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Abstract

This thesis examines how securitization language employed by the United States executive
branch over the past two decades shapes asylum and refugee policy formulation, implementation,
and lived outcomes, with particular attention to gender and region of origin. Drawing on
securitization theory, feminist security studies, and critical discourse analysis, the study argues
that executive-level framing of migration as a security threat functions not merely as rhetoric, but
as a governing practice that structures credibility assessments, access to protection, and
institutional behavior within the asylum system. While securitization scholarship has extensively
analyzed migration governance, its gendered and intersectional consequences within U.S. asylum
adjudication remain insufficiently examined.

This thesis reframes asylum not simply as a legal process under strain, but as a human
rights regime increasingly governed through security logics that normalize exclusion, detention,
and exceptionalism as routine features of protection. Rather than treating restrictive outcomes as
administrative failures or capacity shortfalls, the project demonstrates how securitization
reconstitutes the very purpose of asylum, shifting it from a rights-based obligation grounded in
international law to a discretionary, suspicion-driven system oriented around risk management and
deterrence. In this framework, access to protection becomes conditional, contingent, and unevenly
distributed, shaped less by the severity of harm than by whether claims align with dominant
security narratives.

By explicitly connecting executive power, gendered discourse, and asylum governance, the
thesis challenges prevailing assumptions that migration policy operates as a neutral or technocratic
domain. It shows how executive-branch language does not merely reflect political priorities but
actively structures legal interpretation, bureaucratic practice, and the recognition of credibility and
deservingness. Gendered and racialized constructions of threat and victimhood become embedded
within asylum systems, producing hierarchies of protection in which some forms of suffering are
rendered legible and others are dismissed, depoliticized, or criminalized. These dynamics
undermine core international obligations, including non-discrimination, due process, and the right
to seek asylum, while allowing rights-restrictive measures to be justified as necessary security
responses rather than normative departures.

The contribution of this thesis lies in its synthesis of feminist international relations, critical
asylum law, and human rights scholarship to demonstrate that asylum outcomes are not only
shaped by law or policy design, but by the discursive exercise of power. It advances the claim that
who is protected, and who is rendered suspicious, invisible, or expendable, is fundamentally
determined by how security is spoken, operationalized, and institutionalized. In doing so, the
project offers a framework for understanding contemporary asylum governance as a site where
gender, executive authority, and security discourse converge to reshape the boundaries of rights
and belonging.



Dedication

I dedicate this thesis to those who are denied the protections and opportunities I have been
afforded, and to those who continue to challenge injustice despite these constraints. May their
strength, perseverance, and refusal to be rendered invisible remain a source of hope and change.
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Research Question and Objectives

This thesis asks: How does securitization language used by the U.S. executive branch
within the last 20 years influence asylum policy formulation, implementation, and experiences,
particularly regarding applicants’ gender and region of origin?

To answer this, the project examines (1) the evolution of executive-branch discourse
framing migration as a national security threat, (2) how this language shapes the implementation
and interpretation of asylum law, and (3) the gendered and regional disparities that emerge in
asylum approvals within this securitized environment. The objective is to integrate discourse
analysis with policy outcomes data to show how securitization narratives materially structure
whose claims are deemed credible and worthy of protection.

Context: The Securitization of Migration Globally and in the United States

Migration has been increasingly framed as a security issue since the late 20th century.
Beginning in the 1980s, governments across the Global North adopted discourses portraying
migration as a threat to national identity, economic stability, and internal security, despite
transnational migrants increasingly residing in the Global South (Bigo, 2002; Huysmans, 2000;
Crawley & Teye, 2024). The U.S. embraced similar narratives during the “War on Drugs,” linking
Latin American migrants to criminality (Hernandez 2010), and later intensified this framing post-
9/11 as counterterrorism became central to immigration governance (Dunn, 2003; Welch, 2006).
Executive branch rhetoric since then, across both Republican and Democratic administrations, has
increasingly deployed the language of risk, crisis, and disorder to justify detention expansion,
expedited removal, border militarization, and heightened credibility standards for asylum seekers
(Massey et al. 2016; Nevins 2010)'.

These securitized narratives are unfolding against a backdrop of intensifying global
displacement, record-high numbers of asylum seekers, and rising nationalist and exclusionary
movements globally. This international and national shift reflects what securitization scholars
argue is a process through which political actors, especially the executive branch, construct
migration as an existential threat requiring exceptional measures (Buzan, Waver & de Wilde
1998). Because the U.S. executive branch exercises broad discretionary power over asylum
enforcement and border policy, its discourse plays an outsized role in structuring how asylum
officers, immigration judges, and the public interpret the legitimacy of claims. Understanding how
gendered securitization rhetoric shapes migration and asylum policy is critical not only for
analyzing U.S. domestic politics but also for understanding how global human rights norms around
refugee protection are being challenged, eroded, or transformed in the current political landscape.

" Most notably the use of this language expanded during the first Trump administration term.



Statement of Significance: Why Gender Analysis Matters

While securitization has been widely studied, its gendered dimensions remain understudied
despite clear evidence that security discourses are fundamentally gendered. Securitization relies
on masculinized notions of protection, threat, and control (Shepherd 2008; Sjoberg 2010), which
shape both how migrants are portrayed and how they are governed (FitzGerald & Arar 2018;
Crawley 2021). These narratives have material effects: gender and regional/ racialized disparities
in asylum outcomes are well documented, with women, especially those seeking protection for
domestic violence, sexual violence, or gender-based persecution, facing inconsistent recognition
depending on the political climate (Musalo 2014; Anker 2021). Similarly, asylum seekers from
regions securitized by U.S. foreign policy (e.g., the Middle East post-9/11 or Central America
during the “migrant caravan” rhetoric) experience significantly lower approval rates (Ramji-
Nogales, Schoenholtz & Schrag 2009). A gender analysis, therefore, brings necessary insight into
how securitization shapes who receives protection, whose suffering is recognized as legitimate,
and how executive narratives reinforce global racialized and gendered hierarchies of mobility.

A human rights lens foregrounds the material consequences of this inquiry, particularly on
how it legitimizes exclusionary policies that violate core international protections such as the right
to seek asylum, non-discrimination, and freedom from inhumane treatment. A human rights lens
is critical because it frames securitization as not just a discursive or political strategy, but as a
practice with visceral consequences for the rights and safety of displaced people, particularly those
whose gender, race, and nationality intersect to make them more vulnerable to exclusion,
detention, or violence. Unlike security-focused frameworks that might rationalize restrictive policy
as a matter of national interest, a rights-based approach interrogates who is being protected, who
is being framed as a threat, and what values and norms underlie those categorizations. By focusing
on executive-branch language, this thesis contributes to securitization studies, feminist
international relations, and asylum law scholarship by demonstrating how discourse not only
constructs threats but also reproduces inequalities in the allocation of refuge. Moreover, it
incorporates the perspectives of practitioners, revealing how these discourses are operationalized
in legal settings and the consequences experienced by migrants themselves. The advantage of this
approach lies in its ability to connect intersectional, institutional, and experiential dimensions of
rights violations. Framing this as a human rights issue challenges the normalization of
discriminatory migration policies and re-centers the obligations states have under international law
to protect, rather than criminalize, displaced people.

Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks

The literature surrounding this topic is very segmented. While extensive scholarship exists
across securitization theory, feminist theory, discourse analysis, and asylum law, these areas often
remain analytically siloed. Therefore, the goal of this review is to bring these fields into
conversation, thus building a more intersectional and rights-centered framework. The first section
reviews securitization theory and its feminist critiques to lay the foundation of the proposed



research. It will demonstrate how gender and race shape the construction of security threats. The
second section turns to feminist theory and feminist security studies to explore how these
narratives impact asylum policy design and implementation. The third section draws from critical
discourse analysis to examine the role of political rhetoric in producing securitized migration
narratives. Finally, the review engages with U.S. refugee and asylum law to analyze how gendered
securitization discourse is embedded in legal definitions, credibility standards, and enforcement
mechanisms. Together, these four sections and the resulting research project provide a bridge
across currently fragmented scholarly terrains, offering a cohesive and intersectional analysis of
how narratives function as tools of power. The integration of these scholarly conversations
provides the framework to ask the following sub questions:

1. How does gender intersect with racialized narratives to construct migrants as either threats
or victims?

2. How are these framings mobilized within legal systems and bureaucratic processes to
determine the legitimacy of asylum claims?

3. How do these processes reinforce systemic exclusions along lines of gender, race, and
sexuality?

Securitization Studies

Building on the Copenhagen School of security studies, particularly the works of Barry
Buzan, Ole Weever, and Jaap de Wilde, scholars agree that the framing of migration as a security
threat legitimizes extraordinary, and often rights-restricting, policy responses (Buzan, Waver &
de Wilde 1998; Huysmans 2006; Bourbeau 2015). Feminist security scholars, such as Shepherd
and Tickner, expand this by interrogating how security discourses are perpetuating deeply
gendered and racialized narratives (Shepherd 2008; Tickner 2021). This is further expanded on by
Balgamwalla and Piper, who explore how migrant men are depicted as potential threats and
criminals who are violent, hypersexual, and dangerous, while women and children are portrayed
as passive victims with little to no agency (Balgamwalla 2017; Piper 2006). This depiction of male
migrants, especially those from Latin America and the Middle East, as gang members, rapists, or
terrorists, encourages harsh government responses like militarized borders and mass detention or
deportation (Mountz 2020). On the other side, when women are framed as victims, their protection
becomes conditional on their perceived "innocence" and vulnerability (Vance 2012). This rhetoric
is not neutral: it is profoundly racialized, patriarchal, and rooted in colonial logics. The portrayal
of migrant men as hypersexual or violent, and migrant women as helpless victims, draws on long-
standing narratives that justify the policing of non-Western bodies and cultures (Wilcox, 2015;
Threadgold, 2006).



Feminist Theory and Security Studies

Other scholars have shown how domestic policies are shaped by these reductive narratives
and subsequently prioritize deterrence and border security over protection, leading to restrictive
asylum criteria, offshoring, detention, and deportation practices (Hammerstad 2014). Such
narratives limit access to protection, narrow definitions of vulnerability, and ultimately uphold
punitive and exclusionary approaches to migration control and governance. Gendered
securitization discourses significantly impact the design and implementation of asylum and
migration policy, with far-reaching consequences for those seeking protection. Shuman and
Burnman build upon Hamerstad's work to show that these approaches disproportionately harm
marginalized groups, who may face compounded vulnerabilities (Shuman 2004; Burman, &
Palmary, & Kiguwa, & Chantler 2010). For example, the punitive approach towards migration
embedded in immigration policies frequently fails to account for the specific needs of survivors of
sexual or gender-based violence. According to Anker, most detention centers lack appropriate
medical care, mental health services, or any safeguards to prevent harassment, and asylum systems
may not be equipped to respond sensitively to trauma stemming from gendered or homophobic
violence (Anker 2014). LGBTQ+ asylum seekers, particularly trans women, also face heightened
risks in U.S. detention centers, where inadequate medical care, violence, and isolation are well-
documented (Rojas 2022).

Mattoscio and MacDonald build further on how securitized approaches to gender-based
violence claims in asylum can be contradictory. For example, while states may recognize gender-
based violence as grounds for asylum, they simultaneously create procedural barriers and
credibility assessments that reinforce racialized and gendered stereotypes (Mattoscio &
MacDonald, 2018). As a result, applicants are often expected to produce linear, emotionally
consistent, and culturally legible accounts of trauma that align with bureaucratic expectations-
expectations that are not only difficult for many survivors to meet but also deeply re-traumatizing.
It means those who deviate from the norm, whether due to culture, language, or the nature of their
persecution, may be denied protection altogether. Securitization not only restricts access to asylum
but also distorts how gendered harm is understood, processed, and validated within migration
regimes.

These narratives not only marginalize women and LGBTQ+ individuals but also constrain
and distort the ways in which male migrants can be seen and heard. Keller, Lhewa, Rosenfeld, and
Ford write that when male migrants do claim victim status through gender-based violence, torture,
sexual violence, or trauma, they often face disbelief, stigma, or procedural neglect within asylum
systems (Keller & Lhewa & Rosenfeld & Sachs & Aladjem & Cohen & Smith & Porterfield 2006;
Lewis 2014). As Hebert and Davis also observe, male asylum seekers often face incorrect
presumptions of guilt or deception, which often undermines their credibility in asylum claims
(Hebert 2016). This suspicion is particularly prevalent in cases where men’s experiences fall
outside the dominant narratives of war or persecution that are traditionally associated with male
refugees due to stereotypes of male invulnerability. For instance, Hebert asserts disclosures of



sexual violence by men are often met with silence or discomfort by authorities untrained to
recognize the complexities of male trauma, thereby discouraging reporting or leading to the
dismissal of claims as atypical or unverifiable. Claims that fall outside institutional expectations
of what a "real" victim looks like reinforce a gendered hierarchy of suffering that prioritizes some
narratives over others (Davis 2024). Securitized portrayals legitimize systemic violence, such as
racial profiling, indefinite detention, and deportation, under the guise of being necessary for
national security. As De Genova argues, the criminalization of mobility and migration
disproportionately impacts young, racialized men, whose identities are viewed as intrinsically
dangerous (De Genova & Peutz 2010).

Critical Discourse Analysis and Executive Narratives

Critical discourse analysis (CDA), notably by Norman Fairclough and Teun A. van Dijk
for the scope of this research, provides tools for analyzing how language and ideology construct
social power and political legitimacy (Fairclough 1995; van Dijk 1998). This is the overall
framework used to analyze the effects of gendered securitization narratives present in political
discourse.

Scholarship on immigration attitudes highlights a growing class divide in public opinion,
a divide that is central to understanding the rise of securitization discourse and its connection to
populist politics. Research by David Weakliem finds a persistent divergence between elite and
mass opinion on immigration and border control, with political, economic, and media elites placing
significantly lower priority on restricting immigration than the general public. Surveys comparing
the views of elites, defined as individuals with influence over decisions in major institutions 2, and
the broader population show that even as public concern about immigration has remained high,
elites have tended to rate controlling illegal immigration as less important, highlighting differences
in how the issue is framed and prioritized across social strata. Overall, public opinion on
immigration has shifted positively since the 1990s; support for increasing immigration rose from
6% in 1993 to 21% in 2016. However, the public consistently rates controlling illegal immigration
as more important than elites. In 1994, the public rated it as the fourth most important goal, while
elites rated it thirteenth; by 2016, the public rated it eighth, and elites rated it last. Forty-six percent
of the general public who rated controlling and reducing illegal immigration as a very important
foreign policy goals said current illegal immigrants should be forced to leave the country. Out of
elites who rated controlling and reducing immigration, only 10% were in favor of requiring current
illegal immigrants to leave. While elites give a lower priority to controlling illegal immigration
than the public, it is important to note that there is not a consensus among elites, even when
controlling for partisanship. In fact, elite opinion is more internally divided than public opinion.
There is also no singular causation for this discrepancy although Page and Barabas (2000, 352)

2 The elite sample was classified into eight groups: business, academic, Congress, executive branch, media, labor,
religion, and think tanks.



suggest it could be due to immigration exerting more “downward pressure on the compensation of
low-wage citizens than high-salary leaders.”

Within this fragmented elite landscape, the executive branch is uniquely sensitive to shifts
in public salience and electoral pressure, making it more responsive to popular anxieties even when
those anxieties are not shared uniformly across elite institutions. This helps explain the apparent
contradiction at the center of U.S. immigration governance: securitization does not reflect a stable
elite consensus that immigration is a threat, but rather a strategic response by the executive branch
to manage public concern, assert control, and maintain political legitimacy. By framing migration
in the language of security, executives can symbolically respond to popular anxieties without
addressing underlying economic and social inequalities. Because executive authority plays an
outsized role in immigration policy, these dynamics produce pronounced pendulum swings in
rhetoric and enforcement across administrations, with periods of relative openness followed by
sharp turns toward restriction and securitized governance, despite the absence of corresponding
shifts in underlying elite attitudes toward immigration. In this sense, elite-led securitization
mediates the gap between comparatively pro-immigration elite attitudes and more restrictive
public sentiment, producing enforcement-heavy policies even in the absence of elite consensus
that immigration itself constitutes a threat.

Femonationalist Framing

Securitization rhetoric extends beyond framing migrants as inherently dangerous or
suspicious and increasingly adopts a humanitarian tone that presents restrictive immigration and
asylum policies as necessary measures to protect women. Farris coins this concept as
“femonationalism” to describe this process of gender equality rhetoric being co-opted by
nationalist agendas (Farris, 2017). Femonationalist discourses weaponize women’s rights to depict
Muslim and non-Western migrants as hyper masculinized threats to Western gender norms, while
simultaneously reinforcing patriarchal state power. This is done to create policies of exclusion
while simultaneously presenting Western states as protectors of women's rights, even when they
enact exclusionary policies that ultimately harm female migrants and refugees under the supposed
guise of protecting them (Farris 2017). For example, U.S. political discourse has frequently framed
migrant men as rapists or sexual predators in order to justify heightened border enforcement and
restrictive asylum policies. While presented as measures to protect women, these policies put
migrant women at increased risk of gender and sexual violence both in transit and in detention
(Menjivar & Drysdale Walsh, 2017). Migrant women report that sexual violence is weaponized
by police and immigration officers who coerce them into forced sex in exchange for not being
detained or deported (Schmidt & Buechler, 2017). This illustrates how securitization and gendered
protection rhetoric operate simultaneously to legitimize restrictive asylum policies while
materially increasing the vulnerability and harm experienced by migrant women, revealing a
central contradiction between discourse and lived outcomes.



Populist leaders often deploy these protectionist gendered narratives, particularly the trope
of safeguarding “our” women and children from foreign male violence, to reinforce national purity
and patriarchal authority (Nagel, 2020). Femonationalist discourses operate at the heart of
contemporary right-wing populism, which relies on emotionally charged, reductionist narratives
that divide the world into a virtuous national people and dangerous outsiders (Yilmaz, 2012).
These constructions allow political actors to cast themselves as protectors defending a culturally
pure, heteronormative national community, legitimizing exclusionary policies as moral
imperatives rather than ideological choices.

Role of the Media

The media plays a central role in producing gendered securitization narratives. Vultee
discusses how media framing contributes to securitization through the examination of the U.S.
"war on terror” (Vultee 2010). The study demonstrates that specific security framing techniques
can- and do- significantly influence public opinion. This aligns with the notion held by Qadri that
the media performs speech acts that effectively securitize non-traditional security issues, such as
immigration, by presenting them as existential threats requiring immediate action (Qadri 2010).
Qadri investigates the U.S. media's framing of terrorism and migration between 2001 and 2016,
revealing that press narratives significantly influenced public attitudes toward these issues.
According to Karyotis, media outlets function as securitizing actors, often in conjunction with
governments. The "tendency to report migration news from the perspective of dominant political
actors, such as the government and the police," results in the media playing a key role in
legitimizing security discourses (Karyotis 2012, 10) Political narratives, with the help of media,
perpetuate reductive binaries that narrow the range of recognized migrant experiences, these
binaries determine whose claims are seen as credible, whose suffering is legible, and whose
presence is deemed permissible. They justify securitized enforcement practices while
simultaneously depoliticizing structural causes of displacement, obscuring state responsibility, and
reinforcing racialized and gendered stereotypes (Tickin 2008; Farris 2017).

United States Refugee and Asylum Law: Scholarly Debates and Critical Perspectives

This section reviews scholarly debates on how U.S. asylum law is interpreted,
implemented, and critiqued, rather than providing a historical narrative of the law’s development.
Policies such as the “Remain in Mexico” program, Migrant Protection Protocols, family separation
at the border, and Title 42 expulsions under the guise of public health have harmed all types of
migrants, not only women and children (Castaneda 2019; Human Rights Watch 2021).

The U.S. asylum system relies on narrow, legalistic interpretations of persecution, which
often fail to accommodate the complexity of gendered violence or non-binary identities (Rojas
2022). Credibility standards, evidentiary burdens, and detention practices combine to create a
system that is hostile to victims, especially when their experiences do not conform to the
institutional ideal of the "perfect victim” (Srikaniah 2007). The lived experiences of migrants



under securitized regimes are filled with insecurity, stigma, and precarity. Rather than offering
stability or protection, many host states treat migrants as subjects to be managed, surveilled, or
excluded. As Menjivar and Gomez (2025) show, asylum seekers are funneled into a continuum of
state control that mirrors the penal system through credible fear interviews, detention, cash bonds,
and alternatives to detention, effectively criminalizing those seeking protection and embedding
them within the shadow carceral state. Feminist and queer migration scholars underscore how
these regimes produce a multitude of vulnerabilities through systemic exclusion and violence,
including legal, economic, and psychosocial vulnerabilities (Luibheid, 2002; Danishi et al., 2021).
These vulnerabilities are not accidental but are the direct result of policies prioritizing national
security over migrant well-being. Irregular legal status traps individuals in prolonged states of
limbo, unable to work legally, access education or healthcare, or build stable lives. This legal
precarity is compounded by experiences of economic marginalization due to a lack of protection
and psychosocial harm, including chronic stress, isolation, and re-traumatization from previous or
ongoing violence.

Historical and Policy Foundations of U.S Refugee and Asylum Law

The modern U.S. asylum system emerged from the international community’s post-World
War II reckoning with its catastrophic failure to protect refugees fleeing genocide and political
persecution. The 1951 Refugee Convention and the 1967 Protocol established the foundational
definition of a refugee as an individual with a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race,
religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a particular social group (UNHCR 2010).
Although the United States did not participate in drafting the 1951 Convention, it acceded to the
1967 Protocol in 1968, thereby taking on the obligation not to return refugees to persecution and
to adopt domestic measures consistent with the international definition (Anker 2014; Legomsky
& Thronson 2019). This commitment was operationalized twelve years later through the Refugee
Act of 1980, which harmonized U.S. law with the Protocol and created the modern asylum and
resettlement framework. The Act explicitly affirmed that any noncitizen “physically present in the
United States or at a land or port of entry” has the right to apply for asylum, an important protection
repeatedly contested in subsequent political eras (Refugee Act of 1980; Schrag et al. 2021).

Early U.S. practice, however, was shaped as much by Cold War geopolitics as by
humanitarian commitments. Throughout the 1960s—1980s, refugee admissions favored groups
fleeing communist regimes, such as Cubans under the Cuban Adjustment Act and Indochinese
refugees through specialized resettlement programs (Zolberg et al. 1989; Hamlin 2021). These
policies reflected ideological priorities rather than neutral implementation of refugee principles,
contributing to long-standing disparities in access and recognition. Even after the passage of the
Refugee Act, Cold War preferences continued to influence adjudications; asylum grants were
significantly higher for Soviet bloc dissidents than for Central American asylum seekers fleeing
U.S.-backed regimes (Coutin 2000).



Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States shifted toward a national-
security paradigm that reshaped migration governance. The USA PATRIOT Act expanded
terrorism-related inadmissibility grounds and surveillance authorities, and the 2002 creation of the
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) reorganized immigration functions within a security-
oriented institutional structure. Subsequent programs such as Secure Communities, expanded
detention capacity, and heightened border enforcement embedded securitization into routine
asylum processing (Hernandez & Cuauhtémoc, 2017). The Secure Fence Act of 2006 further
militarized the border, reinforcing the narrative of migrants as threats rather than rights-bearing
individuals. These developments narrowed asylum eligibility for many applicants, especially those
wrongly associated with “material support for terrorism” or gang-related violence, even when such
associations were coerced (Schulman, 2010). These changes in U.S. border enforcement and
migration control unintentionally incentivized asylum claims, notably seen through increases in
applications from 2014 onward (Kerwin et al., 2018). As traditional circular labor migration
became increasingly restricted and border enforcement intensified, individuals who might
previously have entered irregularly without seeking protection were more likely to request asylum
once apprehended, as it became one of the only mechanisms to avoid immediate removal
(Meissner et al., 2018). This transformed asylum from a relatively niche humanitarian process into
a mass adjudication system.

Despite rhetorical differences, both Republican and Democratic administrations exhibit
patterns of both continuity and divergence in their approaches to asylum. The Obama
administration introduced the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and
expanded protections for certain groups, yet it also presided over record deportations and initiated
family detention as a response to rising Central American migration (Pierce & Selee 2017). The
Trump administration dramatically intensified restrictive policies- including the Migrant
Protection Protocols (MPP), family separation, asylum transit bans, and narrow interpretations of
asylum eligibility- that signaled a retreat from decades of incremental progress (Pierce & Selee
2017). Trump-era decisions such as Matter of A-B- attempted to categorically preclude asylum for
survivors of domestic violence and gang-based persecution, undermining prior gains in gender-
sensitive jurisprudence (Musalo 2019). While the Biden administration reversed some of these
policies and vacated A-B-, it has simultaneously expanded rapid processing, maintained Title 42
for an extended period, and adopted new asylum restrictions tied to border entry, illustrating the
persistent tension between humanitarian and enforcement priorities (Chishti et al. 2024).

The Language of Security: Threat vs Victim Framing

“One of the striking consequences of the criminalization of migration is the
progressive weakening of any distinction between migrants and asylum seekers.”
(Ceyhan, A., & Tsoukala, A. 2002, 8)

The securitization of immigration in the United States carries deeply gendered
consequences, shaping how refugee and asylum seekers are constructed, evaluated, and ultimately



admitted or excluded. Gender is embedded within the very narratives that policymakers,
adjudicators, and the executive branch deploy to delineate “worthy” from “unworthy” migrants,
producing a system in which protection hinges not purely on legal standards, but on a set of
gendered and racialized expectations regarding threat, vulnerability, and credibility. As scholars
have shown, securitized discourse does not simply criminalize migrants; it assigns gendered roles
that position women primarily as victims and men primarily as threats, while punishing those who
fail to conform to these categories (Threadgold, 2006; Griffiths, 2015).

A central dynamic in this context is the victim narrative, what Mayo (2020) terms “court-
mandated story time.” Rovner (2001) divides victim narratives into two broad types: the innocent
victim narratives and the victim-as-manipulator narratives. The innocent victim evokes pity, while
the second evokes suspicion. Pity leads to paternalistic superiority feelings, thus characterizing the
victim as other. Suspicion in asylum cases results in adverse credibility findings. U.S. asylum law
has developed a strong normative preference for stories that align with Western expectations of
victimhood, particularly for women®. Asylum-seeking women who flee domestic violence,
trafficking, or sexual abuse are permitted legal recognition only to the extent that they reproduce
narratives of extreme powerlessness, passivity, and suffering (Mayo, 2020). Similarly, Nanasi
(2020) argues that domestic violence-based asylum jurisprudence has entrenched an archetype of
the “ideal victim,” requiring women to minimize agency, political subjectivity, or complexity in
order to be legible to adjudicators.

Securitization regimes don’t just place female asylum seekers into the mold of innocent
victims but also gendered suspicion. Wikstrom’s (2013) analysis of credibility assessments shows
that

“While normative standards based on gender and class in light of postcolonial
reasoning affect women negatively or limit their ability to pass as victims of
anything other than patriarchal structures/cultures, equivalent—though opposite
—processes can be seen in relation to male applicants. The Western feminist
discourse, thus, favours treating women as victims of capitalist and patriarchal
structures, but does not find them credible in relation to political narratives. Men,
in contrast, tend to be positioned as perpetrators and non-victims of patriarchal
structures and pass under the radar of class structures. This puts the credibility of
their claims to victimhood in such settings to the test. Protection in the name of the
Western feminist discourse as such is carried out at the expense of protection of
women as political subjects and at the expense of protection of men—who are

3 Western notions of victimhood refer to a framework that defines legitimate victims as individuals who have
suffered discrete, exceptional harms, present themselves as passive and morally innocent, and can articulate their
suffering through coherent, legally legible narratives. This model tends to depoliticize harm, privileging
individualized experiences over structural, collective, or historically produced violence, and often treats agency,
resistance, or survival strategies as undermining victim status, ultimately failing to recognize that harm may be
cumulative, systematically embedded, unevenly documented, and expressed in non-linear or collective forms.



constructed as women's counterparts— as non-political subjects.” (Wikstrom
2013, 10)

Claims involving domestic or sexual violence are frequently dismissed as unverifiable,
inconsistent, or fabricated because they do not align with adjudicators’ culturally specific
expectations of how victims should behave or narrate trauma. This intersects with what Holland
(2018) describes as the demand for a coherent, linear trauma narrative, one that many survivors,
especially those with fragmented or episodic memories, cannot produce. As Paskey’s (2012) and
Stepnitz’s (2023) work further demonstrates, credibility determinations often hinge less on the
objective merits of a case than on whether applicants tell a story that conforms to American
narrative expectations of trauma, remorse, and vulnerability.

As highlighted in Wikstrom’s work, securitized discourses produce opposite but equally
harmful effects for male asylum seekers. Griffiths (2015) documents how men navigating asylum
systems are often treated as suspicious, dangerous, or deceitful, regardless of the persecution they
have experienced. Her interviews reveal that men’s suffering, especially sexual or gendered forms
of violence, is routinely dismissed or erased due to stereotypes of male strength, stoicism, and
aggression. Threadgold (2006) similarly argues that asylum regimes rely on the trope of the
“dangerous man” and the “invisible woman,” creating a gendered hierarchy in which men must
overcome presumptions of criminality while women must conform to expectations of helplessness.
In securitized contexts, male asylum seekers are disproportionately framed as potential security
threats, which can lead to heightened scrutiny, detention, or rapid removal.

Asylum Criteria and the Gender + Nationality Gap

Analyzing gender-based asylum case law and precedent is essential because it provides
concrete examples of how asylum eligibility is narrowed over time and how legal definitions of
“worthy” protection are constructed and constrained. These judicial and administrative decisions
do not operate in isolation but are shaped by executive-branch policies, rhetoric, and enforcement
priorities, which influence how adjudicators interpret gendered persecution and apply asylum
standards in practice.

Women’s Experiences

Within this broader historical trajectory, gender has been a contested and often
marginalized dimension of refugee protection. Although the Refugee Act incorporated the
international definition, it did not explicitly include gender, leading to persistent conceptual
barriers for women fleeing harms such as female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage,
trafficking, or domestic violence (Musalo 2007). At the international level, in response to these
persistent gaps, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), through General Recommendation No. 32 on the gender-related dimensions of refugee
status, asylum, nationality, and statelessness of women (2014), urges states to adopt
gender-sensitive approaches to asylum, refugee status, and nationality laws. The Recommendation



emphasizes that sex- and gender-based discrimination “often intersects with other factors”
including race, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, health, and age, demanding an intersectional,
non-discriminatory approach to refugee protection. Early asylum adjudicators often framed such
harms as cultural practices rather than persecution, or dismissed them because they were
perpetrated by non-state actors despite clear international guidance that states’ failure to protect
constitutes persecution (UNHCR 2002; Anker 2014).

Breakthroughs emerged through landmark cases. Matter of Kasinga (1996) recognized
FGM as persecution and confirmed that gender-defined particular social groups could qualify for
asylum, reflecting UNHCR’s long-standing guidance on gender (Musalo 2007). In that case, the
BIA concluded that the harm she faced was inflicted because she belonged to a particular social
group, one defined by her gender, her ethnic background, and her status as an uncut woman. It
further recognized that the Togolese government was unable or unwilling to protect her; rather
than intervening on her behalf, authorities would have returned her to the man to whom she had
been sold into marriage, where she would be compelled to undergo female genital cutting (Musalo
2019). Later, Matter of A-R-C-G- (2014) affirmed that domestic violence survivors could
constitute a cognizable social group when state protection is unavailable. In that case, the BIA
recognized that a Guatemalan woman who had suffered severe domestic violence could qualify
for asylum as a member of a “particular social group.” Yet these victories remained precarious, as
demonstrated by the establishment, reversal, and reinstatement of 4-R-C-G- within the span of a
decade (Malkani). These oscillations underscore how gender-based asylum protection remains
vulnerable to political shifts and competing interpretations of international norms.

Moreover, empirical research underscores how rare and difficult successful gender-based
asylum claims have been. One recent study of U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals decisions found that,
out of more than 10,000 cases over four decades, only a small fraction (approximately 3.85%)
relied on explicit “language of trauma” in adjudicating asylum claims. Out of the 385 total cases,
101 of them involved gender-based persecution (Oxford 2024). These examples of how the courts
used references of physical and psychological trauma for gender-based asylum cases showed that:

“First, physical trauma alone was not sufficient for claiming persecution.... In
several cases, the Court reasoned that instances of harm that were traumatic did
not meet the legal standard of persecution. Traumatic memory was a common
reason why petitioners who were sexually assaulted were not seen as credible. Rape
survivors routinely could not give detailed testimony about the circumstances of
their assault. Many immigration judges ruled on their understanding of how trauma
impacts memory, from those who acknowledged memory lapses as expected to
those who were in disbelief that something so traumatic as rape could be wiped
from one’s mind.” (Oxford 2024)


https://www.icj.org/sogiunjurisprudence/general-recommendation-no-32-on-the-gender-related-dimensions-of-refugee-status-asylum-nationality-and-statelessness-of-women-cedawcgc32-14-november-2014/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/In_re_Kasinga?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.mdpi.com/2673-866X/4/2/11?utm_source=chatgpt.com

Men’s Experiences

Although gender is often treated in asylum systems as synonymous with women's
experiences of violence, men’s gendered vulnerabilities remain significantly under-theorized and
frequently mischaracterized. Recent scholarship highlights that young Central American men
fleeing gang recruitment or violence often face severe threats rooted in masculinized expectations,
yet their persecution is typically reframed as ordinary criminal exposure or economic instability
(Champagne, 2022; Harris & Weibel, 2010). The Matter of S-E-G- (2008) ruling is frequently
cited as a paradigmatic example in which the U.S. Board of Immigration Appeals concluded that
Salvadoran youth resisting gang involvement did not qualify as members of a “particular social
group,” thereby shutting the door on gendered and coercive violence that does not fit traditional
political templates (Quintero, 2018; Nanasi, 2021). Scholars argue that this legal framing
effectively de-genders male vulnerability, rendering their persecution legally invisible by labeling
it “generalized violence” or “economic migration” (Heinrichs, 2024; Rivas-Tiemann, 2011).

This erasure is further compounded in cases involving LGBTQ+ men, who face additional
scrutiny under the “social visibility” standard. Studies document that gay men who do not conform
to Western norms of outward gender non-conformity often find their claims rejected because
adjudicators do not perceive their identity as legible or at risk (Marouf, 2008; Lasowski et al.,
2023). In one analysis, even men who had endured rape, threats, and prolonged harassment had
their asylum claims dismissed because their behavior was not considered “visibly gay” enough
(Thelin, 2025). These evaluations not only overlook the trauma of concealment in homophobic
societies but also reinforce rigid gendered assumptions that invisibilize nuanced male victimhood.
The stigma attached to non-hegemonic masculinities, whether through gang resistance or queer
identity, precludes many male asylum seekers from fitting into the narrowly interpreted categories
of “political opinion” or “membership in a particular social group” (Bohmer & Shuman, 2017;
Zedginidze, 2016). As a result, male-specific harm is either depoliticized or interpreted through
criminal lenses, rather than acknowledged as persecution shaped by state complicity, patriarchal
norms, or social control.

Scholars have noted that these men are often forced to perform hypermasculinity in
courtrooms to appear credible while simultaneously being punished for those same traits when
associated with gang culture or perceived criminality (Stevenson, 2025; Lasowski et al., 2023). In
both gang-related and LGBTQ+ claims, asylum adjudicators tend to rely on static narratives of
persecution that fail to account for how male experiences of fear, flight, and trauma are embedded
in gendered expectations of silence, strength, and stoicism.

Limitations of Gender Categories: Transgender, Nonbinary, and Intersectional
Vulnerabilities

Because the Office of Immigration Statistics (OISO) and Transactional Records Access
Clearinghouse (TRAC) datasets code gender only as male/female/unknown, they reflect a



heteronormative and cis-normative structure that makes the experiences of transgender, nonbinary,
and queer asylum seekers largely invisible. This parallels scholarly critiques that asylum systems
misrecognize or actively disbelieve LGBTQ+ claims due to stereotypes, cultural expectations, and
credibility biases.

Asylum systems often assess LGBTQ+ and transgender claims through a framework
shaped by Western cultural assumptions, credibility biases, and heteronormative expectations,
producing exclusionary outcomes for many queer and trans applicants (Dauvergne & Millbank,
2010; Luibhéid, 2002). This results in a credibility regime where applicants are expected to exhibit
consistent, culturally legible signs of queerness or transness, and deviations from these scripts-
such as past heterosexual relationships, gender conformity, or delayed disclosure- are viewed with
suspicion (Murray, 2016; Spijkerboer, 2013). As Spijkerboer (2013) argues, asylum adjudication
continues to privilege heteronormative family structures and behaviors, rendering queer kinship
and survival strategies unintelligible within existing legal categories. These structural biases do
not merely reflect individual prejudice but are embedded in the design of asylum systems
themselves, which require claimants to conform to normative models of identity to be seen as
credible, deserving subjects.

These legal expectations are not just theoretical; they manifest in adjudicatory decisions
that reward certain identity narratives while excluding others. In Hernandez-Montiel v. INS (2000),
the U.S. Ninth Circuit Court granted asylum to a gender-nonconforming Mexican youth,
recognizing that “gay men with female sexual identities” constituted a particular social group
subject to persecution. The decision marked a crucial expansion of gender and sexuality
protections within asylum law. Similarly, in Karouni v. Gonzales (2005), the Ninth Circuit held
that a gay Lebanese man qualified for asylum, affirming that sexual orientation need not be
publicly expressed to warrant protection. The court rejected the argument that Karouni could avoid
persecution by remaining closeted, emphasizing that concealment cannot be a condition for safety.

Although these rulings recognize latent LGBTQ+ identities, credibility standards continue
to privilege Western expectations of visibility, disclosure, and stable identity development.
Adjudicators often treat delayed disclosure, prior heterosexual relationships, or inconsistencies as
evidence of deceit rather than as products of fear, trauma, or cultural context (Murray, 2016;
Dauvergne & Millbank, 2010), reflecting a broader bias that equates queerness with legibility
under Western norms (Spijkerboer, 2013; Giametta, 2017). As Luibhéid (2002) observes, border
regulation is also a regulation of legibility, producing structural exclusion for those unable to
perform identity “correctly” within asylum law (Lewis & Naples, 2014; Shuman & Bohmer,
2017).

U.S. Exceptionalism and Nationality

The United States asylum system is built on a foundation of exceptionality and treats
asylum as presumptively unavailable except in unique cases (Gilman, 2023). As Gilman argues,



this commitment to exceptionality produces an exclusionary cycle in which claims arising from
large-scale or proximate refugee flows, particularly from nearby regions experiencing chronic
violence or instability, are systematically discounted, while asylum is framed as appropriate only
in rare, individualized cases. When claims from these regions nonetheless persist, the state
responds by declaring crisis and layering new restrictive measures onto an already exclusionary
system, rather than addressing structural flaws. This logic generates embedded bias in
adjudication, favoring claims from far-flung or geopolitically legible countries over commonly
arising claims from neighboring regions, and helps explain why nationality-based disparities in
asylum outcomes reflect institutional design and credibility hierarchies rather than the severity of
displacement alone (Gilman, 2023).

Central American asylum seekers have borne the brunt of the U.S. asylum system’s
exceptionality paradigm precisely because their claims are numerically significant, regionally
proximate, and historically familiar. As Gilman notes, the repetition and scale of Central American
claims have led to their systematic delegitimating, even as these applicants flee extreme forms of
violence, including gang brutality, political repression, sexual violence, and femicides- many of
which are linked to U.S. intervention in the region through military support, deportation policies,
and security assistance. Rather than prompting a reassessment of protection frameworks, the
persistence of these claims has produced securitized responses that recast Central Americans as
economic migrants, security threats, or system manipulators *. This logic is especially pronounced
in gender-based claims: domestic violence claims, most often raised by Central American women,
have faced chronic instability and retrenchment in asylum jurisprudence, while other gender-based
harms such as female genital cutting or coercive population control, typically associated with
African or Chinese claimants, have been more readily recognized as legitimate grounds for asylum.
Nayak (2020) further explains that gender-based asylum is deeply shaped by U.S. political debates
over national security, morality, and racialized perceptions of cultural “otherness.” As a result,
certain gendered harms are selectively recognized when they fit U.S. narratives about barbaric
cultures abroad, while comparable harms occurring in different contexts may be dismissed.
Kagan’s (2015) work on “believable victims” underscores how asylum adjudication is shaped by
efforts to impose objectivity on narratives that are inherently subjective and culturally mediated.
Applicants who cannot perform legible victimhood, whether due to trauma, fear, or cultural
silence, are at heightened risk of denial.

These disparities reveal how nationality and gender intersect to shape credibility and
deservingness, reinforcing a system in which protection is more readily extended to “exceptional”

4 Economic and political drivers of migration cannot be meaningfully separated, but instead operate along a continuum
in which political conflict frequently reflects failures of economic development, governance, and the protection of
human rights. In many cases, political violence produces economic collapse, forcing individuals into conditions of
profound insecurity and poverty that make continued residence untenable. These intertwined dynamics render attempts
to classify migration as either “economic” or “political” analytically insufficient. Yet such rigid distinctions remain
central to asylum systems and securitized policy frameworks, shaping how claims are evaluated and which forms of
harm are recognized as legitimate grounds for protection (Freedman, 2015)



harms from distant regions than to widespread, gendered violence in places rendered politically
inconvenient or overly familiar.

Role of the Executive Branch

The executive branch, particularly the president, has played a central role in framing
immigration as a security issue in the United States. Scholars consistently show that presidential
rhetoric, executive policymaking, and administrative control over immigration systems have been
key drivers in the broader securitization of migration. One major mechanism through which the
executive branch shapes securitized narratives is its extensive authority over immigration
adjudication. Kim and Semet’s (2019) empirical analysis demonstrates that political leadership
exerts significant influence over immigration judges and adjudicatory processes, revealing how
executive preferences, especially during politically salient periods, can shift the orientation of
immigration decisions toward enforcement and suspicion. Their findings indicate presidential
administrations do not simply implement neutral immigration laws; instead, they strategically
exercise control over case outcomes, translating political narratives into bureaucratic practice (Kim
& Semet, 2019).

More broadly, the National Security Strategies (NSS) issued by presidential
administrations reveal how the executive branch constructs migration as a national threat. Colomé-
Menéndez et al, (2021) show that since the early 2000s, U.S. NSS reports have increasingly linked
immigration to terrorism, crime, and border instability®. Their analysis charts a clear rhetorical
shift away from the historical narrative of the United States as a “nation of immigrants” toward a
discourse that emphasizes vulnerability, disorder, and the need for heightened security. This
securitized framing intensifies in the post-9/11 era, where migration becomes fused with
counterterrorism logics and technological surveillance infrastructures (Colomé-Menéndez et al.,
2021).

Presidential rhetoric itself plays a powerful agenda-setting function in shaping public and
policy attitudes toward immigration. Eshbaugh-Soha and Juenke (2022) find that presidents
strategically tailor their immigration rhetoric depending on political incentives, electoral
considerations, and partisan conflict. Importantly, when presidents use negative or threat-based
language, they contribute to higher levels of public concern about immigration and create political
space for restrictive or punitive policy proposals. Their study demonstrates immigration rhetoric
is not merely symbolic; it operates as a tool of political control and a mechanism for constructing
immigrants as potential threats to national stability (Eshbaugh-Soha & Juenke, 2022).

These U.S.-specific findings align with broader theoretical arguments in migration and
security studies. Phizacklea argues that contemporary securitization casts migrants simultaneously
as cultural, criminal, and terrorist threats, and, especially during economic downturns, as threats
to economic stability. Togral similarly emphasizes that elite-driven discourses, particularly during

5 Fluctuations exist between administrations, but an overall increase is noted



the “war on terror,” have entrenched the association between migration and terrorism,
consolidating migration’s place as a perceived danger to cultural identity and cohesion. Hampshire
extends this argument by showing "government-led securitization of migration ... has been used to
legitimize extraordinary policies, especially in the field of asylum and migrants' rights,” including
exceptional restrictions on rights and due process (Hampshire 2006, p 118). Together, these
analyses underscore how executive and elite actors construct migration as a multi-dimensional
threat that justifies expansive coercive powers, heightened surveillance, and the erosion of
immigrant protections (Phizacklea 2011; Togral 2011; & Hampshire 2006).

Overall, the executive branch’s rhetorical, strategic, and bureaucratic actions function as
core drivers in the securitization of immigration. Through its agenda-setting power, control over
administrative decision-making, and central role in shaping national security priorities, the
executive branch repeatedly constructs migration as a domain of crisis and threat, legitimizing
restrictive policies and reinforcing broader socio-political narratives that depict immigrants as risks
rather than rights-bearing individuals.

Demagoguery and Populism

Demagoguery or rhetoric grounded in fear, division, and the construction of threatening
“Others” has become a central tool through which contemporary political leaders reframe
immigration not as a humanitarian or legal concern but as an existential danger that justifies
extraordinary state action (Lulat, 2022). Scholars of political rhetoric note that demagogues rely
on real or manufactured crises to position themselves as indispensable protectors of the nation,
promising security and order where they claim institutional weakness or disorder prevails (Moffitt,
2016; Wodak, 2015). Immigration functions particularly effectively within this framework. It
provides fertile symbolic terrain through which political actors can depict an “invasion” of
outsiders while simultaneously asserting the failure of existing institutions, laws, or liberal norms
to defend the populace. In this way, crisis is not simply described but produced as a political
resource, enabling leaders to suspend procedural constraints, expand executive authority, and
justify punitive border regimes.

These narratives take on heightened significance amid the global surge of right-wing
populism and record-high displacement. The structural drivers of displacement, such as conflict,
persecution, climate change, and economic inequality, are obscured, replaced instead with fear-
based depictions that pathologize the displaced and normalize state violence in response. With
over 114 million people forcibly displaced worldwide- the highest level in modern history
(UNHCR, 2024)- populists have found fertile ground for exploiting public anxiety over
demographic change and economic insecurity. Leaders such as Viktor Orban in Hungary, Donald
Trump in the United States, and the Law and Justice Party in Poland deploy gendered and
racialized threat narratives to justify border militarization, derogation from asylum obligations,
and the concentration of executive authority under the banner of national security (Griffiths, 2015;
Wodak, 2015). These strategies often coincide with broader patterns of democratic backsliding:



attacks on judicial independence, the erosion of checks and balances, shrinking space for civil
society, and the normalization of executive overreach (Wodak, 2015; Moffitt, 2016).

The widening gap on elite vs public opinion surrounding immigration creates fertile ground
for populist leadership (Weakliem, 2023). Populist leaders mobilize the perception that elites are
divided, disconnected, or unwilling to act decisively on immigration, framing themselves as the
sole actors willing to “restore control” and speak for a threatened public. Populist leaders intensify
and personalize security narratives, portraying migration as an existential crisis and casting
institutional constraints as evidence of elite betrayal. This allows populism to transform elite-
managed securitization into a broader moral and political project, one that justifies exceptional
measures while discrediting legal, bureaucratic, and human rights safeguards. In this way, populist
leadership does not introduce securitization into immigration governance but radicalizes and
stabilizes it, turning episodic executive responses to public pressure into enduring political
identities and deepening the volatility of immigration policy across electoral cycles.

Once immigration is framed as a crisis, leaders gain political cover to circumvent courts,
bypass legislative oversight, and expand discretionary power in the name of national security.
Judicial bodies that scrutinize asylum decisions can be portrayed as elitist obstacles; NGOs
advocating for migrants become “foreign agents”; journalists documenting abuses are discredited
as enemies of the people. These forms of institutional erosion rarely remain confined to migration
policy; they spill into other domains, weakening democratic safeguards more broadly. The danger
is not simply that demagogic rhetoric produces harmful policies toward migrants, but that it
restructures political authority itself. Securitized narratives enable the steady normalization of
emergency governance, where rights become conditional, dissent is delegitimized, and law is
supplanted by executive will. As scholars of authoritarian populism warn, the dismantling of
democratic institutions often begins at the border, where the state faces the least resistance, and
the public is most easily persuaded that exceptions are justified (Nayak, 2015; Wodak, 2015).

The convergence of gendered and racialized securitization, record levels of displacement,
and the rise of right-wing populism is a structural threat to democratic governance and human
rights systems worldwide. When fear-based narratives are allowed to define migration policy, they
create the conditions under which illiberal leaders can consolidate power, restrict freedoms, and
erode institutional checks. In a moment of unprecedented global upheaval, understanding and
challenging these narratives is not only a matter of protecting refugees and asylum seekers, but
also a matter of protecting democracy itself.

Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative analysis of asylum
and refugee data with qualitative insights from interviews with legal and policy experts. For the
quantitative component, data on asylum and refugee admissions were collected from the United
States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) and the Office of Homeland Security



Statistics Office of Immigration Statistics (OIS), focusing on trends from 2000 to 2025. From the
USCIS and OIS, I examined the gender distribution of affirmative asylum grants and refugee
arrivals, as well as the proportion of approved cases in which the principal applicant was female
or male. I also looked at affirmative asylum grants, defensive asylum grants, and refugee arrivals
by region as well®. Raw datasets were exported and cleaned into customized Excel databases,
allowing for consistent analysis across multiple years. This approach ensured that demographic
trends, including gender disparities and applicant roles, could be identified and systematically
evaluated.

In addition to the OIS Yearbook datasets used throughout this thesis, this study
incorporates a separate dataset derived from Immigration Court records obtained by the
Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse (TRAC) at Syracuse University. TRAC acquires
these records from the Executive Office for Immigration Review (EOIR) under the Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA), providing access to millions of individual-level asylum case files
adjudicated in Immigration Court. Unlike the OIS datasets- which provide aggregate annual
statistics on refugee arrivals, affirmative asylum grants, defensive asylum grants, and principal
applicants- TRAC’s dataset captures the population of asylum seekers whose claims enter the court
system. Specifically, it includes (a) all defensive asylum cases and (b) only those affirmative
asylum applications that were not granted by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS)
and were therefore referred to Immigration Court for review. Affirmative asylum applications
approved by USCIS do not appear in the TRAC data. This mixed-data approach does not seek to
prove causation, but to generate a multi-level picture of how securitization operates across
discourse, policy implementation, and adjudication. By examining these datasets together, the
thesis can ask how gendered and regional disparities surface across institutional sites and how
those patterns track broader shifts in executive framing and enforcement priorities.

A central methodological limitation for all the data sets is unreliable data collection. Prior
to 2002, OIS only tracked the total number of refugees and asylum seekers by gender, didn’t track
any gender data between 2002-2004, and only in 2005 started tracking disaggregated gender data.
Similarly, the TRAC dataset contains substantial amounts of missing gender data. For every year
prior to 2020, the number of asylum cases coded as “gender unknown” far exceeded those with
identifiable gender markers. Only in 2020 did the proportion of cases with gender information
surpass the unknown category. This restricts the ability to conduct meaningful gendered analysis
using TRAC data alone and prevents reliable comparison of pre- and post-2020 patterns.

For the Executive-Order analysis, all presidential executive orders published on the Federal
Register were initially collected. To create a relevant subset, I filtered these orders using key terms
associated with immigration and refugee policy, including “immigration,” “migrant,” “refugee,”
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¢ Affirmative asylum claims are filed proactively by individuals who are not in removal proceedings, typically by
submitting an application to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, whereas defensive asylum claims are raised
as a form of relief after an individual has been placed in removal proceedings before an immigration judge.
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“asylum,” “illegal alien,” “trafficking,” “humanitarian,” “border,” “secure,” and “threat.” The
selected orders were then organized into a structured Excel database capturing metadata such as
date, issuing president, and content summary. A tone analysis was applied to this dataset, focusing
on language that frames migrants or asylum seekers in terms of threat, security, or humanitarian
need, in order to identify trends in presidential rhetoric over time.

2 < 99 ¢¢

To complement these quantitative data, I conducted a series of semi-structured interviews
with relevant scholars, legal practitioners, and policy experts whose professional roles positioned
them to speak directly to the development, interpretation, and implementation of U.S. asylum and
migration policy. Participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling, and all
were offered anonymity given the sensitivity of their professional positions and the subject matter
discussed.

Conversations followed a core semi-structured interview guide that was iteratively refined
to reflect each interviewee’s area of expertise and institutional positioning. Broadly, interview
questions explored perceptions of policy implementation and institutional constraints; the role of
executive and bureaucratic discretion in shaping asylum outcomes; inter-agency coordination and
fragmentation; and the material and differential impacts of asylum policies on migrants,
particularly across gendered and regional lines. The semi-structured format allowed space for
respondents to elaborate on emergent themes, institutional dynamics, and informal practices that
are often absent from formal policy documents. Interviews also focused on contextualizing the
statistical findings, discussing observed trends in gendered asylum and refugee outcomes, and
providing insight into how shifts in executive rhetoric and policy influence real-world asylum
adjudication and refugee resettlement processes. This approach facilitated the elicitation of
experiential knowledge, unrecorded institutional memory, and subjective interpretations that are
essential to understanding how securitizing rhetoric and policy frameworks are translated into
practice. All interview data were handled in accordance with strict data protection standards:
participant identities were anonymized in the text, and any interview materials were stored in
secure, digital drives. Systematic comparison of interview findings with the results of the
document and quantitative analyses helped identify points of convergence, divergence, and
contestation. Interview data was treated interpretively rather than as standalone empirical
evidence, allowing it to illuminate gaps, contradictions, and power dynamics that are not readily
visible in official records or aggregate data. By combining statistical analysis with expert
testimony, this methodology allows for both an empirical assessment of demographic and policy
trends and a nuanced understanding of the practical and legal implications of those trends.

Results
Securitization and the Executive Branch

The dataset of executive orders (EOs) collected for this analysis provides a focused view
of formal executive branch actions regarding immigration, border security, refugee admissions,



human trafficking, and national security from approximately 2002 to 2025 7. This dataset reveals
patterns of emphasis across time, showing which issues the executive branch prioritized and how
those priorities have shifted across administrations. For example, several EOs explicitly focus on
the Southern and Northern borders, including EO 14252 (2025) and EO 14253 (2025). Earlier
EOs, such as EO 13767 (2017) and EO 14010 (2021), illustrate shifts between securitized and
management-focused approaches, highlighting a continual executive focus on border enforcement.
These orders often link migration policy to broader public safety concerns, such as drug
interdiction, showing the intersection of immigration, law enforcement, and national security
priorities.

In addition to border-focused policies, the dataset contains EOs that illustrate changes to
refugee admissions and asylum procedures. EO 14163 (2025) and EO 14013/13815 (2021)
highlight periods of adjustment in U.S. refugee policy, including changes in intake numbers,
vetting procedures, and administrative oversight. These orders reflect the executive branch’s
responses both to international crises generating refugee flows and to domestic political pressures.
Similarly, EOs addressing human trafficking and transnational crime, such as EO 13773 (2017)
and EO 13903 (2020), demonstrate the linkage between immigration policy and broader law
enforcement objectives, particularly where migration intersects with criminal networks. National
security-focused EOs, including EO 14325 (2025) and EO 13769/13780 (2017), further illustrate
periods when migration was framed as a direct security concern, shaping policies around refugee
admissions, vetting procedures, and population-specific restrictions.

While this EO dataset provides valuable insight into the executive branch’s formal
priorities, it has significant limitations. EOs are only a small subset of executive branch actions
affecting migration; many important policies are implemented through agency regulations,
memoranda, and budgetary decisions, which are not captured here but are important to
understanding immigration trends. Notably executive action has skyrocketed during and following
the first Trump administration term®. Moreover, EOs are typically written in neutral, legalistic
language, limiting their usefulness in assessing tone, rhetoric, or gendered framing, which are
central to understanding securitization narratives or humanitarian discourse in migration. The
dataset also does not reflect the implementation and real-world impact of these orders, which
depend on interagency coordination, congressional oversight, and judicial review. Finally, the
focus on formal executive actions must be contextualized within broader policy landscapes,
including legislative changes, public rhetoric, and international events, to fully understand their
influence on migration flows and asylum access.

Executive orders themselves often reflect these broader policy shifts. For instance, EO
13269 (2002) expedited naturalization for noncitizen nationals serving during the War on

7 Executive orders are legal instruments through which the President can direct federal agencies and set
administrative priorities, often in areas where legislative action may be slow or politically constrained.
8 Trump 2016-2020 took 472 immigration related executive actions, Biden 2020-2024 took 605 (Muzaffar, 2024)



Terrorism, signaling a post-9/11 security context while also facilitating certain humanitarian
pathways. In contrast, EO 13767 (2017) and related enforcement-oriented orders expanded border
wall construction and accelerated removals, reinforcing a securitized framing of migration.
Subsequent EOs, such as EO 13769 (Travel Ban, 2017) and EO 13888 (2019), suspended refugee
admissions, barring entry from Muslim-majority countries and restricting access to asylum and
refugee programs, implementing “extreme vetting” based on perceived security threats. EOs like
14252 and 14253 (2025) impose duties to address the southern border and northern drug flow,
representing continued securitization. EO 14163 (2025) realigns the U.S. Refugee Admissions
Program, which, while largely administrative, reflects ongoing shifts in how refugee intake is
prioritized. Earlier humanitarian adjustments, such as EO 14013 (revoked by 2025 EOs), sought
to rebuild refugee resettlement capacity, and the vacatur of Matter of A-B- restored gender-based
asylum protections, illustrating oscillations between restrictive and protective approaches.

Amendments (EOs 14206—-14214) often tweak prior enforcement measures, showing a
layered, iterative policy process rather than one-time reforms. Other administrative measures,
including metering and turnbacks (2016-2017), the FY2018 refugee ceiling reduction, troop
deployments, the Zero Tolerance Policy (2018), and the Migrant Protection Protocols (2019),
further demonstrate the oscillation between restrictive, enforcement-oriented approaches and
humanitarian or management-focused approaches in U.S. immigration policy. Public health and
legal pathways also intersect with these policies, exemplified by Title 42 expulsions (2020) and
the Circumvention of Lawful Pathways Rule (2023), which penalized irregular entry as a quasi-
criminal act while restricting access to asylum through traditional legal channels.

This EO dataset provides a baseline for understanding executive branch priorities and
formal administrative shifts over time. By coding these orders according to theme (border,
refugee/asylum, trafficking, security) and tone (securitizing versus humanitarian), they can be used
to triangulate with other sources of language and framing, including speeches, press releases,
social media, and congressional debate, which are likely to contain more direct evidence of
gendered or securitizing rhetoric. The EOs thus complement broader analyses of executive
language, policy prioritization, and migration outcomes, providing temporal markers for when the
executive branch formally signaled shifts in enforcement, refugee admissions, or protection of
vulnerable groups.

Executive rhetoric travels from executive orders and political speeches to adjudicator
behavior by reshaping institutional priorities, interpretive norms, and perceptions of risk within
asylum-adjudicating agencies, even in the absence of formal statutory change. Through policy
guidance, training materials, case-completion quotas, expedited procedures, and supervisory
signals, securitizing language is translated into adjudicatory practices that privilege suspicion,
speed, and exclusion, thereby narrowing the interpretation of credibility, persecution, and
eligibility in individual asylum decisions.



Gender in Refugee and Asylum Data

(roughly 51% male / 49% female) across administrations, crises, and large swings in admission
volumes. That stability persists even during dramatic policy shifts, most notably the post-2016
contraction in admissions and the subsequent rebound. On its face, the parity result appears to
undercut narrative claims that executive-level securitizing language produces gendered admissions
outcomes. A deeper analysis of specific data shows the parity result is not evidence of gender
neutrality in migration systems; rather, it highlights where gendered dynamics operate and where
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9 The bars represent the total number of refugee arrivals in the United States and Affirmative Asylum grants (not
temporary permits), orange is male and green is female. The lines represent the percentage each gender category
makes up of the total population of refugee arrivals in the United States and Affirmative Asylum grants, with blue
representing men and purple women. This same structure (bars vs lines) follows for all the graphs in this section.
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First, the initial finding of relative gender parity is narrowly and precisely bounded: it
describes the gender composition of admissions, not total applications, denials, or unseen
populations. Admissions are a realized outcome at the end of a long, multistage process. Two
complementary patterns in the disaggregated data illuminate why aggregate parity is compatible
with substantial gendered inequities. (1) Refugee principal applicants are heavily male-dominated
in many years; often 60—70% male during peak resettlement periods, whereas asylum principal
applicants are far closer to parity '°. (2) Because total admissions count derivatives (spouses,
children) as well as principals, a household-based entry mechanism can produce gender-balanced
totals even when men disproportionately occupy the formal applicant role. In short, parity at the
aggregate admissions level can mask upstream gendered gatekeeping.

This observation matters for how to interpret the potential influence of executive-branch
rhetoric and policy. The data shows that executive-driven instruments that alter capacity or
enforcement (e.g., refugee ceilings, restrictive rule changes, or operational directives) change the
volume of admissions significantly but do not reliably change the gender shares of those admitted.
These tools influence the aggregate throughput that gets recorded in the system, but do not
systematically change the gender composition. Thus, executive securitizing language alone does
not produce a measurable, sustained shift in the gender composition of admissions by these
national aggregates.

That said, the stability result does not imply that executive rhetoric is irrelevant. Instead,
executive rhetoric likely operates via three distinct pathways that are not fully visible in national
totals: (a) deterrence or encouragement of potential applicants (affecting the denominator of
applications); (b) procedural and evidentiary shifts that change how gender-specific claims are
adjudicated; and (c) local implementation and adjudicative culture where enforcement emphasis
may change judges’ and asylum officers’ practices. Research on adjudicative heterogeneity shows

0 Empirical research on refugee flows finds that women are more deterred than men by longer and riskier journeys
and are more likely to migrate to neighboring countries rather than distant destinations, reflecting gendered differences
in the costs, risks, and determinants of flight (Renner & Schmid, 2025). These gender-specific constraints, shaped by
physical risks, caregiving roles, and structural inequalities, suggest that barriers to distant asylum seeking may
disproportionately limit women’s ability to reach and navigate formal protection systems, reinforcing the need to
interrogate how gendered mobility conditions interact with institutional access in asylum governance.



that county and judge-level variation in grant rates can be extremely large; moreover, those
patterns correlate more with shifting executive priorities and procedural guidance than strictly with
appointment origins (TRAC, 2023). Thus, even if rhetoric does not change the male-to-female
ratio nationally, it can amplify or diminish women’s effective access in certain places or through
particular pathways.

Another important blind spot in the admissions data is the omission or separation of several
critical protection pathways that disproportionately serve women, most notably trafficking victim
protections (T visas), domestic violence and sexual assault pathways (U visas) and certain forms
of humanitarian parole. Because these flows are often recorded in different administrative systems,
aggregate refugee/asylum totals undercount female-dominant protection outcomes.

Similarly, credible fear screenings operate as a filter that influences which cases enter the
asylum adjudicative pipeline !'. Trends in credible fear referrals and positive credible fear findings
can reflect real-time deterrence or enforcement changes driven by executive policy or rhetoric;
they can also disproportionately affect women if women are less likely to present at ports of entry,
to be referred into credible fear interviews, or to disclose gender-based violence in that first-stage
setting. Therefore, credible fear data should be treated as an important complementary indicator:
it provides a near-term signal of shifts in who reaches the adjudicative system and can serve as an
intermediate outcome in causal models linking rhetoric to protection access.

Given these mechanisms and limitations, the most defensible theoretical claim supported
by the admissions data is a layered one: (a) executive-branch actions and securitizing rhetoric have
large, measurable effects on the number of people admitted and on short-term flows; (b) the gender
composition of final admissions remains remarkably stable at the national level because structural
features (principal-applicant norms, derivative inclusion, documentation rules) offset any selection
that might otherwise appear; and (c) important gendered inequities persist upstream and across
adjudicative venues, inequities that require targeted policy and procedural reform rather than only
changes to rhetorical posture or ceiling-setting.

Finally, the analysis points to concrete next steps for strengthening inference. The priority
is to link admissions data with (a) application denominators to compute approval rates, (b) credible
fear data as a leading indicator of access to the asylum process, (c) case-level decision data to
model adjudicative heterogeneity, and (d) a multi-channel measure of executive rhetoric (EOs,
rulemakings, memos, official statements, social media) to capture tone and policy beyond binary
EO timing. Combining interrupted time series, multilevel models, and event-study designs will

" A credible fear screening is a preliminary asylum screening conducted by a U.S. asylum officer to determine
whether an individual who has been placed in expedited removal has a significant possibility of establishing
eligibility for asylum or protection from removal. They function as a critical gatekeeping mechanism at the border,
determining whether an asylum seeker gains access to the formal asylum system or is removed without a full
hearing.



allow for more precise claims about the causal mechanisms through which executive branch
actions and rhetoric shape both the quantity and equity of protection outcomes.

TRAC Gender Data

Analysis of the TRAC/EOIR dataset and the findings presented in TRAC’s 2024 report
reveal several notable patterns in asylum applications filed in Immigration Court. First, asylum
filings in the courts reached record levels in recent years, driven primarily by the rise in defensive
applications rather than unsuccessful affirmative cases. TRAC reports that defensive filings now
constitute the overwhelming majority of asylum cases in the court system, reflecting the broader
trend in which individuals encounter the defensive asylum process only after being placed into
removal proceedings. This demonstrates that Immigration Court has become the central
institutional venue through which asylum is adjudicated in the United States, with USCIS playing
a comparatively limited role for many applicants.

Defensive Asylum Denial Data

Year Gender total Number % Asylum Denial Rate
2020 male denied 17049 70.3% 2020-2025
2020 female  denied 14795 73.5%
2020 total denied 42595 68.1% . ]
2021 male denied 6581 60.6% :
2021 female  denied 4970 59.0% ) £
2021 total denied 15166 56.9% .
2022 male denied 11780 53.9% : . H
2022 female  denied 9621 53.3% = :
2022 total denied 27533 49.5% a .
2023 male denied 15833 51.2% - *
2023 female  denied 12521 49.2% *
2023 total denied 35989 47.9%
2024 male denied 19144 53.2%
2024 female  denied 13944 51.6%
2024 total denied 39951 51.0%
2025 male denied 37140 73.4%
2025 female  denied 29023 74.2%

2025 total denied 76031 72.8%,



Defensive Asylum Grant Data
ear Gender total Number %

2020 male  accepted 6005  24.8% syl Crank Gake

2020 female  accepted 4735 23.5% 2020-2025

2020 total accpeted 17530 28.0%

2021 male accepted 3545 32.7%

2021 female  accepted 3102 36.8% 0.0 >

2021 total accpeted 9993 37.5% : = .

2022 male accepted 8969 41.0% 400 L N

2022 female  accepted 7998 43.4% —E ¢

2022 total accpeted 25865 46.5% & * i
2023 male accepted 13568 439% 5 ; .

Perc

2023 female  accepted 12080 47.5%
2023 total accpeted 36149 48.1%
2024 male accepted 15206 42.2%
2024 female  accepted 12291 45.4%
2024 total accpeted 35461 45.2%
2025 male accepted 12069 23.9%
2025 female  accepted 9654 24.7%
2025 total accpeted 26283 25.2%,

Gender-disaggregated TRAC data for FY 2020-2025 provide insight into how men and
women fare within Immigration Court asylum adjudications, but it is important to note that 2020
marks the first year in which gender-identifiable cases outnumbered “unknown gender” cases in
TRAC’s dataset. As a result, gendered analysis is methodologically reliable only within this five-
year window; earlier data are too incomplete for meaningful interpretation.

In 2020, both genders faced low grant rates, with 24.8% of men and 23.5% of women
receiving asylum (28.0% overall). Grant rates rose substantially from 2021 onward, with approval
reaching 32.7% for men and 36.8% for women and continuing to increase in 2022 (41.0% of men,
43.4% of women) and 2023 (43.9% of men, 47.5% of women). Across all four years, women were
granted asylum at slightly higher rates than men, although the gap remained modest. These
improvements correspond with a period of reduced denial rates, institutional recalibration after the
pandemic, and shifts in enforcement priorities. This upward trajectory reversed sharply beginning
in 2024. Approval rates dropped to 42.2% for men, and 45.4% for women, and by 2025 fell
precipitously to 23.9% for men and 24.7% for women (25.2% overall). During this same period,
denials rose dramatically- upwards of 72% in 2025- reflecting a system-wide contraction in
adjudicatory outcomes. While women continued to receive grants at slightly higher rates than men
even during this restrictive phase, the decline affected both genders equally, indicating that macro-
level institutional pressures, not gender, were the primary drivers of outcome volatility.

Refugee and Asylum Grants by Region

Analyzing regional migration patterns is helpful for understanding the gender dynamics of
U.S. refugee and asylum admissions between 2000 and 2025. Different regions of origin exhibit
distinct gendered migration profiles shaped by conflict type, cultural norms, economic
opportunities, and the gendered risks individuals face when deciding to migrate. For example,
migration flows from the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) have historically skewed male,



especially in the early 2000s, partly because men more frequently migrate first as exploratory or
income-seeking migrants, later facilitating family reunification (Donato & Gabaccia, 2015;
Kofman, 2019). By contrast, regions such as Southeast Asia, parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, and
Central America have often experienced more gender-balanced or female-skewed flows,
particularly where women are fleeing gender-based violence, trafficking, domestic violence, or
persecution tied to gender norms (Freedman, 2016; UNHCR, 2023). These baseline differences
mean that annual gender ratios in U.S. admissions data can only be interpreted meaningfully when
viewed through the lens of regional composition.
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Regional analysis further provides an essential policy context for explaining year-to-year
changes in admissions and gender composition. Many shifts in regional migration correspond
directly to executive actions, refugee ceiling allocations, changes in Temporary Protected Status
(TPS) designations, and major geopolitical events. For instance, U.S. refugee admissions from the
Middle East dropped sharply following the 2017 “Muslim Ban,” which disproportionately
restricted entry from countries whose refugees were often male principal applicants (Pierce &
Bolter, 2020). Likewise, increases in violence in the Northern Triangle during the 2010s, especially
targeting women, LGBTQ+ people, and children, correlated with rising asylum filings by female-
headed households (UNHCR, 2015; Menjivar & Walsh, 2017). TPS redesignations for countries
such as Haiti, Venezuela, and Afghanistan also altered migration profiles by providing lawful
status to populations with particular gender distributions, often shaped by who was able to flee
during crisis onset (Congressional Research Service, 2021). Conflict-driven outflows, such as
those from Syria, Myanmar, Ukraine, or Ethiopia, similarly produced gendered patterns depending
on which populations were able or permitted to leave (Freedman, 2016; UNHCR, 2023).

The regional disparities in asylum acceptance reflected in my data closely aligned with
Gilman’s account of an exceptionality-driven system that privileges claims from distant
geopolitically regions while systematically discounting those from Central America, despite



comparable levels of violence and rights violations. This convergence matters for my central thesis
because it helps demonstrate that asylum outcomes are shaped less by the severity of harm than by
securitized credibility hierarchies, rather than protection needs, structure access to asylum.

Qualitative Interviews

The interview findings reveal how securitized immigration governance is experienced,
interpreted, and reproduced in practice by those working within and alongside the asylum system.
Across interviews, respondents consistently emphasized that policy change is not only a legal or
administrative phenomenon, but one that reshapes migrants’ journeys, narratives, and exposure to
harm in real time. Three interrelated themes emerged from the data. First, interviewees described
how rapid and often unpredictable policy shifts directly alter migration routes, procedural access,
and migrants’ ability to articulate coherent asylum claims. Second, participants highlighted the
pervasive criminalization and suspicion directed at asylum seekers, compounded by inadequate
training, resource constraints, and institutional pressures within the immigration court system,
which collectively undermine fair adjudication. Third, respondents noted a recurring tendency to
avoid structural explanations of displacement when presenting or assessing cases, sidelining state
responsibility and broader political or economic causes in favor of individualized and depoliticized
accounts of harm.

Theme 1: Rapid Policy Shifts and the Reshaping of Migrants’ Journeys and Narratives

Interviewees noted that the recent rise in asylum claims cannot be explained solely by
increases in mass displacement driven by war, persecution, or economic collapse. While such
crises have undoubtedly produced refugees, respondents stressed that the expansion of asylum
seeking to the United States since roughly 2014 reflects a broader transformation in migration
governance rather than a proportional rise in persecution alone. The current environment can be
characterized by the near-total closure of legal migration pathways for those without close family
ties, high levels of education, or substantial financial resources, asylum has increasingly become
the only viable legal mechanism through which people can enter and remain in the United States.
As several interviewees noted, the contemporary system effectively renders narratives of
victimhood the primary, if not exclusive, means of accessing protection and territorial presence.
This mirrors what scholars such as Meissner (2018) and Kerwin (2018) noted following increase
in asylum applications between 2010-2014.

Participants challenged dominant scholarly and policy assumptions that portray migrants
as passive subjects constrained by ever-tightening enforcement regimes. Instead, interviewees
described migrants as highly adaptive actors who have learned to navigate, exploit, and endure a
fragmented and contradictory legal landscape. Migrants began to recognize that requesting asylum
upon encounter with border authorities could function as a de facto entry mechanism. Lengthy
adjudication backlogs, combined with work authorization and temporary protections, made it
possible to remain lawfully present for years regardless of the ultimate outcome of the asylum
claim. As this strategy proved effective, knowledge spread rapidly through kinship networks,



religious organizations, NGOs, and eventually digital platforms, reshaping migration routes and
expectations across Central America and beyond.

Crucially, interviewees noted that these transformations have occurred alongside, rather
than despite, intensifying securitizing rhetoric and enforcement practices. Rapid and unpredictable
policy shifts directly shape migrants’ journeys and, just as importantly, the stories they are
compelled to tell. Respondents described how migrants learn to frame their experiences in ways
that align with legally legible categories of deservingness. In this sense, policy volatility does not
simply regulate movement; it actively produces the narrative forms through which migrants’
suffering is recognized or dismissed.

Taken together, these findings point to a dramatic but under-theorized shift in U.S.
immigration over the past ten-fifteen years. Interviewees stressed that this transformation is not
the product of benevolent state action, but of migrants’ strategic engagement with a securitized yet
internally contradictory system; one in which formal restriction coexists with informal
accessibility for those who know how to navigate it. This lived reality remains largely absent from
scholarship that prioritizes legal texts and elite discourse over migrant experience, despite its
central importance to understanding contemporary asylum governance.

Theme Two: Criminalization, Institutional Failure, and Unequal Adjudication

Interviewees emphasized that criminalization and suspicion are not incidental features of
the asylum process but are structurally embedded across enforcement, screening, and court stages,
and are exacerbated by inadequate training, chronic under-resourcing, and institutional pressure to
expedite case processing. These dynamics collectively undermine the fairness and reliability of
asylum adjudication, particularly under expedited removal frameworks. At the point of entry,
participants identified repeated failures by Customs and Border Protection (CBP) officers and
Border Patrol agents to comply with basic procedural safeguards, including the duty to identify
and refer individuals expressing fear of return for credible fear interviews. Interviewees described
widespread practices of intimidation and coercion and the conduction of credible fear screenings
in custodial environments that are hostile, chaotic, and traumatizing. Notably this is corroborated
by a report published by the Women’s Refugee Commission which found that under Trump,
Mexican and Central American asylum seekers who underwent fear screenings while in harsh
conditions or border detention facilities has a 69% negative fear determinations and were deported,
compared to screenings under both the Bush and Obama administrations in which 78% of asylum
seekers received positive fear determinations on average (Women’s Refugee Commission et al.,
2021).

Survivors of gender-based violence are disproportionately harmed by rushed screenings,
carceral environments, and encounters with armed officials. Interviewees emphasized that women
and LGBTQ+ asylum seekers often need time, privacy, and trust to disclose sexual or intimate
violence, particularly when perpetrators include police, military actors, or gangs. Demands for
immediate, linear disclosure under threat of detention or removal systematically disadvantage
these claimants and privilege narrow notions of political persecution. Language access failures



further exacerbate these inequities, as minority and Indigenous asylum seekers are frequently
forced to undergo screenings in languages they do not fully understand, leading adjudicators to
misinterpret confusion or silence as evasiveness or inconsistency.

Institutional pressures compound these harms. Expanded use of expedited removal diverts
asylum officers from affirmative adjudication, overwhelms courts, and prioritizes speed over
accuracy, increasing error rates. Judges reviewing negative fear determinations face heavy
caseloads and limited records, further weakening safeguards. Interviewees also noted that
restrictive legal interpretations and training from the Trump administration continue to shape
adjudicatory culture, narrowing protection for survivors of gender-based and non-state violence.

Taken together, these findings demonstrate that securitized asylum governance produces
unequal vulnerability at every stage of the process. Rather than functioning as neutral tools for
efficiency, expedited removal and enforcement-driven screening operate as mechanisms of
exclusion that systematically disadvantage those whose persecution narratives are gendered,
racialized, or linguistically marginalized, reinforcing the very hierarchies of deservingness that
this thesis seeks to interrogate.

Theme Three: Depoliticization and the Individualization of Harm

Finally, respondents emphasized a pervasive tendency within asylum adjudication to avoid
structural explanations of displacement, instead privileging individualized and depoliticized
narratives of harm. Interviewees described how broader political, economic, and historical
conditions_- such as state violence, corruption, gendered inequality, or international economic
collapse_- are routinely sidelined in favor of narrowly framed accounts that can be more easily
translated into legally recognizable claims. As a result, state responsibility and systemic culpability
are often rendered invisible, even when they are central to the conditions that forced migration.

Participants further noted that case framing is frequently adapted in response to
assumptions about the claimant’s gender, race, and nationality. Attorneys and advocates described
strategic pressures to tailor narratives to align with adjudicators’ expectations of credibility and
deservingness, reinforcing racialized and gendered stereotypes about victimhood. Interviewees
viewed this dynamic as deeply problematic, as it not only distorts migrants lived experiences but
also reproduces hierarchies of protection within the asylum system, privileging certain forms of
harm while marginalizing claims rooted in structural violence or political responsibility. In this
way, depoliticized framing both narrows access to protection and entrenches the very stereotypes
and inequalities that asylum law purports to address.

Implications
Structural

The findings demonstrate that securitization is not a monolithic force uniformly depressing
asylum approvals or producing straightforward gendered disparities. Instead, the results reveal a
multi-layered system in which the executive branch shapes migration outcomes through interacting



rhetorical, institutional, and procedural mechanisms. Although aggregate admissions appear
gender-balanced, this parity is produced by structural features of the asylum and refugee systems
rather than by gender-neutral access to protection. The predominance of male principal applicants
in several regional flows, the derivative status of many women, and the invisibility of gender-
specific protection pathways reveal persistent upstream inequalities. These findings imply that
gendered harms are filtered through a system that recognizes women’s claims primarily when they
align with narrow victimhood narratives and disadvantages male applicants whose harm does not
conform to dominant assumptions about political persecution.

The TRAC adjudication trends underscore how executive rhetoric and policy shape the
institutional environment of decision-making. Denial spikes in periods of heightened securitization
reflect the susceptibility of adjudication to political pressure and to docket-management priorities
that incentivize speed rather than individualized consideration. The 2021-2023 rebound illustrates
that adjudication is responsive not only to formal legal changes but to bureaucratic climate,
resource allocation, and shifts in enforcement posture. These results emphasize that the most
consequential gender effects of securitization occur not in final admissions numbers, but in earlier
stages: credible fear screenings, access to counsel, ability to narrate trauma, and the adjudication
of gender-based claims under inconsistent standards.

Because the datasets depend on administrative categories that encode binary gender, omit
sexuality, and lack measures of race, class, disability, or trans identity, the populations who face
the most acute intersecting harms under securitized migration regimes are also the least legible in
the available data. This structural invisibility underscores the need for future research drawing on
qualitative, survivor-centered, and alternative methodologies.

Human Rights Obligations

The empirical results demonstrate that asylum outcomes are highly sensitive to political
climate and administrative priorities, rather than to any steady, rights-protective baseline. Denial
spikes during periods of intense securitization, particularly from 2016-2020 and again in 2025,
show how executive framing of migrants as risks or abusers of the system can translate into more
restrictive adjudication cultures, accelerated procedures, and heightened barriers to accessing
counsel. These dynamics raise direct concerns about compliance with non-refoulement, especially
when restrictive policies truncate screening, push cases into expedited processes, or shift
protection decisions away from individualized assessment toward deterrence goals. Programs such
as the Migrant Protection Protocols (“Remain in Mexico”) and Title 42 expulsions, which have
forced asylum seekers to wait in or be summarily returned to dangerous conditions in Mexico
without meaningful access to the asylum process, have been widely criticized by UN experts and
human rights organizations as inconsistent with the right to seek asylum and the prohibition on
refoulement. The volatility and restrictiveness documented in this thesis therefore cannot be treated
as merely domestic policy choices; they implicate core international obligations.


https://www.womensrefugeecommission.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Expedited-Border-Screening-Adjudication-Factsheet.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.hrw.org/tag/remain-in-mexico?utm_source=chatgpt.com

As access to asylum narrows, more people are routed into detention by default, often for
long periods and with minimal procedural safeguards. Detention has well-documented human
rights issues: inadequate medical and mental health care, barriers to legal assistance, punitive
conditions, and the use of solitary confinement for LGBTQ+ people under the guise of “protective
custody” (Nagpaul, 2025)

The fluctuations documented in this thesis are therefore not only administrative outcomes.
They reflect a system repeatedly pulled away from the core principles of non-refoulement, non-
discrimination, and humane treatment, and toward practices that treat migration control as more
important than human rights.

Exploitation and Trafficking Vulnerabilities

Trafficking is often used to justify restrictive migration policies, but research consistently
shows that the harder it becomes to access lawful protection, the more people are pushed into
situations where exploitation can take hold. When asylum pathways narrow or denial rates rise,
people still move, but with fewer safe options; they turn to smugglers, take riskier routes, and enter
countries with debt, irregular status, and no lawful way to support themselves, all well-documented
drivers of trafficking vulnerability ((International Organization for Migration, 2019; Mixed
Migration Centre, 2020). Evidence from the U.S. Mexico border shows that policies designed to
deter asylum seekers have instead exposed migrants, including women, LGBTQ+ people, and
families, to kidnapping, sexual violence, extortion, and forced labor while they wait in border
towns with no protection (Human Rights Watch, 2019; Human Rights First, 2022).

People denied asylum or stuck in long backlogs are also at higher risk of exploitation once
inside the country. Without status or income, many enter informal or poorly regulated work where
reporting abuse is too dangerous. This dynamic is widely recognized: enforcement-heavy anti-
trafficking measures tend to push people further underground, deepening their dependence on
employers and intermediaries rather than reducing harm (Global Alliance Against Traffic in
Women, 2007). Survivors also face major hurdles once they try to leave or seek protection. Much
of the public and legal system still expects trafficking to look like physical captivity or dramatic
escape, even though most coercion involves debt, threats, irregular status, and manipulation,
factors that make leaving nearly impossible in practice (O’Connell Davidson, 2015). These same
factors are then used against survivors in asylum or protection interviews. They are asked why
they didn’t leave earlier, why they continued working, or whether they were complicit. These
expectations ignore how coercion works and how the immigration system itself traps people in
place. Gendered assumptions deepen the harm. Women are more likely to be identified as
trafficking victims, while men are screened less often, taken less seriously, and rarely recognized
as victims even when their experiences fall squarely within trafficking definitions (Inter-Agency
Coordination Group Against Trafficking in Persons, 2017). This leaves large numbers of exploited
men without protection or support, reinforcing the idea that they were mobile by choice and
therefore undeserving of relief.



The limited humanitarian pathways available to trafficking and crime survivors further
illustrate how gendered harms are formally recognized yet increasingly difficult to remedy in
practice. T and U visas, traditionally lean female-dominated, face growing backlogs, statutory
caps, and rising scrutiny (Dahlstrom & Gowayed, 2022; USCIS, 2023). The Dahlstrom and
Gowayed report found that while the T visa was meant to protect survivors “it also exposed many
to a greater risk of deportation, and there remain continued barriers to access, particularly for
marginalized groups” (Dahlstrom & Gowayed, 2022, 2). A notable issue with the U visa is the
fixed cap of 10,000 principal approvals, despite clear evidence of substantially higher
humanitarian demand. Strikingly, Congress has not increased the caps for either visa since the
enactment of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act in 2000, even as the statute has been
repeatedly reauthorized and other immigration ceilings, such as the refugee resettlement cap
(Presidential Determination), have been adjusted over time. As a result, access to these gender-
responsive protections remains structurally constrained and functionally contingent on executive
enforcement priorities, rather than on survivors’ documented needs. Although T and U visas are
not included in this thesis’s quantitative dataset, these trends reinforce its central finding: across
the immigration system, executive-driven restriction narrows access to relief for gender-based
harms, amplifying vulnerability and reproducing gendered hierarchies of worthiness that shape
asylum adjudication outcomes.

Recommendations

A feminist approach to security should guide future reforms. This means moving away
from enforcement-centered models and recognizing that safety is produced by stability, rights
protection, and access to support, not deterrence. Policies grounded in human well-being rather
than threat narratives would reduce the volatility that currently shapes adjudication outcomes.

Reform efforts should prioritize upstream corrections: (1) revising principal-applicant and
family-unit rules that invisible women’s claims to make it more accessible for refugee women to
be primary claimants (2) improving documentation and data collection practices to better
understand where gaps persist (3) better integrating trafficking or domestic violence victim
protections into refugee/asylum statistics to avoid systematic undercounting of female survivors,
and (4) standardizing adjudicative practices and training to reduce county/judge-level arbitrariness,
particularly for gender-based claims. Adjudication itself should be trauma informed. Many
applicants, especially those fleeing gender-based or queer-phobic harm, struggle to present clear
and linear accounts. Officers and judges need training in how trauma affects memory, disclosure,
and demeanor so credibility is not assessed through assumptions that disadvantage survivors.
Rhetoric and public discourse matter for politics and deterrence but are insufficient levers to
address the procedural and evidentiary obstacles that generate gendered inequality in access to
protection.

Next steps in the research would be to expand the dataset to incorporate agency directives,
memoranda, and public statements, which would allow for a more complete picture of executive



tone and policy framing. Thematic coding should be applied across all sources to examine patterns
in securitization, humanitarianism, and gendered language. Additionally, running regressions and
cross-referencing EO issuance with migration and refugee admission statistics, enforcement data,
and outcomes for gendered or vulnerable populations can help evaluate the real-world impact of
these policies, linking executive priorities to measurable changes in migration and asylum
processes. Ultimately, combining formal policy analysis with discourse analysis will allow for a
richer understanding of how language, tone, and executive action interact to shape migration policy
and outcomes in the United States.

Conclusion

The relationship between securitization, gender, and asylum/refugee outcomes in the
United States is neither linear nor uniform, but instead multi-layered and deeply embedded within
the institutional logics of immigration governance. Crucially, this research situates the U.S. asylum
system within the global rise of right-wing populism, the normalization of emergency governance,
and the erosion of human rights norms. As displacement reaches historic levels worldwide, the
competition between securitizing impulses and protection obligations is intensifying. The United
States, once a central architect of the modern refugee protection regime, now finds itself balancing
competing pressures: domestic political demands for border fortification, international legal
commitments to asylum access, and narratives of fear, racialization, and gendered assumptions
about threat.

While the aggregate admissions data reveals stability in the gender composition of refugee
and asylum arrivals this finding obscures the structural conditions through which gendered
inequalities are produced. Securitization does not necessarily alter who is ultimately admitted, but
it profoundly shapes who applies, who gains entry into the adjudicatory pipeline, who is believed,
who has access to counsel, and who is able to narrate persecution in ways that adjudicators find
credible. The longitudinal examination of TRAC adjudication data further reveals that asylum
outcomes fluctuate not solely because of legal changes, but because adjudication is embedded in
political climates, bureaucratic incentives, and institutional constraints. The steep denial spikes
from 2016-2020 and again in 2025 reflect periods when securitizing rhetoric, docket pressures,
and administrative priorities aligned to create more hostile conditions for applicants. Conversely,
temporary improvements in grant rates during the early 2010s and again in 2021-2023 demonstrate
that asylum systems can become more expansive when political climates shift, enforcement
relaxes, or adjudicative institutions receive greater resources. These cyclical patterns underscore
the fragility of asylum protections and the degree to which the system is responsive to executive
cues. The analysis of presidential executive orders and combined with other studies on executive
actions illustrates how shifting definitions of “risk,” “danger,” and “irregularity” provide a legal
and rhetorical justification for tightening or loosening the boundaries of protection.

Interview findings substantiate these findings and highlight why this thesis’s central
argument matters: contemporary asylum outcomes are increasingly shaped less by the severity of



persecution than by how a securitized, restrictive system structures access to protection and
recognition. By showing that asylum has become a default entry mechanism amid the closure of
other legal pathways, interviewees demonstrate how state policy actively produces both migratory
strategies and the narratives of victimhood that adjudicators reward. Their accounts reveal that
criminalization, expedited procedures, and institutional failure do not operate neutrally, but
systematically disadvantage gendered, racialized, and linguistically marginalized claimants,
reinforcing hierarchies of deservingness embedded within asylum law. Asylum systems become
sites where geopolitical anxieties, gender ideologies, and national identity narratives converge.
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