, refugees and asylum 

seekers. The undesirable groups they seek to avoid with these strict regulations are drug 

pushers, money-launderers and other illegal traffickers, which explain the diverse application 

of rigid laws. Ritual therefore becomes an essential tool to get rid of such criminals who are 

traits to harmonious coexistence of multi ethnic United Kingdom. Unfortunately, others who 

happened to associate by entering the Eurolines buses come from such tagged region also 

become victims as well. 

This article focuses on travellers who travel with Eurolines buses or Coaches from the 

Continental European countries through Calais-Dover ports (wombs) to enter the United 

Kingdom. This includes buses travelling from Poland, the Czech Republic to Frankfurt 

(Germany), via Brussels-Leuven-Gent (Belgium) to Calais-Dover; from Amsterdam (the 

Netherlands) via Antwerp-Brugge (Belgium) to Calais/Dover wombs.  

 

Aim 

It is understandable that areas associated with crime are often negatively judged, which 

leads to suspicion of individuals born in those areas, and extraordinary controls regarding 

them. In some cases people who come from such regions are often denied entrance to another 

territory if faced with the slightest question about their identity. Those from such areas are 

carefully controlled whenever they travel across borders, especially by the Eurolines buses. It 

does not matter if one is a resident or not; mere association caused by boarding the same bus 

as these individuals is enough reason for some to brand them as potential criminals. At Calais-

Dover, such people are subjected to strict ritualistic scrutiny.  

Ritual exists in every human activity, be it in immigration border control or what-have-

you. Anthropologists have taken interest in the study of ritual in non-western societies. This 

study suggests that at Calais-Dover, the travellers are undergoing a ritual enactment for 
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purification, whether known or unknown to the subjects and the performers. This is the key 

issue being presented, that the unwanted are not allowed to enter the United Kingdom1. From 

personal experience and personally conducted interviews, as well as reviewed literature, I 

came to appreciate the ritualistic nature of this process.  What is behind the application of 

different ritual tools in checking and controlling the vehicles and individuals? Has it 

something to do with the particular region from which the buses begin their journey? This is 

what the article seeks to investigate, as certain travellers from some regions within the EU 

seem to need extreme ritual purification and cleansing to be worthy to be transported, while 

some do not face these hardships. 

During the cause of the research, we discovered another scene where the urge to enter 

the United Kingdom has been positively horrendous.  As many people from Continental 

Europe are trying to enter legally through ritual enactment, there are hundreds of young men 

and women who are out there in the darkness of night negotiating their own risky entrance. 

They are so desperate to enter that they will resort to illegal means by hiding under loaded 

vehicle, or by jumping fences, etc.  This group brings us to reflect on the reason why they 

prefer such risky life threatening means.  There is sufficient evident that these young people 

do not possess appropriate documents to enable them to undergo the normal rituals. Thus, we 

are left to wonder why it is, that in spite of technological checking installations, there exists 

this more daring and desperate group of people who are so determined either to survive and 

infiltrate the society of Europe, or lose their lives in the process. 

In this paper, I have avoided using term like “illegal immigrants”. One reason is based 

on LeVoy (2007) writing that it produces unjust associations with criminality and denies 

undocumented immigrants their humanity. It can thus jeopardise asylum claims and is 

contradictory to our aims as it invalidates the claims of undocumented immigrants. The term 

“illegal immigrant” is furthermore not recognised in international human rights legislation. 

The UN conventions as well as the ILO and the Council of Europe’s instruments speak of 

“irregular” or of “undocumented immigrants”, and the UN General Assembly in its resolution 

“Measures to ensure the human rights of all immigrants” of 1975 specified the terminology 

“non-documented or irregular immigrants” (LeVoy 2007: 3).  
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Brief historical background 

It has been argued that many people from developing countries and some from 

Continental EU member states want to migrate to the UK in search of employment 

opportunities. It is assumed that life is better in the United Kingdom than in the impoverished 

countries from which they came (Palmer 2009: 1).  

There is general assumption that of all EU member states, United Kingdom is more 

hospitable to immigrants. According to Alasdair Palmer, the legacy of empire means we are 

more used to receiving them and are more willing to integrate them. One of the great virtues 

of the British people is tolerance. Our society is much less closed to outsiders than most 

countries of continental Europe. It is easier to get a job here – less restrictive employment 

legislation means it is easier to fire people, so employers are more willing to hire migrants 

they can pay less in the first place. British employers are less suspicious of foreigners than 

their counterparts in countries such as Italy, Belgium or France. The fact is that it is easier for 

immigrants who arrive in the UK to claim benefits, get council housing and access health and 

education services for themselves and their children and it becomes clear why Britain is a 

target for migrants (Palmer, 2009). 

The United Kingdom is not member state of Schengen and therefore has exclusive 

immigration control of every individual seeking entry its territory through Eurolines buses at 

Calais port (womb).  The UK, however, did not sign up to the agreement, so the other states 

treat it as a third country to which they can send their unwanted immigrants.  Schengen has 

made the UK particularly vulnerable to clandestine immigration (Sergeant 2001). Every non 

EU citizen requires visa to enter the UK but even where visas are needed, the barriers are 

easily vaulted. 

The immigration control at the border involves immigration officers (IOs) check 

passports and examine arrivals to determine if they have the right of abode in the UK or may 

enter the UK without leave even though they do not have the right of abode mainly EEA2 

national; or require leave to enter and if so whether they should be granted it (non-visa 

nationals coming for less than six months); or already have leave when they arrive for 

example a visa and if so whether it should be cancelled. These checks will usually happen at a 
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port outside the UK but increasingly checks are made before the person arrives in the UK, 

known as ‘exporting the border’ (Denham 2006: 51).   

Many tools are employed and these are what we tagged ‘ritual tools’ or techniques.  The 

United Kingdom as a member state of European Union guarantees citizens of other member 

state, free entry but the UK government reserves the right to deny some people right of 

entrance even if they are EU citizens. British immigration officers deployed at Calais port to 

carry out these checks and to make sure that people who travelled with Eurolines buses   

entering the womb that is the ferry, are the same people who were granted visas; operating 

what is called ‘juxtaposed controls’ where IOs operate UK immigration controls at French 

ferry port at Calais. They use new detection technology such as thermal imaging devices, 

heart-beat monitors and CO2 probes at ports of Calais in Northern France.   

 It is from this background that we see the need of ritual as a valuable symbol of 

purification and ‘pregnant with meaning’ (Abasi, 1993). It has been in existence in Western 

societies; for example, Catholicism is an embodiment of ritual. Anthropologists have been 

quite fascinated by their exotic rites. In the colonial era many western imperialists and 

missionaries, sent to facilitate the scramble for Africa, have participated in so-called primitive 

rituals in retrospect.  

 

Calais (womb) Port of Entry 

Calais is a town in northern France in the department of Pas-de-Calais of which, it is a 

sub-prefecture. Although Calais is by far the largest city in Pas-de-Calais, the department's 

capital is its third-largest city of Arras. The population of the metropolitan area at the 1999 

census was 125,584. Calais overlooks the Strait of Dover, the narrowest point in the English 

Channel which, is only 34 km (21 miles) wide here, and is the closest French town to 

England, of which, Calais was a territorial possession for several centuries. The white cliffs of 

Dover can easily be seen on a clear day. The old part of the town, Calais proper (or Calais-

Nord), is situated on an artificial island surrounded by canals and harbours. The modern part 

of the town, St-Pierre, lies to the south and southeast. Calais is the first European harbour for 

the exchange with Great Britain. The marina has got 200 berths including 30 for visitors, and 

many services. It is a well-sheltered marina where everything can be found. 
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 Economically, the city's proximity to England has made it a major port for centuries. It 

is the principal ferry crossing point between England and France, with the vast majority of 

Channel crossings being made between Dover and Calais. The French end of the Channel 

Tunnel is also situated in the vicinity of Calais, in Coquelles some 4 miles (6 km) to the west 

of the town. 

 The mainstay of the town's economy is, naturally, its port, but it also has a number of 

indigenous industries. The principal ones are lace making, chemicals, and paper manufacture. 

It possesses direct rail links to Paris (148 miles / 238 km to the south). Calais has restaurants 

that are popular with English visitors, in the tradition of seaside towns, but shopping is its 

most popular attraction.  As well as the large port, the town is served by two railway stations: 

Gare de Calais-Fréthun and Gare de Calais-Ville, the former being the first stop on mainland 

Europe of the Eurostar line. 

 

Calais – Dover ports (Wombs) entry regulation under the UK Immigration Act 

In order to enter the United Kingdom, there are certain conditions an intending 

candidate needs to fulfil. For instance, entry clearance (a visa) if you hold a United Kingdom 

passport or one issued by another country in the European Union (EU) or European Economic 

Area (EEA), or Switzerland. There are four types of entry clearance that can be issued to give 

someone permission to travel to or enter the United Kingdom:  

 

“a visa that is required by nationals or citizens of the countries or 
territories not within EU or EEA countries (visa nationals); an entry 
certificate that is issued to non-visa nationals; the EEA family permit 
which is issued to the family members of EEA nationals; and the 
exempt vignette that is issued to people who are exempt from the 
requirements of the Immigration Act 1971, for example, diplomats” 
(Home Office, 2007).  

 

It is in efforts to maintain and control that resulted in ritual enactment at the Calais-

Dover (wombs) ports.  Building on strict border control, the section 141 of the Nationality, 

Immigration and Asylum Act 2002 (NIA, Act) - Immigration control at EEA ports: 

Juxtaposed Control. This act states that “the Secretary of State may by order make 

provision for the purpose of giving effect to an international agreement which concerns 
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immigration control at an EEA port (whether or not it also concerns other aspects of frontier 

control at the port)” (NIA Act, 2002).  

 The number six of this section defined certain terms such as “EEA port” which, means 

a port in an EEA State from which, passengers are commonly carried by sea to or from the 

United Kingdom. The “EEA State” means a State which is a contracting party to the 

Agreement on the European Economic Area signed at Oporto on 2nd May 1992 (as it has 

effect from time to time). The “Frontier control” means the enforcement of law which relates 

to, or in so far as it relates to, the movement of persons or goods into or out of the United 

Kingdom or another State. The “Immigration control” means arrangements made in 

connection with the movement of persons into or out of the United Kingdom or another State 

and “International agreement” means an agreement made between Her Majesty’s Government 

and the government of another State, and “specified area” means an area (whether of the 

United Kingdom or of another State) specified in an international agreement. 

 It is therefore important to understand why certain means that are taken place during 

the ritual enactment so that one would not misinterpret or misconstrue the strict means of the 

ritual performers. What travellers are witnessing during ritual enactment is as a result of the 

execution of the NIA Act which, the Secretary of State has affected through the introduction 

of a juxtaposed immigration control at Dover-Calais sea ports (wombs). (NIA, Act 2002).  

 

The ritual announcement and preparation 

The driver, who in this article is referred to as ‘Coach Crier’, makes the announcement 

for ritual preparation. I compare Coach Crier to a town crier in the pre- and post-colonial 

African rural community who beats the gong to announce the community activities for the 

week, decided by the Community Chief or Council of Elders. The bus travels during the day, 

arriving London Victoria coach around 4.30pm or 6.00pm depend on the traffic. The coach 

crier calls out at the approach to the womb (the Calais port), given detailed ritual information 

and other requirements, advises every traveller to comport oneself before the performers 

during ritual enactments. The regions from which the coaches travel determine the mode of 

the announcement. For example, the coach crier of the coaches travelling from Amsterdam 

via Antwerp-Brugge, and then to Calais are checked and controlled with sophisticated ritual 

techno-equipments [ritual tools]. In order to avoid undue delays, due to the complexities of 
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the ritual, the Coach crier makes elaborate and detailed explanation of what is going to take 

place at the ritual enclave as he shouts: 

“Ladies and gentleman, we are approaching [Calais womb] (author’s expression) and 

make sure that your document is ready (passport, etc). First, we will be controlled by French 

Immigration officers [ritualists] (author’s expression). During the checks and control [ritual], 

put on smiling faces and appearances so that we shall have no cause to be delayed. As soon as 

we arrive, do not leave the bus until you are asked to do so and please follow the instructions 

as given. Remember! You are required to carry out your entire luggage and make your 

passport ready (re-emphasised). After you have successfully undergone the rituals (the 

checking and control), you are required to carry back your luggage into the bus and we will 

drive another 50 metres to the British immigration [ritualists] (author’s expression) for 

another thorough checking and control (another ritual encounter). You may be required; 

again, carry out your luggage since the British immigration officials do not seem to trust the 

French, but we will wait and see what happens when we get there. Again, try to be cheerful as 

you reply to every question they will ask. Even when they want to make you feel stupid, just 

be calmed, because they can make your journey very miserable.” (Crier’s Sept 2005, May 

2006).   

The buses travelling from other parts of Continental Europe, such as Poland; the Czechs 

Republic to Frankfurt (Germany), Brussels-Leuven-Gent (Belgium), undergoes less ritual at 

the Calais womb of entrance. The buses travel mostly at night (6.00pm) and are expected to 

arrive in London-Victoria Coach Station at about 5.30am or 6.00am. They almost never make 

it on time as a result of further subjection to ritual at the exit of Dover to the United Kingdom. 

At the Calais entrance, travellers are transported to the Dover exit of rebirth via ferry, which 

gives travellers’ freedom of movement and relaxation as they are ferried from Calais to Dover 

for rebirth. On approaching the Calais-womb, the Coach Crier (the driver) makes the same 

announcement but this time very briefly.  

“Ladies and Gentlemen, get ready for immigration and passport control”. With this brief 

announcement and information, travellers are now well equipped to affect a better mood to 

face the ritualists and endure the rigorous rituals. 

At Calais, buses from Amsterdam-Antwerp regions travelled from 9am-6.30pm and 

were expected to arrive at the London Victoria Coach station at about 6.30pm. Unfortunately, 
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they had barely made it due to the long ritual protocols. In most cases, especially during 

winter, all purified travellers and their buses are transported through the Euro-train tunnel into 

Dover where they continue their journey to various destinations.  In some, they enter the 

Calais womb to be rebirth at Dover womb where they continue the race of their journey 

For travellers from Poland, the Czech Republic, and Frankfurt-Brussels-Leuven-Gent 

via Calais, ritual processes are quite simple, because it is believed that the zones are not 

crime-orientated and the ritual method is less complex than with the other zones.  

 

The Calais womb ritual description 

The ritual of entrance at Calais is actually a complex compositional form consisting of 

drama, storytelling, body movements, and eye contact; moving baggage and dog patrols 

complete with a thorough sniffing similar to treatment of unwary travellers at an airport after 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks. I think this is a sympathetic metaphor that people will relate to; 

perfectly normal people with no intention to commit crimes have sometimes been treated like 

criminals even if they were citizens of the country. These are, in effect, different modes of 

ritual expression and communication. Every mode has its own structural properties and one is 

not comparable to the other; nor does one mode replicate any other. There is a dynamic 

interplay between the modes. Each objectifies experience in its own way, each has different 

reflexive properties, and in a complex ritual each mode may become more prominent at a 

particular time in the progression of the performance (Bruner 1986: 21) 

Kapferer wrote that ritual performance always includes the performers, ritual subjects, 

and spectators, and others (Kapferer 1986: 192).  In a like manner, ritual at the Calais-Dover 

route also includes the performers (ritualists), the travellers who are the subjects, and 

immigration officers and others who are on the alert to arrest and detent those whose 

performance is found wanting. Ritual is also seen as an act that takes place when one is 

entering another land, thus ritual is required to get rid of undesirables.  

 At Port Calais, there is a traditional process for ritual purification. All categories of 

people travelling: members of families, groups, and individuals attend the ritual. In the 

process, they are purged and purified from any contamination that could have served as a 

barrier to enter the United Kingdom. The rituals are replete with symbolism, and details are 

distinctive to particular zones, but in general themes are common to all groups or individuals. 
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Ritual is not a new phenomenon but the intensity, the techniques of ritual tools, the selection 

and diversity are.  

 There is always some kind of ritual performance when a stranger/visitor or a 

newcomer is stepping onto another soil. For example, His Holiness, the late Pope John Paul 

II, always performed a symbolic ritual whenever he visited a country; kneeling down and 

kissing the soil. The study of ritual cleansing and purification in Mozambique and Angola 

narrated another aspect of ritual, where someone who was returning or entering another home 

or had been separated from their families due to war, would, on returning to reunite with the 

community, need to undertake a ritual which would make the person clean or pure again; 

thus, able to be reunited with the community.  

  

“When a young person returns home, one is made to wait on the 
outskirts of the village. One is able to enter the village after a ritual of 
others throwing maize flour at him/her and after anointing her/his 
entire body with a chicken is completed. Following this ritual, the 
young person is allowed to greet and interact with the families in the 
village” (Green & Honwana, 1999).  

 

From our trend of discussion, we have seen that ritual is pregnant with symbols – love, 

respect, as well as purification and cleansing from contamination. The illustration portrays 

customarily understandable needs to check and control through ritual, as means of making 

sure the entrant is worthy. Nevertheless, what this article argues against is the diverse 

application of ritual for those from particular regions and among other issues people regarded 

as the others. 

 

The ritual initiation: conditions, procedures and requirement  

The procedures are taken to undergo the ritual in a successful fashion and in the 

required manner. In both the French and British ritual initiation; the ritual conditions and 

requirements are defined by the ritualists (immigration and border control of French and 

British) as well as the EU. Bearing in mind the previous discussion on NIA Act, the principal 

aim of juxtaposed controls is to reduce the number of inadequately documented people 

entering the UK. Juxtaposed controls tackle illegal immigration by people who present 
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forged, counterfeit or inadequate documentation in order to circumvent immigration controls 

(ritual enactments). It allows the receiving state to deny boarding to those who do not qualify 

for entry. Any clandestine entrant or improperly documented passenger identified prior to 

departure of the vessel from Calais will be handed over to the French authorities.  

        The ritual conditions, procedures and requirement allows the British immigration 

officers to intercept some inadequately documented passengers but officers presently carrying 

out this duty have no formal legal powers and at present can only operate in an advisory 

capacity. The fact that French Police aux Frontiéres (PAF), acting on the advice of UK 

Immigration Officers, have been able to prevent 380 inadmissible passengers from travelling 

to the UK serves to illustrate the scale of illegal immigration through Calais which the 

implementation of a juxtaposed control will prevent. The powers to examine passengers or to 

grant/refuse leave to enter the UK, an immigration control continue to operate at Dover. There 

is, therefore, a duplication of the control with immigration officers present at both Dover and 

Calais. Such an arrangement is not fully effective in ensuring that all inadmissible passengers 

are refused entry to the UK and prevented from travelling to the UK, and we do not consider 

it a viable option. If UK immigration officers are able to exercise their full powers in Calais 

they could also operate detection and searching technology to intercept potential clandestine 

entrants. The present arrangement provides no benefits for passengers and no commercial 

advantage for port operators as passengers are still subject to delays as they disembark. 

However, the degree at which laws of nationality and immigration actually facilitate a 

broadly inclusive understanding of national identity is open to challenge and change; and 

struggles over reception and treatment of various categories of immigrants are often also 

struggles over the national identity (Lewis 2003: 330). 

 So from the above, however, background for understanding the initiation and 

application varied condition is well highlighted. Travellers journeying from Amsterdam, as 

has been shown, received more thorough, stringent and rigorous interrogation. This is due to 

the way the policies progress; the standard way of perceiving every traveller that comes 

through that channel, and it does not take into consideration whether the travellers live within 

said region. An important condition is that everyone must possess a passport or identity card 

or travelling authorisation – such as visa, though often ones visa can be turned down by the 

ritualist – declaring one unwanted or ritually disqualified to be allowed entrance into the 
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Kingdom of the Great Britain. Some, even though they are EU citizens, are often disqualified 

to enter on mere unsubstantiated evidence when every EU citizen of member status has the 

freedom of movement.   

 

The Ritual Symbols and Protocols  

The ritual symbols and protocols review what the whole process stands for and why 

such exist. At the same time, for British and French ritualists, the ritual symbols and protocols 

are not only the possession of authentic document like a passport or a valid visa of entrance 

but also ability to undergo all the ritual initiation successfully.  Although in some extreme 

case, one may have these, but one is not permitted to enter as a result of an individual ritualist 

personal aggrandisement or racism that often lie underneath the broad self-exculpation of 

“I’m just carrying out my duty.” Personal aggrandisement and racism often become symbols 

and protocols; this is true especially if the individual exorcist, during interrogation, assumes a 

doubtful position, which invariably stems from his or her innate racial viewpoint. Once a 

ritualist assumes such a position and chooses to be suspicious about the clarity of one’s 

appearance on the passport, more seriously when the encounter is of ‘people of unfamiliar 

cultures’, the issue becomes much bigger. Attention is focused on a more detailed, more 

intimidating interrogation and possible detention. We shall elaborate more on this factor when 

we discuss one case study that took place at Port Calais in recent times. This will give our 

readers a clearer picture. 

Ritual at Calais Womb of Entrance 

Ritual always has standard patterns, as we observed at Calais, even though the regions 

in the Continental Europe from where the buses travelled determine the patterns. It is 

important to emphasise that at Calais port, an essential determinant factor is the UK border 

and routinely control of all persons arriving in or departing from the UK from or to another 

part of the Common Travel Area. The policy commitment remains not to introduce fixed 

controls on routes between the Crown Dependencies and the UK or on routes across the land 

border (UK Border Agency 2009). The basis for a formal juxtaposed control whereby UK and 

French immigration officers can exercise their frontier control functions in a control zone in 

the territory of the other state has now been secured with the signing of the Treaty on 4 
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February, 2007. The treaty allows for the full immigration powers necessary for officers to 

carry out their duties which includes the powers of examination, search, detention, for up to 

24 hours, extendable up to a maximum of 48 hours in exceptional circumstances, and arrest as 

well as the granting or refusal of leave to enter, together with administrative facilities3  

        This re-echoed Fortes’ (1970) assertion that rituals follow a standard pattern, because 

ritual removes the subject from the social field one is in. Then comes a transition while the 

subject is, so to speak, waiting on the threshold of the social field one is about to enter, and 

finally comes the incorporation into the new place. He emphatically affirmed that ritual is not 

only present in primitive societies but also equally in Christian civilisations and in the 

civilisations of antiquity. An important question is why is ritual indispensable in making a 

change or an entrance? It is deemed to be accounted for, partly by the hypothesis that 

progression from one place to another is commonly a change from a profane to a purified 

environment.  There is also implication that ritual is appropriated because of the gesture and 

action (Fortes 1970: 55). 

Ritual is based on the observed sequences of behaviour exhibited by the ritualists 

(Immigration Officers) and police border control, and by the use of various ritual artefacts. As 

stated earlier, there is an extraordinary ritual under way at the Calais-womb, which varies 

depending on the travellers’ regions of departure. We would first discuss the ritual for 

travellers coming through Amsterdam-Antwerp-Brugge into Calais womb of entrance. 

 Upon their arrival at the ritual zone, the travellers have been well informed on what to 

do and they have complied. The immigration or police (part of ritualists team) would instruct 

that everyone remain in the vehicle as long as possible. The driver is instructed to open the 

doors and the ritualists move through with ritual tools. At this time the patrol dogs coming 

forth, sniffing through every traveller thoroughly and if unsatisfied, the ritual performer tries 

the ritual tool again. Every seat and traveller is ritually sniffed thoroughly until the animal is 

satisfied. The travellers are then ordered to queue up with their entire body of luggage.   

During the ritual, the participants are isolated from others in the ritual gathering and 

the ritual action is directed and focused almost exclusively on them, other members of the 

gathering are virtually irrelevant to the ritual process orchestrated by the ritualists. Ritual 

participants are not just isolated in a world of the ritualists’ construction but are limited in 

movement. They are expected to remain standing within a drawn line, to refrain from 
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conversation with others who attend, make available the required document, and wait until it 

is one’s turn as one is called to the ritual. She/he has to concentrate on the words and actions 

of the ritualists (Kapferer 1986: 196). 

At the scene, every ritualist demands one’s passport or identity card as the case may 

be. The ritualist begins the rites: looks at the passport, looks at the picture on the passport and 

looks again at the person. This is repeated over and over again often with interrogations. 

Where the ritual initiator wears a hat, he/she is asked to off it, and if he/she smiles in the 

passport photo – smile! The ritualist interrogates the initiator and if satisfied, gives him/her 

passport back. The first phase of the ritual is over and one moves to the next and more 

complex. 

 The most complex aspect of ritual is the subjection of one’s entire luggage on the 

conveyor belt on which one's entire body undergoes thorough scan. As the whole body is 

being scanned, and screened by technology, same time another ritualist is re-examining the 

passport and your ticket. She/he looks at the passport or identity card and ticket, thorough 

interrogation is initiated and this time less friendly, harsher, and in provocative manner.  An 

example is enough for illustration: If one's ticket indicates returning same day, it draws 

special attention and interrogation; probing why such short a trip? “Why are you coming back 

today? Where are you going and what are you going to do?”  Therefore it is important that the 

ritual initiator (traveller) gives a logical response to such question; convincing and at the same 

time, cheerful. However, because one has been forewarned at the initial stage to anticipate 

such treatment, one is forearmed. 

 

The French Ritualists - (Immigration officers/police border controllers)  

The French Ritualists (Immigration officers/police border controllers) – look beyond the 

bounds of mere routine checking to some hidden unexpressed motif, and this is often 

expressed as ‘I am just doing my job,’ especially when faced with challenges by people of 

other cultures against the supposed necessity of this extraordinary ritualisation. 

 Ritualists’ ritual interrogations are: ‘where are you going in the United Kingdom? 

What are you going to do? What is your work? Where are you teaching? What are you 

teaching? Do you live in Canterbury? How long have you lived in Canterbury? Where do you 

live? When are you coming back?”  In addition to other series of irrelevant interrogations, 
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geared toward probing as well as finding a slight reason of suspicion, a clue to insinuate 

detention, which is in most cases unnecessary and unwarranted bureaucratic intervention.  

 As these irrelevant and uncalled for interrogations are going on, you are still forced to 

deal with the confrontations. Your whole being is ritualised as your boxes or suitcases are 

passing through the most powerful tools of purification. The boxes or suitcases where one 

stuffs his or her clothes are the embodiment of one’s whole body. Every aspect of one’s 

clothes poses as some element of one’s body. As the boxes or suitcases are conveyed on the 

conveyor belt, for ritual screenings, one’s whole body is also being scanned equally, and 

coupled with that one is faced with terrifying interrogations of this nature. One really has 

undergone a thorough ritual that is more complex than what is experienced in many non-

western rituals of cleansing and purification. 

 

The British Ritualists - Immigration Officers and Ritual processes 

The British ritualists (immigration officers) are very careful, friendly and their ritual 

methods are simple. At Calais, the inharmonious patterns of ritual existing between the 

French and British, gives the impression of lack of trust that resulted in dual ritual 

performances. As travellers are recuperating from the exhorted ritual interrogation from the 

French ritualist, they immediately face the British. The British ritualists are more probing in 

nature and dramatic in content. Often it is appear intimidating, with sense of pride in their 

exhaustive probing, attempts to uncover an irregularity to disqualify one's entrance. They 

conduct themselves in such a manner that it seems they believe it is their personal 

responsibility to know every detail about one's reason for going into the United Kingdom. 

They seem to have been deriving some sort of joy and satisfaction in the interrogation; 

stronger than the mere confidence of an authority doing one’s job, but with a perceptible aura 

of maintaining equity.   Some scholars of immigration studies such as Robin Cohen (2006) 

have described immigration officers (ritualists), generally as behaving like “cardboard 

Hitler’s” who derive their occupational power from being the “frontier guards” of national 

identity (Cohen 2006: 4). Enjoyment in one’s job should never be a matter of domination, of 

dictating another’s life and gaining a powerful feeling from being able to say “no” or “yes” to 

someone in their time of need. Even the slightest hint of personal whims being followed 
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could, for example, result in a dangerous criminal being given entrance, and an innocent 

refugee being denied asylum. 

The British Ritualists ritual processes  at Calais is the complementary consolidation of 

features in this imaginative terrain by incorporating them into a habitus, endowing the self 

with dispositions in the sense that it becomes “disposed” within a previously alien but now 

familiar terrain (Csordas 1997: 101). The ritual processes at the British control section 

involves, the filling of forms, if one is a non-EU member, as well as the extensive checking 

and questions are often unnecessary are determined by one’s colour. The questions are tricky 

and vary in style and in content. The ritualist will pose questions like: “How long do you 

intend to stay in the United Kingdom?” “Who are going to stay with?” “What is her/his 

occupation?” “What is her/his address?” “What is your relationship?” “How long have you 

known each other?” “Are you going for business or pleasure?” “What is the name of your 

host’s street?” “What is her/his occupation?”  And so forth.  

 Often the ritualist posses such glaring racially intimidating questions as: “how did you 

gain your European citizenship?” As the ritualist marshalled out these questions, one is 

expected to answer them in a friendly, cheerful and calm way. No matter the nature of the 

ritualist interrogation, and no matter how provoking its implications are, any show of anger or 

dissatisfaction rejuvenates the underlying racism that hides beneath the dictum ‘I am just 

doing my job’. This phrase has been one of the defence mechanisms for refuting racism 

especially when handling issues or ritual questioning with a person of another culture, such as 

a black person or other persons of other ethnic group4. 

 Nevertheless, this article contests that in some cases it is not true that one is just 

‘carrying out one’s authorised duties’, but often from some travellers perspectives 

misinterpreted. This is because ones notice of control difference could easily tagged racism.  

 

Ritualists – Immigration Officers views 

Ritualists interviewed dismissed the idea of being discriminatory or probing for the sake 

of finding fault to detent or disqualify travellers from entering. Ritualists, the name we gave 

the immigration officers appears exotic to some of them. Immediate reply was is that how you 

see us? When we explain the terminology to them, some of them found it somehow 
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appropriate but for some as far as they are concern, it is their responsibility to carry out their 

duties properly and effectively using all the technologies provided them. For the tools we, 

identify as ritual tools which for them interesting and symbolic. One of the officers responded 

that the Police and the immigration service are in the front line of UK’s immigration policy, 

but a feeling of powerlessness pervades them both. As one immigration officer put it, “it is 

like getting into a fight with both hands tied behind your back and a blindfold over your 

eyes”. Immigrants baffle and frustrate officials who have no control over the numbers and no 

sanctions against the people traffickers. The story repeats itself with variations, whether at 

Dover or Calais. For instance, at Dove, ferries arrive every 45 minutes, 24 hours a day. There 

are averages of 60 to 70 Lorries on each ferry. If each lorry or coaches were stopped and 

searched, the port would grind to a halt. Immigration officers inspect a mere 10 per cent of 

Lorries and coaches and admit they are just scratching the surface. In the week before my 

visit, 274 illegal immigrants were discovered in just three days (Sergeant, 2001).  

They acknowledged that as immigration officers, it is their duty to make sure that those 

who are entering the territory of UK have adequate document and for them to achieve that the 

government has provided them with the techniques necessary for them to check and to 

control. 

 

Ferry as the Womb 

Sitting in the ferry is fun. Metaphorically, the womb is the ferry that carried people from 

all walks of life; for different purposes and, to different destinations from various parts of the 

continental Europe to the UK. All sat in same ferry from Calais, the entrance to the Dover of 

rebirth. It took an hour and thirty minutes for ferry to cross the North Sea. The ferry as a 

womb is equipped with necessary facilities and figuratively, travellers are babies in the 

womb. As the journey takes ninety minutes to cross so also it takes nine months period for 

childbirth. Synonymously, every ten minutes of the journey represents one month of the nine 

months of gestation period of childbirth.  The womb as a replica of human world is endowed 

with infrastructures such as children toys, play ground, smoker zone, to restaurant and 

banking as well as cash machine. Ferry as a moving womb is multi-cultural, multi-linguistic 

and multi-ethnic and inter religious and each person is well accommodated.  
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People engaged in different activities. Some are buying gifts for their love ones; others 

sat with families and friends eating and drinking at the various restaurants and cafés located at 

the various joints of the womb. Others engaged in some activities like: sleeping, playing 

pokers, and few at the smoking zone entertaining themselves.  There are others playing with 

their computers and some walked around. Interestingly, some loved ones entertained 

themselves by snapping photos. All these diverse activities, gave the womb it’s glamour in 

anticipation to bathing or figuratively birth.  

Overall, the transportation from the womb of entrance to the womb of rebirth is 

determined by the wave of the sea as travellers kept busy minding their own business until the 

ferry arrived at the Dover womb of rebirth.  It is an interesting world, which at the end; 

everyone is required to rejoin his/her bus or car to every individual destination in the United 

Kingdom.  

 

From Dover-Calais wombs of exit  

From Dover-Calais we see the same ritual enacted, after two to three months, as the 

case may be. On returning to rejoin and interact with one’s family on the other side of 

Continental Europe, another ritual needs to be re-enacted. This time, it is the French ritualists 

(immigration officers) who initiate the ritual but in a more enclosed fashion, quickly and 

friendly.  This time, it is only the French because the British seem uninterested as long as you 

are leaving their territory. It is the duty of the other country to handle the ritual cleansing, 

thus, it becomes the French people’s sole business. The journey mostly takes place at night. 

This was possible because of the implementation of provisions of the NIA Act 2002 for 

juxtaposed control at Calais seaport in northern France with reciprocity for French controls at 

Dover seaport (Wilson 2006). 

At Dover, travellers are driven right into an enclosure where they are made to undergo 

the ritual enactment by the French ritualists. The ritual interrogation and techniques are very 

simple, friendly, and cordial, but all ritual protocols are observed. At the end of the ritual, the 

enclosure is lifted and the bus drives the purified travellers into the womb (i.e. ferry) to 

transport back to Calais womb of rebirth. They are driven from there to their various 

destinations within the Continental European countries to reunite with their loved ones.  
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It is important to know that during the cause of study, we discovered that before 

entering the ferry, that is, womb, there is discrepancy in the ritual processes between the 

French and the British at Calais port (womb) with regard to the travelling regions. This 

observation led us to focus on the reason behind such discrepancy existing between these 

routes that lead us to the next subtitle. 

The diverse application of ritual processes: Amsterdam-Antwerp regions  

Historically, from immigration and criminological perspectives, the intensive ritual 

encountered by travellers from these regions is based on the fact that Amsterdam, the 

geopolitical capital city of the Netherlands, is notoriously and internationally regarded as a 

crime-oriented city. In the like manner, Antwerp, which is the gold-diamond and capital 

seaport city of Belgium, is also seen as crime-oriented. It is believed among other European 

countries, especially in the Kingdom of Great Britain, that drug traffic, as well as every other 

crime, including human trafficking, prostitution, etc. are rooted and based in Amsterdam and 

Antwerp. This is the history behind the extreme subjection of travellers from these regions to 

rituals. Such exaggerations have been stigmatised, though it is not too different from what is 

going on in other metropolitan cities in Europe like London, Birmingham and Paris. 

Nevertheless, the intensity of the ritual proceedings, when discussed, would make a proper 

picture very elusive to our readers. 

 Again, people of other, less wealthy cultures are, from a Western criminological 

perspective, more prone to crime. This xenophobic assumption has been instituted with such 

magnitude that wherever there is any crime committed within Europe, if there are people of 

other cultures, for example black people, living within the neighbourhood, they would be the 

first to be visited and thoroughly interrogated by criminal investigators. It is not, therefore, 

surprising that in the process of entrance, some are subjected to extraordinary ritual scrutiny, 

more often than other European Union citizens, even if they are also EU citizens.  

 

Immigration and criminality – Amsterdam – the Netherlands and extraordinary ritual  

Literature reviewed during the course of research indicated the obvious, that the 

Netherlands is a Calvinist society with stubbornly maintained traditions. It has now entered 
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the exotic, bearing problems – drugs, for instance. Drugs are met more frequently by Dutch 

tolerance than by law enforcement. 

Amsterdam, as a crossroad city with far-flung trade, has had its share of hard drugs 

and crime increased with narcotics. However, things have changed since Amsterdam’s happy 

hippie days of the 1960s. Ed van Thijn’s5 clean-up campaign brought such a decrease in crime 

rates that Amsterdam was a strong contender to host the 1992 Summer Olympics. 

Nevertheless, there is still much work to do.6 

According to Frits van de Wereld, “Hard drugs have ruined the brothel business”. He 

is a kingpin of local prostitution and the hashish market. Van de Wereld owns seven brothels, 

by his account, but according to crime reporter Hans Hofman, “actually, he owns eleven, but 

won’t admit it for tax purposes”. Frits, says firmly “I have been here 59 years – and no 

protection” and “no Mafia here. Too small, the girls here. Not Dutch girls – 70 percent 

international”. But street prostitutes – tolerated if not legally accepted – have undercut prices 

in brothels and “hard drugs is finished.” 

Barry Thomas de Koningh7 estimates that out of 400 street prostitutes, 300 are addicts. 

“Our old opium law lists illegal drugs, but the public prosecutors give guidelines to the police. 

Marijuana is technically a misdemeanour, but it is not enforced” (De Koningh 1986: 512). At 

the Bulldog café on Leidseplein, customers can openly buy marijuana in a variety of blends 

and flavours. Dozens of coffeehouses around town display signs showing the seven-fingered 

leaf of the marijuana plant. They serve hash-laced “space cakes” with butter and syrup. De 

Koningh explained, “We are not interested in these people”; “we want hard-drug dealers.” If 

people in these respectable places try to sell hard drugs, the owners will call the police (ibid.). 

Out of the 10,000 addicts in Amsterdam – half of the Netherlands drug addicts – 40 

percent are Dutch, 30 per cent Surinamers, and the rest foreigners, chiefly German. Van Thijn 

asked, “What gives Amsterdam the bad reputation? Our addicts – even counting foreigners – 

represent slightly more than one percent of our population. Rome has 50,000 addicts – nearly 

2 percent of the Roman population. Comparing with other big cities of the world, we’re not 

on top” (Van Thijn 1986). 

Anything goes in Amsterdam, a city whose “live and let live” reputation has made it a 

mecca for the free spirits of Europe. That includes everyone from the street people, living on 
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handouts, to the established artists and their patrons who gather for conversation at the Arti et 

Amicitae, a private club with a five-year waiting list. 

Amsterdam’s free and easy ways have also made it one of the top drug-trafficking 

areas in Europe. Although technically illegal, marijuana is on the menu in many coffeehouses, 

while authorities reserve their get-tough policies for a growing problem with hard drugs and 

crime. One government official commented, “We thought we could be tolerant and still 

control hard drugs”, “we were very naive” (McDowell, 1986: 501-516). 

 

Avoiding the Ritual of Entrance – Undocumented Immigrants Sneak into UK 

During our return visit to Calais in 2007 and 2008, it was obvious that many people had 

opted to undergo the ritual process that gives them the status to enter the United Kingdom. 

We have also discovered that there are many who avoided the ritual of entrance, either 

because they knew that they may not succeed the intensive ritualisation, or because they 

cannot provide the genuine documents the ritual demanded.  

 

  Fig 1: Cat and mouse game: Asylum seekers near Calais avoid police as they try to network 
      their entry into UK 
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This is cause by the Sangatte Camp, near Calais, which, attracted thousands of refugees who 

regularly made the short walk to the nearby Channel Tunnel entrance, intending to try to jump 

onto slow-moving trains. This reaffirms that asylum seekers are very desperate individuals, 

and as risk takers are willing to do anything to arrive at their goal destination, no matter how 

harrowing the journey. 

This group of undocumented immigrants only have to climb a fence in Calais to sneak 

into Britain. According to this report, undocumented immigrants are bypassing supposedly 

foolproof ritual cleansing (border controls) by simply climbing over a fence at Calais. The 

farcical discovery was made by a House of Lords committee that uncovered inadequate 

fencing at the French port which would allow undocumented immigrants to hide in parked 

vehicles after security checks (House of Lords, Report, 2007). 

The committee estimated that 1,500 immigrants a year could be stopped from reaching 

the UK if the fences were replaced. The committee’s discovery, made during a visit to Calais 

as part of an investigation into Europe’s borders, came despite the Home Office spending 

millions on high tech equipment in Calais and other EU ports. The committee stated that the 

poor fencing was the ‘one weak point in an otherwise excellent system.’  

Fig 2: Policemen ritual performance to immigrants found hiding in a lorry near Calais; 
took required ritual positions – hands and legs spread. The two policemen wearing  
hands groves as ritual tools were performing the ritual. 
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According to David Davis, this revelation exposes yet again how porous our borders have 

become under labour (Adams 2008: 1). 

Chris Huhne8 said the report “highlights once again the difference between the 

Government’s tough talk on immigration and its lack of action. Rhetoric is not going to secure 

our borders, but a national border force and proper entry and exit control will.’ According to 

Slack, Belgium launches major swoops on undocumented immigrants sneaking into Britain. 

Last year, 1,300 were found in the parking areas, but some say thousands more are likely to 

have made it to the UK. A Border and Immigration Agency spokesman insisted that  

“Maintaining the security and integrity of our borders is a key priority 
and ‘our borders are some of the toughest in the world’.  Last year we 
searched over one million Lorries and prevented a record 18,000 
attempts by undocumented immigrants to cross the channel. The 
spokesman added; ‘to further tighten controls we are introducing 
biometric IDs for non European Economic Area (EEA) foreign 
nationals from 2008 and have doubled resources for enforcement. This 
is backed by new powers for immigration officers at our borders as 
part of the UK Border Act and removing incentives for undocumented 
immigrants coming to Britain. The Lords committee also supported 
the government’s decision not to join the European Union’s Schengen 
agreement, which allows passport free travel across participating 
European states” (Adam, 2008; Slack 2008)  

 

Further, we collected some comments from different individuals who stated that the 

New Labour government has been accused of destroying this once great country. Paying 

criminals to leave is wrong; this is money that should be spent on the British people but this 

shambles of a ‘government’ does not care about us, we just provide the money. I am leaving 

the country, too, along with record numbers of indigenous Brits. You don’t need a degree in 

rocket science to see what this country is turning into. It’s a disgrace. All undocumented 

immigrants should immediately be shipped back to France or the first EU country they 

entered (Slack 2008: 3). 

Our study discovered the porous nature of the ritualist (immigration and border control 

officers) that while they are busy performing their high-tech ritual on those who genuinely 

want to enter the UK in a worthy manner, there are thousands of undocumented immigrants, 

under their noses, who are everyday avoiding the ritual and opting for illegal means, of entry; 

jumping the fence. Therefore, despite more control, and despite the more high-tech 
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installations now sitting in the Calais womb, including scanners of all sorts, it simply shows 

that when desperate groups or individuals who are in dire need, they search for greener 

pasture or safe haven. No amount of control barriers can deter them from creating means, no 

matter how risky. 

 

Conclusion  

The ritual forms the essential prerequisite to enter the womb and ritualists apply the 

ritual tools according to stipulated patterns. We have seen that travellers comport themselves 

and possess the required documents to facilitate their ritual purification. Looking at it from 

the immigration officers’ perspective, they are conducting regulated control making sure that 

those entering the United Kingdom have the required entry document. They may not see 

themselves as ritualists as the paper referred them. Nevertheless, the nature of the actions 

performed depicts ritual because if any traveller is found without authentic document is never 

allowed to enter the womb to be rebirth at Dover womb that guaranteed one entrance. 

Interview with some immigration officers both French and British whom we inform that we 

refer to them as ritualists, did not find it offensive but inclined to consider the term okay. On 

the one, the travellers admitted that actually they are undergoing ritual. The control method 

for different Eurolines buses travelling from continental Europe is because of the fact that 

some regions as discussed are known as crime oriented. This is the reason behind stricter 

control using dog patrol sniffing and scanning machine as ritual techniques. It is unfortunate 

that even though who are not from such region but for the mere fact that they boarded same 

Eurolines bus make them fall victim of same treatment. 

 In this paper, it is obvious that some of the ritualists often may appear tough but from 

our finding, they are not in any way discriminating or racial. As immigration officers or 

police, it is their responsibility that as much as possible, the unwanted are get rid of by 

denying them entrance to UK. On the other hand, travellers under long driving are tired and 

while undergoing the ritual could misinterpret the ritualists and might tend to see them 

discriminating or racial. 

 Interestingly, ritual purification is a determinant factor to enter the womb and to enter 

the United Kingdom. After staying in the UK for period of time, returning to rejoin the love 
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ones at the continental European states, a re-enactment of ritual is required. The French 

ritualists are responsible fulfilling the juxtaposed control between the two countries. 

 Immigration policy is partly responsible for the characteristics of the immigrants a 

country receives, and thus influences their economic performance and that of the economy as 

a whole, and as well as how immigrants are perceived by the indigenous community. If 

immigration policy takes into account labour market needs, immigrants are more likely to 

perform well in the labour market, to integrate (not assimilate) quickly, and to contribute to 

the development of the economy (ibid.). Therefore what happens during the course of the 

ritual of entry is ‘not coincidence but a mirror-reflection’ (Jordan & Düvell, 2003: 1) of 

territorial integrity. How wisely and how justly a country treats people from other cultures, 

willing to work as hard as anyone else in exchange for the same basic freedoms everyone 

deserves, is a reflection of its natives.  

It is worrisome that while many undergo ritual purification some are manoeuvring 

their way into the UK as clandestine. However, the act of terrorism and other related crimes 

are not perpetuated by continental EU citizens entering Great Britain, rather infiltrated and 

perpetuated by British citizens educated and trained on British soil who felt marginalised.  

 

                                                

 

 

Notes 
1. Note here, the United Kingdom is referring to England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales, while Continental Europe includes Belgium and Germany, Netherlands, Czech 
Republic and such.  
2. The European Economic Area (EEA) consists of the EU member states plus Norway, 
Iceland and Liechtenstein, with a linked agreement for Switzerland  
3. He was the Mayor of Amsterdam, in the Netherlands  
4. Ibid. p.512 
5. Barry Thomas de Koningh was former chief of the Amsterdam narcotics squad, see Bart 
McDowell, The Dutch Touch in National Geographic, vol. 170 (4), October 1986 
6. See Option 2: ‘Implement juxtaposed controls as envisaged by the primary legislation, with 
minimal reorganisation of Dover port’, in Building Sage, Just and Tolerant Society, 2008: 3 
7. Authors personal encounter with a racial bus control at Bus Station Leuven, Belgium, 
August 200 
8. Liberal Democrat home affairs spokesman 
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