
 

  

 

Aalborg Universitet

The Migration Mobile

Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants

Galis, Vasilis ; Jørgensen, Martin Bak; Sandberg, Marie

Creative Commons License
Unspecified

Publication date:
2022

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication from Aalborg University

Citation for published version (APA):
Galis, V., Jørgensen, M. B., & Sandberg, M. (Eds.) (2022). The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence,
Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
Challenging Migration Studies https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538165164/The-Migration-Mobile-Border-
Dissidence-Sociotechnical-Resistance-and-the-Construction-of-Irregularized-Migrants

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            - Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            - You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            - You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal -
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at vbn@aub.aau.dk providing details, and we will remove access to
the work immediately and investigate your claim.

Downloaded from vbn.aau.dk on: April 19, 2024

https://vbn.aau.dk/en/publications/521a1049-19fa-4ebf-ae2a-f12a934b3b9e
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538165164/The-Migration-Mobile-Border-Dissidence-Sociotechnical-Resistance-and-the-Construction-of-Irregularized-Migrants
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781538165164/The-Migration-Mobile-Border-Dissidence-Sociotechnical-Resistance-and-the-Construction-of-Irregularized-Migrants


The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



The Migration Mobile

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



CHALLENGING MIGRATION STUDIES

This provocative new series challenges the established field of migration 
studies to think beyond its policy-oriented frameworks and to engage with 
the complex and myriad forms in which the global migration regime is 
changing in the twenty-first century. It proposes to draw together studies that 
engage with the current transformation of the politics of migration, and the 
meaning of “migrant,” from the below of grassroots, local, transnational, and 
multi-sited coalitions, projects, and activisms. Attuned to the contemporary 
resurgence of migrant-led and migration-related movements, and anti-racist 
activism, the series builds on work carried out at the critical margins of 
migration studies to evaluate the “border industrial complex” and its fall-outs, 
builds a decolonial perspective on global migration flows, and critically 
reassesses the link between (im)migration, citizenship, and belonging in the 
cross-border future.

Series Editors

Alana Lentin, Associate Professor in Cultural and Social Analysis at Western 
Sydney University

Gavan Titley, Senior Lecturer in Media Studies at the National University of 
Ireland, Maynooth

Titles in the Series

Radical Skin, Moderate Masks: De-Radicalising the Muslim and Racism in 
Post-Racial Societies, by Yassir Morsi

Contemporary Boat Migration: Data, Geopolitics, and Discourses, edited 
by Elaine Burroughs and Kira Williams

Race in Post-Racial Europe: An Intersectional Analysis, by Stefanie 
C. Boulila

The Undeported: The Making of a Floating Population of Exiles in France 
and Europe, by Carolina Sanchez Boe

Reproducing Refugees: Photographia of a Crisis, by Anna Carastathis and 
Myrto Tsilimpounidi

Disavowing Asylum: Documenting Ireland’s Asylum Industrial 
Complex, by Ronit Lentin and Vukašin Nedeljković

Convivencia: Urban Space and Migration in a Small Catalan Town, 
by Martin Lundsteen

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



The Politics of Alterity: France, and her Others, by Sarah Mazouz, 
translated by Rachel Gomme

The Other of Climate Change: Migration and Racial Futurism, 
by Andrew Baldwin

Europe’s Border and Surveillance Technologies: Between Colony and 
Crisis, by Anouk Madörin

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, 
and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants, edited by Vasilis Galis, 
Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



The Migration Mobile
Border Dissidence, 

Sociotechnical Resistance, 
and the Construction of 
Irregularized Migrants

Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak 
Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg

ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD
Lanham • Boulder • New York • London

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



Published by Rowman & Littlefield
An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.
4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706
www .rowman .com

86-90 Paul Street, London EC2A 4NE

Copyright © 2022 by The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any elec-
tronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without 
written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages 
in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Galis, Vasilis, editor. | Jørgensen, Martin Bak, 1973– editor. | Sandberg, 
Marie, editor.

Title: The migration mobile : border dissidence, sociotechnical resistance, and the 
construction of irregularized migrants / edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, 
and Marie Sandberg.

Description: Lanham, Maryland : Rowman & Littlefield, 2022. | Series: Challenging 
migration studies | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2022012016 (print) | LCCN 2022012017 (ebook) | 
ISBN 9781538165164 (cloth) | ISBN 9781538165171 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Europe—Emigration and immigration. | Border security—
Technological innovations—Europe 

Classification: LCC JV7590 .M8644 2022  (print) | LCC JV7590  (ebook) | 
DDC 325.4—dc23/eng/20220607

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022012016
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022012017

 The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American 
National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library 
Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



vii

Contents

PART I: INTRODUCTION  1

Chapter 1: The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, 
Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized 
Migrants  3
Martin Bak Jørgensen and Vasilis Galis

PART II: CONFIGURATION OF THE BORDER REGIME(S)  25

Chapter 2: The Embodied Identity of Migration and Border 
Biometrics  27
Brigitta Kuster and Vassilis S. Tsianos

Chapter 3: Vulnerability and Flexible Population Filtering: Lessons 
Learned, from the European Commission Hotspot to the 
Pandemic    47
Evie Papada and Antonis Vradis

Chapter 4: Reconfiguring Removal: Commercial Purpose Creeps in 
Biometric EU Databases  67
Martin Lemberg-Pedersen and Oliver Joel Halpern

Chapter 5: Liminality, Asylum, and Arbitrariness in the Greek 
State’s    Implementation of the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement  83
Vasilis Vlassis

PART III: CONFIGURATION OF MIGRATION SPACE  105

Chapter 6: Asylum Seekers Experiencing Forced Immobility as 
Offline    and Online Actors  107
Claudia Lintner

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



viii      Contents     

Chapter 7: Navigating the Resources of the Migrant Digital Space  123
Luca Rossi

Chapter 8: “Fast Trusting”: Practices of Trust during Irregularized 
Journeys to and through Europe  143
Nina Grønlykke Mollerup and Marie Sandberg

PART IV: RECONFIGURING THE BORDER REGIME(S) 
AND EMANCIPATION OF SPACE  163

Chapter 9: Counter-Narrating the Mediterranean Border Regime 
and Reclaiming Rights: Refugee Voices in Libya and Across the 
Sea  165
Sara Creta and Chiara Denaro

Chapter 10: Autonomy of Migration in the Age of Deportation: 
Migrants’ Practices against Deportation  191
Leandros Fischer and Martin Bak Jørgensen

Chapter 11: Migration and Counter-Information Practices: 
Enhancing Mobility while Subverting the Mainstream Media  213
Vasiliki Makrygianni and Vasilis Galis

PART V: EPILOGUE  235

Chapter 12: Afterword: Counter-Mapping the Technology Hype in 
Migration Studies  237
Martina Tazzioli

Index  245

About the Authors  259

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



1

PART I

Introduction

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



3

Chapter 1  

The Migration Mobile
Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical 
Resistance, and the Construction 

of Irregularized Migrants

Martin Bak Jørgensen and Vasilis Galis

INTRODUCTION

Borders have been sites of contestations and struggles over who belongs and 
who does not, and who is and who is not allowed to move freely in trans-
national or national spaces. Embedded as they are in the bordering process, 
policing and security practices produce the irregularity and illegitimacy of the 
migrating subject. At the same time, border practices simultaneously imply 
processes of dissidence and resistance. Border infrastructures and resistance 
to bordering practices refer to dynamic and complex interactions between 
migrants and nonhuman others, namely a hybrid of material and digital tech-
nologies at the borderland and elsewhere (Dijstelbloem 2021). Border guards, 
EU officials, Frontex officers, activists, nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), and solidarity networks configure both hybrid alliances of humans/
nonhumans and new virtual and urban spaces in order to configure or resist 
bordering. Borders and (un)bordering practices constitute (or impede, for that 
matter) mobility by other means. Mobility in this context refers to (ir)regu-
lar movement of populations as well as the fluidity of the migratory space 
and the means to perform migration. The migration mobile, that is the fluid 
migratory space, is populated by a heterogeneous set of actors, both human 
and nonhuman, both pro-and against migration. The volume argues that even 
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in migration, migrants, borders, and technologies do not simply flow but are 
also fluid, “which means that they are open, uncertain, in process, both com-
plete and incomplete in ways that are themselves open and uncertain” (Moser 
and Law 2006). People on the move do not have to be trying to cross through 
material borders to experience that they turn into aliens, noncitizens, some-
one who does not belong. Borders are physical, portable, and virtual (Lyon 
2013) at the same time. Borders are also dynamic and unfixed entities that 
draw and re-draw lines of inclusion and exclusion in material semiotic terms. 
Fluidity here does not only refer to the porousness of the border, the migra-
tory flows, and the dynamics of space but also to the flexibility of the migra-
tory and bordering agency. Mobility changes shape and re-forms in relation 
to bordering practices. Thus we suggest that the study of migration should 
emphasize the fluidity of the border and actors that circulate within different 
migratory spaces, thereby co-creating them. The different spaces created by 
borders, migrants, border controllers, border technologies, solidarians, and so 
on have implications for the way we conceptualize migration, the processes 
and interactions that bring actors together, and the type of interventions that 
are made possible.

Current migration influx into Europe is characterized by an elaborate 
use of technological applications, both high-and low-tech, by nation-states 
to control mobility as well as migrants and solidarians to facilitate safe 
and free passageways (Darling and Bauder 2019; Dijstelbloem et al. 2011; 
Galis et al. 2016; Gillespie et al. 2016). Even the recent invasion in Ukraine 
by the Russian army, which has also pushed tens of thousands out of their 
homes, has been marked by the use of a digital platform: the first TikTok war 
(Chayka 2022). Internet culture scholar Aimée Morrison explains that while 
violent conflicts have been aestheticized on social media before, the TikTok 
coverage in Ukraine is going to radically change the way we think about 
conflict. While the killing of civilians and the influx of migrants have previ-
ously been characterized as the collateral damage of war, it is people’s lives 
documented on TikTok that speak back now (Boseley 2022), constituting the 
loss of life and bordering practices as the center of attention.

Similarly, such usages have also affected research approaches, and over 
the last few years we have seen a techno-digital “turn” in migration research 
(e.g., Alencar 2020; Awad and Tossell 2021; Baldassar et al. 2016; Borkert et 
al. 2018; Gillespie et al. 2016; Leurs and Smets 2018; van Liempt and Zijlstra 
2017; Ponzanesi and Leurs 2014). Research shows how techno-digital appli-
cations partly constitute the very migration routes; technology becomes a lens 
and a tool for shared decision-making and navigation among migrants.

This book investigates the complex entanglements of migration and tech-
nology by drawing on an interdisciplinary framework combining Critical 
Border and Migration Studies (cf. Casas-Cortés et al. 2016; Dijstelbloem 
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2021; Mezzadra and Neilson 2013; Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013), Social 
Media Studies (cf. Rodríguez et al. 2014; Croeser 2014), European Ethnology 
(cf. Ehn, Löfgren, and Wilk 2016), racialization of surveillance technolo-
gies (Brown 2015; Parmar 2020), and Science and Technology Studies (cf. 
Dijstelbloem and Meijer 2011; Galis et al. 2016). These literatures have 
shown how borders are not fixed geographical entities but a set of fluid prac-
tices in a constant state of becoming; how technology transforms not only 
mobility but also forms of solidarity with migrants; how border crossing and 
everyday life can be studied; how surveillance is both a discursive and mate-
rial practice that reifies boundaries, borders, and bodies around racial lines; 
show the multiple functions of borders and their racializing consequences; 
and how societies are influenced by the fact that we are producers and users 
of science and technology. By drawing attention to all kinds of technologies 
used at the borderland, we also point to the need to open up research to the 
low-technological artifacts that come to challenge high-tech surveillance 
technologies through their use for border crossing by migrants. Scrutinizing 
the co-construction of border technologies, sociotechnical resistance to bor-
ders and (irregularized) mobility first can help us understand how the global 
migration regime is changing in the twenty-first century, and secondly to raise 
critical questions regarding the implications of those technologies and how 
they potentially can remake migration and mobility. By tracing connections 
between various technologies and actors and highlighting the role of technol-
ogy in controlling and enabling migration, an overall aim with this volume is 
to challenge the notion of migration.

The Migration Mobile therefore includes studies on the use of technology 
in the acts of imposing official power to control and limit migrations influxes, 
as well as the use of technology in protesting/circumventing power structures 
inherent in border technologies. The book likewise problematizes the fluid-
ity of the concept of border and mobility. Building on existing literature that 
deterritorializes the concepts, contributions in the current publication will 
provide an orienting framework for understanding the multiple nature of the 
border as a geographical line, a technological apparatus, a boundary of pro-
tected identities and privileges, a classification filter, or a camp for “undesir-
able” bodies (Antonakaki, Kasparek, and Maniatis 2016; Millner 2011; Ploeg 
and Sprenkels 2011). Balibar (2002, 78) explains that a political border is 
never the mere boundary between two states but is always sanctioned, redu-
plicated, and relativized by other geopolitical infrastructures. The immediate 
effect is that the “border is everywhere” (Balibar 2002), portable, and virtual 
(Lyon 2013). Several chapters in this book focus on specific border-related 
infrastructures, both formal and informal.

This book is a collective product of an interdisciplinary research initiative 
called DIGINAUTS: Migrants’ Digital Practices in/of the European Border 
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Regime   that began in 2018. The project was based on the assumption that 
migrants’ use of technology not only challenges our usual ways of think-
ing about migration but also subtly reconfigures the functioning of these 
technologies themselves. This publication addresses the use of technology in 
the configuration of migration. Several actors are partaking in enabling (or 
hindering) migratory mobility: the migrants themselves, smugglers, people in 
solidarity, law enforcement, border guards, policymakers, states, supra-states, 
and a plethora of technologies. Therefore, we aim to provide the reader with 
a pluralistic account of the practices and actors that co-produce migration and 
mobility and establish or subvert (temporarily or not) the border. The book 
aims to make a thematic account of these very different technologies impli-
cated in border crossing and migration management. These technologies are 
embedded with both scripts of control and discipline as well as possibilities 
of resistance and emancipation (Sánchez-Querubín and Rogers 2018; Galis 
and Summerton 2018). We argue that we lack studies that relate and juxtapose 
border technologies to subjects shaped by these technologies. We also lack 
studies that juxtapose low-and high-tech border technologies. This does not 
mean that this volume simply adds low technologies of those who try to make 
it to Europe to the high technologies of those who try to prevent them.

We argue that we cannot properly understand the migrant subject with-
out understanding the sociotechnical border practices in action. This means 
approaching technology not only in connection with the rhetoric of those 
who introduce it but also considering how it is materialized in human bod-
ies through clandestine border-crossing practices and artifacts and/or digital 
appliances. The demarcation between superior and inferior technology, just 
like that between the inside and the outside of Europe, is not presupposed, 
but it constitutes, instead, the sociotechnical effect of this history (Galis et al. 
2016). At the same time, the ways in which migrants repurpose, rather than 
simply use these technologies, have received limited attention. Further, exist-
ing studies neither problematize issues of navigation during the journey nor 
scrutinize the solidarity work at play in the migration process that technology 
enables or hinders. Hence, there is a need for a state-of-the-art publication 
that simultaneously examines how migrants are using technological applica-
tions and focuses on how their varied usage affects not only mobility but also 
the technologies themselves.

Another important aspect that this book addresses through the lenses of 
technology is that of solidarity with migrants, in a period when several voices 
have pronounced international solidarity dead, especially in regard to the 
inability of the EU member states to coordinate a common policy in terms 
of admission and integration (e.g., Agustín and Jørgensen 2019; Lahusen and 
Grasso 2018). Whereas previous research about actions taken in solidarity 
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with irregularized migrants focuses on legal compliance, and how to allo-
cate asylum seekers between member states (i.e., “internal solidarity,” see 
Gerhards et al. 2019), this publication focuses on ground-up, self-organized 
solidary initiatives enabled by the use of technology. By focusing on 
“ground-up solidarity work,” we aim at investigating the ways in which the 
migrants build and maintain relations and networks through techno-digital 
means including contact to aid workers and NGOs in the countries of transit 
and arrival (Cabot 2010). Such formations and actions constitute what we 
depict as solidarity networks (Rozakou 2016). In the context of this book, 
solidarity cannot be separated from the techno-digital actors that enable it. 
Therefore, we also reach a wider and fluid understanding of solidary acts and 
alliances that is sociotechnical.

ETHICAL POSITION

The issues we work with in this book call for both an ethical awareness and 
an ethical reflexivity in regard to how we (as researchers) collect data, how 
we engage with our informants, how we disseminate our results, and what 
we seek to achieve by and through our research (Fischer and Jørgensen 
2021). This discussion is situated in a debate between the quality and 
objective of the research and thinking ethically (Zapata-Barrero and Yalaz 
2020). In the literature, thinking ethically has been discussed through three 
ethical universal provisos: do no harm, respect autonomy, and ensure equi-
table sharing of benefits (e.g., Flick 2018; Krause 2017). When it comes to 
qualitative ethnographic work, there has been a long debate regarding the 
ethics of research with vulnerable groups. Migratory experiences character-
ized by vulnerability and precarity fall under this discussion (e.g., Pittaway, 
Bartolomei, and Hugman 2010). The book’s chapters engage with this type of 
discussion from the perspectives of online ethnography and in our work with 
digital data and migrant strategies (Sandberg et al. 2021). Researching the 
entangled relations between digital technologies and migration, we not only 
have included migrants’ practices, but also the activities of other actors, from 
solidarity networks to border control agencies. As discussed by Sandberg 
et al. (2021), digital technologies generate a whole new set of ethical and 
methodological challenges for migration studies: from data access to data 
interpretation, privacy protection, and research ethics more generally. There 
is surprisingly little research that reflects on these new challenges in digital 
migration research. In a recently published article, Maurice Stierl makes the 
case for an engaged scholarship that does not shy away from intervening in 
the contested field of migration with the intention not to fix but to amplify 
the epistemic and other crises of the European border regime (2020). Stierl 
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criticizes the “do no harm” principle as being inadequate and asks if it should 
not also be expanded to engagements with policymakers. Stierl ends up dis-
cussing epistemic interventions that can produce counter-empirics in order to 
expose the violence of European Union’s border regime. We see this as a form 
of activist engagement that can mobilize the production of critical knowledge 
on migration as well as one recognizing and promoting migrants’ agency 
and autonomy in terms of capabilities and rights (also Fischer and Jørgensen 
2021; Galis 2021).

CONCEPTUALIZING THE MIGRATION MOBILE

As mentioned earlier, the migration mobile is a site of contestation. When 
engaged productively, such contestations allow us to highlight some distinc-
tive dimensions of the fluidity of mobility and migration. First, the chapters 
indicate that the contemporary politics of migration is constituted through 
various modes of power inscribed in bordering practices, technologies, 
authorities, groups, and individuals. Sovereign, biopolitical, disciplinary, 
sociotechnical, and resisting powers are assembled as part of a contestation to 
control movement, mobility, migration, and border making/crossing. Second, 
the actors implicated in the contestation are multiple, heterogeneous, and 
often unpredictable (Squire 2010). Migration, mobility, and border (un)mak-
ing should be examined in relation to these actors, as well as the practices, 
systems, and institutions of which they are part (Trimikliniotis et al. 2014). 
The migration mobile is a fluid space. Fluidity here does not only refer to 
the flow of movement/migration. We are not merely interested in subjects 
and agency that move around and hold their shape. For this volume, what 
is mobile is also likely to be fluid. It is likely to change its shape. In short, 
migratory subjects change their shape and re-form themselves as they flow 
around (cf. Moser and Law 2006). Even the definition of the migrant is fluid, 
as we have observed during the war in Ukraine.   Several European states’ wel-
come of Ukrainian war migrants exposed a “double standard” for non-white 
migrants. Nation-states of the Global North that have for years resisted taking 
in migrants from wars in Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan are now opening their 
doors to Ukrainians (Jakes 2022; Konotey-Ahulu 2022; Zaru 2022).

Through the metaphor of the migration mobile, we aim to address and 
capture not only the technicalities of bordering technologies and practices 
and/or the fluidity of migration flows. We also shed light on the relationships, 
interactions, adjustments, coordination, actions, and transformations among 
migratory subjects/objects. We have not sought to reproduce a study of migra-
tion and mobility as a “stopover in a linear process” (Wissink et al. 2013) or 
flows versus borders in a networked setting. The chapters focus on dynamic 
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alterations. In this context, mobility goes on growing, changing, adapting, 
and working in places where it would never work if its relations were held 
stable, as in a network. And it also means that the migratory subjects perform 
fluidity. They contribute to enacting the fluid space within which migration 
achieves shape constancy (cf. Law and Mol 2001). Thus, mobility here refers 
to the constitutive agency of how migration and movement are simultane-
ously configured, re-configured, controlled, surveyed, enabled, impeded, and 
transformed. It also focuses on spatial aspects of movement and migration 
that are not necessarily or always material. In addition, the volume high-
lights instances of migrant digital space and interconnectivity and how they 
re-configure the border regime as well as emancipatory migratory practices.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

This introductory chapter is followed by three sections, each with a set of 
chapters: Configuration of the Border Regime(s), Configuration of Migration 
Space, and Reconfiguring the Border Regime(s) and Emancipation of Space. 
The three parts emphasize different aspects of the migration mobile.

Configuration of the Border Regime(s)

The second part, “Configuration of the Border Regime(s),” investigates the 
configuration of the European border regime. Taking the lead from Tsianos 
et al. (2010), we understand the European border regime as a space formed 
by a “multitude of actors whose practices relate to each other, without being 
ordered in the form of a central logic or rationality” (p. 375), which at the 
same time reflects a regulatory (neoliberal) mechanism of control over 
individual mobility and production of irregularized “Others” embedded 
in specific technological apparatuses. It is the ambition of this volume to 
explore, position, and juxtapose the discussion on migratory mobility through 
the notion of the migration mobile, “in the mundane, imperfect, and noisy 
domain of shifting global mobilities and their negation and control in pro-
cesses of bordering” (Mezzadra and Neilson 2012, 181). Moreover, the cat-
egory of irregularized migrant is a legal and political construction developed 
and employed by authorities and border regimes. It puts forth a taxonomy of 
entitlement (i.e., who has legal access to protection, asylum, welfare, care, 
citizenship, and political rights). The dividing lines between so-called legal 
and illegal migrants are not clear, and people can enter a country through 
one category and end up in another. Policies change over time, often rapidly 
and drastically, and people become illegalized. This first section of the vol-
ume includes chapters that address the diverse bordering efforts of state and 
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supra-state powers and the heterogeneous practices of bordering to control 
the unpredictable dimensions of migratory mobility. These bordering tactics, 
being antagonistic and mutually constitutive to the autonomy of migration 
(De Genova 2017), effectively configure the global border regime. On this 
account, we here include four chapters that show how the border regime cre-
ates subject categories and implements a simultaneous system of mobility 
and immobility.

Chapter 2, “The Embodied Identity of Migration and Border Biometrics” 
by Brigitta Kuster and Vassilis S. Tsianos, aims to outline some of the spe-
cific questions and problems that emanate from a new ontology of the body 
and its processing as a databased identity in the context of migration policy, 
based on control politics. Their discussion is in the sphere of the European 
dactyloscopic database Eurodac, which has been set up to identify asylum 
seekers and persons apprehended while illegally crossing an EU external 
border, and wants to contribute to the politicization of the constitutive insta-
bility of an embodied identity (i.e., of identification in general and above all 
via the body, as postulated by feminists such as Elizabeth Grosz, Stephenson/
Papadopoulos, and Kirstie Ball for the field of Surveillance Studies). In doing 
so, Kuster and Tsianos take up three exemplary media prominent stories, 
namely of Hussein K., Bilal C., and Franco A., that occurred in the wake 
of the refugee movements to Europe from 2015 onward. They were in turn 
conjured up as public scandals and cited as arguments to promote both the 
social and political acceptance and the appropriateness of an increasing data 
interoperability and an expansion of the scope of existing European database 
systems as well as of the construction of new ones. In a second step, they out-
line the shape of this new development phase of sociotechnical assemblage of 
identification and control of an embodied identity of migration.

“Vulnerability and Flexible Population Filtering: Lessons Learned, from 
the EC Hotspot to the Pandemic,” chapter 3 by Evie Papada and Antonis 
Vradis, explores the growing relevance of vulnerability in relation to state 
policies aiming to control mobility. At a first instance, the authors look at 
vulnerability assessments as a sovereign practice of filtering and border 
enforcement. Following the EU-Turkish statement which came to force 
March 2016, migrants crossing from the Turkish coast onto the Greek 
Aegean islands are subject to a set of administrative procedures that assess 
the country responsible for processing their asylum claim. While from the 
perspective of EU asylum law the designation “vulnerable asylum seeker” is 
meant to provide additional safeguards to those undergoing an asylum pro-
cess, they point to a shift in practice, whereby vulnerability designations now 
occupy an increasingly important role in the administrative decision to grant 
access to the asylum process. Second, Papada and Vradis shift the gaze to the 
ongoing pandemic and examine the implications of a moment when the two 
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vulnerabilities, that of the individual and that of the population, are measured 
against each other as well as the technologies and materialities they produce. 
In the process, the chapter critically interrogates both the authority that 
assigns vulnerability but also vulnerability as a generalized system of thought 
that exceeds the most vulnerable and becomes a majoritarian understanding 
that encompasses the social body as a whole. The study is based on two years 
of ethnographic fieldwork on the island of Lesvos and in Athens, Greece.

In chapter 4, “Reconfiguring Removal: Commercial Purpose Creeps in 
Biometric EU Databases,” Martin Lemberg-Pedersen and Oliver Halpern 
examine how a data frenzy permeates current European and global border 
policymaking and practices pursued by states and humanitarian and commer-
cial for-profit actors. It argues that accompanying the extraction and storage 
of data on mobility, consumer behavior and biometrics are not only digital 
border practices that “algorithmitize” complex sociological, psychological, 
and individual processes and agencies, but also an associated range of ethi-
cal and political problems. By combining forced migration studies, border 
studies, and political science and economy, this chapter therefore examines 
a particular problem complex central to the union’s evolving digital border 
practices, namely the evolution of four large EU databases that make use of 
personal, individual biometrics of migrants in digital EU border practices, 
namely Eurodac, SIS II, VIS, and the soon-to-be Entry/Exit system. First, 
Lemberg-Pedersen and Halpern trace their construction and function. Second, 
analyzing EU policy documents, they critically discuss an ongoing purpose 
creep, whereby the legislation underpinning these four databases is currently 
being renegotiated in order to utilize biometrics to increase the deportation 
of migrants from the European Union. Third, they analyze the multi-leveled 
governance underpinning the re-assembling of the purposes, functions, and 
interests of these digital border practices, by identifying the market dynamics 
and lobbyism efforts in order to grasp the extent of the influence of commer-
cial actors on these border politics. Thus, examining these particular digital 
border practices of the European Union, the chapter seeks to link critical 
discussions of their political economy with their impact on the lives of people 
in migration contexts. Toward the end, the authors discuss how this leads to 
vulnerability for mistrust and data trading, privacy violation, racialization, 
and technological errors with ever-larger databases, but also how commercial 
and EU-level discussions fail to acknowledge the resistance and struggle fac-
ing these issues.

In the first section’s final chapter 5, “Liminality, Asylum, and Arbitrariness 
in the Greek State’s Implementation of the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement,” 
Vasilis Vlassis reads the EU-Turkey Statement published in March 2016 
as a radical recalibration of the European Union’s asylum and migration 
policies, re-conceptualizing notions of deservedness, protection, and safety. 
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Introduced as a “deal” between the European Union and the state of Turkey, 
the statement delegated a significant part of the European Union’s “border 
control” to neighboring Turkey following the long tradition of “outsourc-
ing” bordering practices to third countries. The exchange for Turkey would 
be monetary returns, as well as acceleration of the visa liberation roadmap 
for Turkish citizens, thus rendering the fate of migrants a bargaining chip 
between the two actors. Among others, the statement also dictated the return 
of all newly arrived Syrians to Turkey, and the relocation of one Syrian person 
from Turkey to a European state for every person returned. Published under 
a dubious legal status, its implementation was left to the capacities of each 
member state separately. In the case of the Greek state, the implementing 
law 43765/2016 and its various subsequent amendments brought significant 
changes in the asylum procedures of the Greek state, including but not limited 
to altering the core of the asylum interviews and radically reconfiguring the 
composition of the appeal committees. This chapter discusses the statement 
as a rupture in the European Union’s border, migration, and asylum regime, 
with a focus in the legal, administrative, and other actions that the Greek state 
undertook in the course of implementing it. Based on material published by 
NGOs, legal documents and communications of the Greek state, and research 
conducted in Athens, Lesvos and Chios in the period 2016–2017, this contri-
bution seeks to understand the “complex temporality of borders” (Little 2015) 
that unfolded after the publishing of the statement, in the practices of Greek 
and Frontex border guards, asylum handlers, and police officers. It shows 
how the border is not a fixed entity but one that can be configured anew 
through sociotechnical means.

Configuration of Migration Space

The third part of the book investigates the “Configuration of Migration 
Space.” The migration mobile corresponds to the creation of spaces—both 
cyber spaces and material spaces—that are re-designed to contest and cir-
cumvent border controls as well as to facilitate solidarity networks. We here 
draw on the notion of “mobile commons” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013). 
Mobile commons are situated within a broader frame of critical mobilities not 
only of human movement but also objects, capital, information, and material 
things (Trimikliniotis, Parsanoglou, and Tsianos 2014). The mobile commons 
are dependent on being commonly produced by all the people in motion 
who—in the words of Trimikliniotis, Parsanoglou, and Tsianos—“are the 
only ones who can expand its content and meanings” (p. 53). Transgressing 
the dichotomy of public/private, “the mobile commons exist to the extent that 
people use the trails, tracks or rights and continue to generate new ones as 
they are on the move” (Trimikliniotis, Parsanoglou, and Tsianos 2014, 53). 
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The point of departure in this section is that the migration spaces constituted 
though cyber-material practices, such as socio-material alliances between 
activists, computers, the internet, transmitters and receivers of information, 
web platforms, and mobile phones (Galis and Neumayer 2016), also make 
visible migrants’ attempts to resist and undo borders. In other words, if bor-
ders are everywhere (cf. Balibar 2002), then we should search for unborder-
ing processes everywhere, too. This is what the three chapters in this section 
do. By configuring new urban spaces or zones, migrants strive to create new 
conditions of mobility and possibility, not just as ideational concepts, but also 
in their cyber-materiality (cf. Barad 2003). Cyber-material intertwinings bear 
political agency that specifically aims at undermining bordering practices. The 
mobile commons encapsulate the innumerable uncoordinated but cooperative 
actions of mobile people that contribute to its making. “People on the move 
create a world of knowledge, of information, of tricks for survival, of mutual 
care, of social relations, of services exchange, of solidarity and sociability 
that can be shared, used and where people contribute to sustain and expand it” 
(Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 190). Moreover, the digital “infrastructures 
of connectivity” constitute a basic component of the mobile commons. The 
concept emphasizes the emancipatory aspects in the ever-evolving struggle 
against and within the border regime and thus also feeds into the third section 
of this book. In this second part, however, mobile commons as a concept help 
us encapsulate how migrant space is being configured digitally and physically 
by the social and political actors, migrants on the move, people in solidarity, 
etc. The focus here is not on the border regime(s) but on the ever-evolving 
migration space configured within the border regime or in response to this.

The three chapters included in this section offer different perspectives and 
analyses on how local authorities regulate and manage migration and which 
role information and communications technology (ICT) and digital technolo-
gies have for migrants’ everyday lives. The focus here is on everyday practices 
and how information, knowledge, and relations are developed and maintained 
through digital means. In chapter 6, “Asylum Seekers Experiencing Forced 
Immobility as Offline and Online Actors,” author Claudia Lintner investi-
gates local political, socio-legal, and territorial regimes and asks in which 
way they frame and control refugee mobility and discursively problematize 
it. Her paper focuses on Wi-Fi hotspots in the city of Bolzano as particular 
public spaces representing urban changes and supporting or not the coexis-
tence of people with different backgrounds in the city through the continu-
ous negotiation of diversity and difference. It is further argued that the way 
public spaces are framed and controlled influences and shapes refugees’ 
everyday lives as offline and online actors. Accordingly, there is a concern 
with boundary maintenance that is designed to keep out people who do not 
fit into the shared classification constructed by the dominant group. As such, 
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classifications define very clearly what and who is culturally different and 
who appears disruptive and deviant. Examples of strongly classified public 
spaces include shopping malls, churches, museums, and universities, where 
only those who belong and behave are welcome. As such, refugees and 
asylum seekers are the exemplary non-citizens. Being present, they suffer 
simultaneously from harmful visibility and harmful invisibility. Against this 
background, the chapter is based on the following research question: How do 
local political, socio-legal, and territorial regimes frame and control refugee 
mobility and discursively problematize it given the presence of refugees in 
public spaces? And how does this shape refugees’ everyday lives as offline 
and online actors?

In chapter 7, “Navigating the Resources of the Migrant Digital Space,” 
Luca Rossi suggests that in order to provide a more comprehensive repre-
sentation of migrants’ digital space it is necessary to develop better mapping 
strategies for such a space. Providing an exhaustive mapping of the digital 
spaces that play a role into migrants’ digital practices is a complex task. 
Migrants’ digital practices, and by extension the digital space they define, 
are characterized by ephemerality, goal-oriented nature, heterogeneity, and 
often hiddenness. As a result, most of the existing research on migrants that 
is supported by a large amount of digital data often relies on data produced 
by and about major online actors: large NGOs, agencies, and official or 
well-established civil society groups. While this approach has undoubtedly 
proven to be useful, it leaves a lot of digital territory unexplored. For this 
reason, DIGINAUTS adopted a different approach to its digital data collec-
tion. Starting from a set of seed-resources identified through interviews and 
online ethnography, DIGINAUTS built a non-representative sample of online 
resources with a specific focus on what has been identified as relevant from 
the perspective of a migrant subject. Rossi suggests that content produced by 
and around minor, informal actors is quantitatively more abundant than what 
is produced by and around major actors and qualitatively complementary. 
The chapter offers an attempt to create better mapping strategies by explor-
ing the Facebook component of the aforementioned dataset, in the context of 
the 2015 migration crisis in Europe. The dataset contains the entire (anony-
mized) content of 179 Facebook pages (geographically localized in Germany, 
Greece, Sweden, or Denmark) counting 75,043 posts and 2,118,810 com-
ments for the period between December 2010 and June 2018.

The final chapter in this section, “‘Fast Trusting’: Practices of Trust During 
Irregularized Journeys to and Through Europe” by Nina Grønlykke Mollerup 
and Marie Sandberg, probes the notion of trust as not only an essential for 
human and societal interaction but as a socio-material practice that needs 
to be established repeatedly over time. Irregularized migrants’ journeys are 
characterized by fast and insecure decision-making about which route to take, 
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which smugglers to travel with, and more, and these decisions are a matter of 
life and death. For irregularized migrants navigating extreme danger, uncer-
tainty, and changing environments, trust as a long-term commitment presents 
itself as exceptionally difficult to establish. The authors therefore investigate 
the notion of fast trusting by focusing on the trust practices of irregularized 
migrants and solidarity workers who help them during their journeys. Based 
on ethnographic fieldwork with previous irregularized migrants and soli-
darity workers carried out in the Danish-Swedish borderlands, in 2018 and 
2019, they show that there are at least four different, yet related, trust prac-
tices enacted in the various ways irregularized migrants move through the 
European border regime. Mollerup and Sandberg identify these as relay trust, 
positional trust, institutional trust, and desperate trust. As they unfold these 
heterogeneous trust practices, they engage theoretically with a socio-material 
understanding of materiality and performativity as well as recent studies 
within anthropology of uncertainty concerned with the implications of crisis, 
borders, and precarity. Analyzing the complex stories about irregularized 
border-crossing journeys, they argue that trust is practiced not merely through 
interpersonal relations, but also through socio-material connections estab-
lished between social media platforms, digital devices, smartphones, solidar-
ity networks, narratives, and information flyers, what we term hybrid alliance 
building. This means that practices of trust establish themselves not only in 
the interfaces between humans but also in the entangled relations between 
humans, materialities, and technology.

Reconfiguring the Border Regime(s) and Emancipation of Space

The fourth part, “Reconfiguring the Border Regime(s) and Emancipation of 
Space,” looks at how borders are contested and reconfigured through migrants’ 
digital practices and how this in turn can lead to emancipation of space. When 
we initiated our work on the DIGINAUTS project, we were inspired by 
Hakim Bey’s notion of TAZ—temporary autonomous zones (2003). For Bey, 
TAZ is a “free zone,” space, room, or route that is created to enable individual 
or collective agency. In an idealist description, TAZ can be an actual physical 
location/space or a virtual location. In particular, such spaces are described 
as “Temporary” in contrast to a permanent institutionalized formation. “The 
TAZ is . . . a guerrilla operation which liberates an area (of land, of time, of 
imagination) and then dissolves itself to re-form elsewhere/elsewhen, before 
the State can crush it” (Bey 2003, 101), and “Autonomous” as for being “[b]
eyond state control or other regulatory agencies” (Bey 2003, 101). TAZs are 
actual locations that include virtual locations:
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The TAZ has a temporary but actual location in time and a temporary but actual 
location in space. Nevertheless, it must also have “location” in the Web, and this 
location is of a different sort, not actual but virtual, not immediate but instan-
taneous. . . . We must consider the Web primarily as a support system, capable 
of carrying information from one TAZ to another. . . . Such spaces have either 
been neglected on the part of the State or have somehow escaped notice by the 
mapmakers. (Bey 2003, 101)

TAZ refers to spaces that are temporarily disconnected from an omnipresent 
state (Galis and Summerton 2018). The TAZ can enable flows and move-
ments of individuals or groups: core ideas of explicitly facilitating mobility 
or passageways. In our context, the configuration of TAZs corresponds to 
the creation of spaces—both digital spaces and material spaces—that are 
re-configured to contest and circumvent border controls as well as to facilitate 
solidarity networks and mobility. Therefore, the notion of TAZ also assists 
us in approaching the digital world primarily as a support system, capable 
of carrying information from one TAZ to another. The idea of TAZ speaks 
directly to our notion of the migration mobile. In this book, we use the 
broader notion of migration space. The migration space captures the alter-
native infrastructure(s) we see developing through high-tech and low-tech 
digital practices.

Traditionally within science and technology studies (Star 1990; Bowker 
and Star 2000), infrastructures are largely viewed as highly standardized 
and highly structured entities that are typically characterized by institu-
tional stability, long lifetimes, and clear mechanisms for maintaining at least 
some measure of control over the system. When we situate the idea of the 
migration mobile as constitutive parts of this, the conventional image of 
infrastructures collapses. The migration mobile that we describe involves 
unregulated cyber-material alternatives within a heavily technologized and 
surveilled environment: the border. In that sense, the migration mobile allows 
us to see the formation of alternative infrastructures. Not the classic view 
on infrastructures: they are fluid, not stable. They are beyond state control, 
not institutionalized, mobile, self-organized means of resistance. Here we 
also acknowledge the fact that migrants are vulnerable to problems of non-
access and dependency upon traditional infrastructures, notably electric 
power and surveillance risks. The chapters of this section show a number of 
ways in which migrants use digital resources to enable, facilitate, or sustain 
migrants’ individual or collective agency in configuring their journeys and 
migratory space. Following Bey, we argue that these spaces or zones can be 
viewed as temporary autonomous zones, TAZs—that is, fluid ad-hoc spaces, 
often beyond state surveillance, that enable flows and movements. What 
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also follows from this position is that the construction of irregularized and 
illegalized migrants is refuted. Both by people on the move and by people in 
solidarity.

The three chapters we include in this part in different ways focus on acts 
of resistance and on how digital platforms, collectives, and strategies are 
used to provide counter-information in terms of navigation, networking, and 
solidarity. Where the majority of the existing literature has focused on the 
route to Europe and various destinations in Europe, some of the contributions 
in this part pay attention to the strengthening of the deportation regime, and 
this development is challenged through both digital and analogue practices 
and technologies. The chapters look at use of ICTs ranging from GPS signals 
to social media platforms.

In “Counter-Narrating the Mediterranean Border Regime and Reclaiming 
Rights: Refugee Voices in Libya and Across the Sea,” the book’s chapter 9 by 
Sara Creta and Chiara Denaro, the two authors argue that new technologies 
and new forms of connectivity are enhancing the creation of digital publics 
where the paradoxically precarious, speechless emissaries and humanitar-
ian subjects assume new forms of resistance practice using digital tools. By 
advancing a more nuanced concept of “acts of citizenship” (Isin and Nielsen 
2013) and by focusing on a social justice–driven approach to digital practices 
(Leurs and Smets 2018), this chapter investigates the human rights–oriented 
digital practices of those who seek to mobilize to contest the European 
Union’s border regime of externalization and expose border practices or vio-
lations that are affecting their lives. Drawing inspiration from research con-
ducted with people on the move surviving in Libya (both in detention centers 
and in urban settings), the chapter investigates how digital spaces become 
contested spaces of protest and rights claiming. While people on the move 
seek to circumvent power structures to become visible in an increasingly 
violent border regime enhanced by the European Union to control movement, 
their data could instead be unfairly used against their knowledge. In light 
of the increasingly market-oriented nature of humanitarian communication 
including the United Nations and its agencies, this chapter first attempts to 
suggest the need to engage with data politics in a way that considers both the 
politics in data as well as the politics of data. Second, it highlights the agendas 
and interests that advance the implementation of these technologies. Third, it 
focuses on prioritizing justice concerns on terms that go beyond techno-legal 
solutions, and positioning those who are most impacted by developments at 
the forefront of discussions.

Leandros Fischer and Martin Bak Jørgensen in chapter 10, “Autonomy 
of Migration in the Age of Deportation: Migrants’ Practices Against 
Deportation,” investigate migrant strategies especially toward and against 
deportation. In several European countries today, we can identify a paradigm 
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shift from the focus on migrants’ integration to their securitization and depor-
tation. In Denmark, the government recently changed the name of social 
benefits available for refugees from an “integration benefit” to a “return ben-
efit” and has generally stepped up deportations, and we see an expansion of 
the category of deportable populations. This politicization of immigration in 
Denmark has caused enormous insecurity among migrants. Similar tenden-
cies can be observed in Germany, where the end of Willkommenskultur has 
been met with an increase of deportations to Afghanistan and the Balkans. 
They argue that this means that potential deportees and undocumented 
migrants increasingly have to develop survival strategies for if and when 
they are deported. Likewise, they show how migrants, here in the case of 
rejected asylum seekers, refute the categorization of “rejected” and “deport-
able” and ultimately the illegalization of their status and presence. Migrants 
are starting to share information and strategies online on how to return to 
Turkey and the Middle East. In the case of Denmark, we see a still increas-
ing number of people disappearing from the authorities and going to other 
European countries living as irregular migrants or trying to apply for asylum 
through the loopholes in the Dublin agreement. We see, for instance, a larger 
number of rejected asylum seekers from Scandinavia applying for church 
asylum in Germany, Iraqi Kurds going to Italy, Afghanis going to France, and 
Palestinians going to Belgium due to networks, or new policy practices. The 
chapter explores how these decisions are shaped though digital practices and 
how these decisions in turn shape digital practices. The work here is explor-
ative and based on a questioning of the existing literature in order to develop 
a better understanding of the role of ICT for deportable populations. The 
chapter offers some initial findings of online ethnography and ethnographic 
fieldwork in northern Denmark and Hamburg on how migrants individually 
and collectively use ICTs to both resist deportation but also develop strategies 
for survival. The chapter also engages in a theoretical conceptualization of 
reverse mobility, which offers a supplement and/or challenge to the dominant 
understanding of rather linear migration flows.

Chapter 11, “Migration and Counter-Information Practices: Enhancing 
Mobility While Subverting the Mainstream Media” by Vasiliki Makrygianni 
and Vasilis Galis, focuses on the emancipation of space. ICTs are of vital 
importance for the preparation of the migratory trip as they are strongly linked 
to the decision of departure and facilitate aspects of organization. There is a 
growing number of self-organized digital collectives created and used by 
migrants and people in solidarity in order to provide counter-information 
in terms of navigation, networking, and solidarity. In this chapter, they dis-
cuss how counter-information digital platforms become a lens and a tool 
for shared decision-making, information spreading, and navigation among 
migrants and solidarians. Various platforms that act as spaces of solidarity 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



           The Migration Mobile        19

have been created by Net communities that provide (counter-)information, 
challenge both discursively and materially the idea of borders and actively 
facilitate the freedom of movement. Crucially, the ways in which migrants 
and people in solidarity appropriate and repurpose these platforms, rather 
than simply use them, have received less attention. Thus, this chapter simul-
taneously examines how migrants are using ICT and how their varied usage 
affects not only the migration journey but also the digital platforms them-
selves. The analysis is based on empirical material collected through ethno-
graphic interviews conducted mainly in Greece in the period 2016 to 2018, 
as well as digital data collected using Application Programming Interface 
interfaces and web-scraping techniques. The ambition is to generate a het-
erogeneous set of data, produced within context-specific platforms, that can 
be further explored and combined with qualitative data from the interviews. 
The chapter moves beyond the methodological state of the art in combining 
quantitative and qualitative methods and online/offline data gathering to more 
effectively research the complex, cross-platform nature of migrants’ ICT use 
and counter-information.

CONCLUSION

The Migration Mobile offers an account of the very different technologies 
implicated in border crossing and migration management. Through analyses 
of empirical cases drawing from the European border regimes, the book 
investigates how technologies employed by states and EU border agen-
cies configure the border regimes; how migration spaces are configured by 
political actors through uses and re-uses of low-and high-tech technologies; 
and finally, how the border regimes and “the border industrial complex” 
are contested and reconfigured by the use of ICT by migrants and solidar-
ity networks.
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Chapter 2

The Embodied Identity of 
Migration and Border Biometrics  

Brigitta Kuster and Vassilis S. Tsianos1

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is about the recourse to the body on borders and will endeavor 
to outline some of the particular questions posed by such an ontology of 
the body based on control politics and its further processing as a data-based 
identity in the context of European migration policy. In the first part of the 
text, we will cite three specific cases: These came about as a result of refugee 
movements into Europe from 2015 onward, and have—as we will show, not 
rationally justified—stoked up controversies and subsequently been deployed 
as arguments to make the case both for social and political acceptance and for 
the desirability of increasing data interoperability and expanding the scope 
of European large-scale information technology (IT) systems. We are neither 
interested in these “cases” per se, nor the stories associated with them—not 
even in the sense of a connecting link between person and documentation or 
biometric data processing—but rather their “fabula.”

With Mieke Bal’s work on narratology (2018), which distinguishes 
between “fabula,” “story,” and “text,” and locates the analysis of narrativity 
in cultural contexts in their complex interplay, a fabula can be understood as a 
social memory trace. After reading a text, to which the story provides access, 
it remains with the reader. A fabula thus connects to the social imagination; it 
is not created by an individual case or story, but rather by the narrative order 
of a series of events. Michel de Certeau has spoken of a fable as symbolizing 
a given society, and that when it speaks, it refers simultaneously to orality 
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and fiction (de Certeau 1992, 3f). The fabula, however, is by no means to be 
understood in terms of a reputation (good or bad) or as a rumor; rather, it is 
that which persists beyond textuality or datafication. Within the context of 
the cases we will examine, the fabula is the social memory of border control. 
It asks what remains of the body, what voice it raises under the conditions of 
its biometric capture at the border. In the second part, we will summarize our 
proposed concept of embodied identity of migration. This concept allows us 
to conceive of a conflicted social body in which the fabula of transit migra-
tion and the fabula of migration control meet.

Hussein K., Bilal C., and Franco A.

When Eurodac launched its activities in January 2003, its aim, on one hand, 
was to prevent multiple asylum applications or, in other words, double iden-
tities, and on the other, to control so-called secondary migration to Europe. 
It was in this second sphere of action’s catchment area (i.e., of “digital 
deportability” [cf. Tsianos and Kuster 2016b; Papadopoulos, Stephenson, 
and Tsianos 2008]), or the radical restriction of the possibility of reaching 
points of arrival that do not comply with asylum law regulation, that the inci-
dents surrounding Hussein K. were to unfold.2 Hussein K. entered Germany 
via Greece at the end of 2015 in order to apply for asylum in Freiburg im 
Breisgau. His case was to become a public controversy after he committed 
a sexual offense and a murder in Germany. Over the course of the ensu-
ing investigations, it emerged that the German authorities were completely 
unaware that this asylum seeker from Afghanistan, who had been registered 
since 2013, had already a criminal record and had been convicted as a crimi-
nal in Greece.

However, the European registration systems for criminals (SIS, Interpol) 
and refugees (Eurodac)—in particular the Greek implementation of 
Eurodac—were to become the foci of public criticism. Hussein K. had been 
regularly registered in Eurodac, the European Union fingerprint database for 
identifying asylum seekers and irregular border-crossers, as someone who 
had applied for asylum in Tyros, Greece, on January 8, 2013. However, in 
2015, it was standard practice in Germany not to transfer registered asylum 
seekers back to Greece as per the Dublin III Regulation—on account of the 
2011 rulings of the European Court of Human Rights and the Court of Justice 
of the European Union regarding systemic deficiencies in the Greek asylum 
system. Thus, technically speaking, the Eurodac database had nothing to do 
with this case; Hussein K. had by no means fallen through the cracks in the 
registration process. So why then was Eurodac to become the focus of such 
public attention?3
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“Maria L’s Murder Case. Hussein K’s path across Europe” ran the head-
line in the magazine Focus on December 15, 2016: “How can such a thing 
happen? How was it possible that a refugee could travel across Europe, is 
sentenced to ten years in prison for a violent act in Greece on the way, and 
yet two-and-a-half years later allegedly rapes and murders 19-year-old Maria 
L. in Freiburg?” In the vox populi across the media, indignation spread about 
the uselessness of limited information on the embodied identity of migration, 
from a security perspective. This came about through collecting biometric 
data tied to specific purposes and restricted access due to their recording in 
a database separated from other state personal registration systems (not least 
for data protection reasons, that is, to protect privacy and safeguard the right 
of the individual). The German weekly magazine Der Spiegel finally clarified 
the facts around the topic that had so aroused public opinion:

In any case, data concerning Hussein’s legal record had not appeared anywhere 
outside Greece. After he violated parole, the Greek prosecutor raised the alert 
about him, but only on a national level. He did not, however, instruct Greek 
police to have an international search warrant issued for Hussein K., although it 
seemed obvious that K. had fled the country. (Der Spiegel 51/2016, 31)

With the Hussein K. incident, the long-standing clamor for interoperability 
between existing European databases VIS, SIS, Eurodac, Interpol, etc., sud-
denly became comprehensible, if one follows the technological determinism 
that underlies the rationale for this identification policy: Had the databases 
been interlinked, it was often argued, Hussein K. would have already been 
arrested once he applied for asylum and the crime could thus have been pre-
vented. As with Pre-crime, better known from the 2002 film Minority Report, 
directed by Spielberg, interoperable databases would seem to hold the prom-
ise of robust prevention. From this perspective, interoperability shows itself 
to be a tried-and-tested means of state-driven coercion, even if it consider-
ably restricts personal rights and the rights of self-determination as well as 
privacy protection. Were interoperability to function, the embodied identity 
of migration would come dangerously close to criminal anthropological theo-
ries about a delinquente nato, for example, as developed by Cesare Lombroso 
in the nineteenth century or by Francis Galton, the “inventor” of biometric 
identification with a fingerprint.4 Closely aligned to the discourse on crimi-
nality, migration, in times of the war on terror, has been reframed in such 
a way that striking historical resonances to the nineteenth century reappear 
and can equally be detected in terms of dissecting abstractions and biometric 
visualizations of the body (cf. Amoore and Hall 2009, 454).5 While migration 
has always served as a convenient point of reference for diffuse fears and 
unspecific threats, migrants have constantly been perceived and portrayed 
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as illegitimate (especially over the course of illegalization) and potentially 
criminal; otherwise they are treated as victims, particularly in the wake of 
9/11 in the context of the discourse on international migration, as a discursive 
connection, referred to in the literature as the “migration-security nexus.”6 It 
denotes a steadily growing linkage between migratory and security issues. 
Security issues are thereby increasingly treated as transcending nationally 
bound societies. For example, a June 8, 2017, Council of the European Union 
document expresses the “conviction” that “Member States of the European 
Union can only provide security and protection for their people through a 
common effort, as only together do they have the relevant means and infor-
mation, in particular as regards identifying those persons who enter the Area 
of Security, Freedom and Justice threatening common European values.”7 
The document further states that “recent terrorist attacks and other criminal 
acts showed that the use of fraudulent identity information repeatedly played 
a key role in the perpetrators’ modus operandi.”

Bilal C., a young Algerian, has operated within the realm of threads that 
such a kind of danger defense tries to shed light on with its spotlight. He 
has been in the Federal Republic of Germany since the summer of 2015 and 
has been in custody in Aachen since April 2016. Arrested for pick-pocketing 
and social security fraud, the Federal Prosecutor’s Office in Karlsruhe now 
accuses him of having conducted reconnaissance on the Balkan route for 
the attackers on the Bataclan concert hall in Paris on November 13, 2015, in 
cahoots with another accomplice. He allegedly researched access routes in 
advance—from Budapest via Austria and Germany to Brussels or via Patras 
to Bari and through Switzerland and France to Brussels—and transmitted 
detailed route descriptions via Facebook, or practical tips for accommoda-
tion and photos of border crossings to one of the attackers, the Belgian 
Abdelhamid Abaaoud, nicknamed Omar, considered the leader of the ter-
rorist commando cell. According to an article in Die Welt on November 13, 
2016: “Analysis of cell phones and social networks revealed that Bilal C. had 
indeed traveled through the Balkan states and Austria on his way to Germany 
in July 2015 as the alleged Syrian ‘Jdjrad Samas.’ En route, he kept setting 
up new Facebook accounts and communicated via encrypted chat programs 
probably with Abaaoud in Syria.”8

In a Deutschlandfunk broadcast of February 2, 2017, the English term 
“scout” was used to characterize Bilal C. Moreover, the investigative group 
set up by the German Federal Criminal Police Office immediately in the 
aftermath in order to probe these incidents was called “scout.” We are struck 
by how Bilal C.’s reconnaissance and investigative practices in many ways 
resembles how a migration researcher operates. Conversely, however, as 
a whole this episode equally amounts to the nightmare of every critical 
liberal migration scholar who criticizes the migration-security nexus as 
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counter-factually overemphasizing security aspects and regulatory policies in 
migration control. Among the specters haunting a migration researcher’s bad 
dreams are, of course, the perfect implementation of interoperability being 
the apotheosis of the migration-security nexus at the level of data collection. 
And amid this migration researcher’s horror scenarios, the surveillance-state 
approach to so-called mixed flows of transnational mobility would realize its 
full potential.

Indeed, at present, through access modalities, data traces of mobile bodies 
and the relevant databases are increasingly becoming institutionally linked 
to criminality, thus reinforcing a migration policy oriented toward risk pro-
files. Hence, the so-called nexus goes well beyond discursive connections 
of migration, flight, and terror. This can be keenly witnessed not only in the 
history of increasing interoperability of European databases, but also in law 
enforcement agencies’ ever-expanding access rights to data related to migra-
tion and flight. As in the previous example of Hussein K., in the case of Bilal 
C., the commotion over which articulates the equation of terror and flight, 
the insight into an incomplete and not yet sufficiently operative interoper-
ability came post factum. And indeed, it is undeniable that the capacity for 
interoperability consists in increasing the probability of a match (i.e., an 
equation). Obviously, this equally increases the likelihood of false matches. 
Interoperability’s purpose, however, is that it promises a proactive effect, and 
even suggests prevention: It is supposed to ensure that something—in this 
instance the match between flight and terrorism—does not take place, at least 
according to the dominant sociotechnical discourse. In this curiously para-
doxical effort to prevent crime and further develop criminological thinking 
through a retrospective linking of hitherto unrelated influencing variables, the 
specter of the “dangerous person,” as in the figure of the German neologism 
Gefährder (potentially dangerous individual or threat) emerges as a kind of 
ghostly projection, whose contours emerge over the course of the increasingly 
dense intermingling of migration and terrorism. This intermingling and super-
imposing of matters related to migration, security, and counter-terrorism, in 
turn, is ensured by the growing interoperability of databases that follow 
different objectives. In Germany, for example, as of 2004, Gefährder have 
been defined as “those for whom facts justify the assumption that they could 
commit significant criminal acts.”9 Data on Gefährder are regularly compared 
with data from foreign authorities. We want to emphasize that this type of a 
risk and offender profile cannot be understood without taking into account 
historical linkages between race, racism, and migration control.

If we understand Bilal C. as someone who explored migration issues with 
regard to the migration-security nexus, we articulate the fact that it was not 
Bilal C. who invented the connection between terrorism and flight/migration, 
but rather the control centers and the long history of criminology. Migration 
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comes first. Movement precedes its control. And researchers generally come 
last. Ultimately, research and knowledge production in the sense of state 
building and securing are also connected by a non-blameless history. This 
equally holds true for border studies, even if they are meant to represent criti-
cal thinking. The Islamic State, in turn, should certainly be understood as a 
fascistoid war machine; it exploited the existing superimposition of refugees 
and terrorists, deliberately targeting anti-Islamic racism to radicalize Muslims 
throughout Europe as well, in the sense of the terror militias. This political 
calculus, based on the European stigmatization of refugees as terrorists, is 
in line with Islamic State’s long-announced strategy to radicalize Muslims 
across Europe by exacerbating conflicts between white Europeans and 
second-and umpteenth-generation migrants and by inflaming racist tensions.

“Challenges and practices for establishing the identity of third-country 
nationals in migration procedures,” as the title of a study published by the EU 
Commission in 201710 states, is obviously a complex as well as contingent 
matter, not only because migrants are often unable and/or unwilling to pro-
vide valid proof of identity,11 but rather because countries where immigration 
occurs often do not have a clear legal or operational definition of “identity,” 
which they can apply in migration procedures and biometric data collection 
processes for migrants. Hence, the report just cited identifies a considerable 
diversity of methods across individual EU member states not only for estab-
lishing and documenting identity,12 but also with regard to measures ranging 
from fingerprinting and taking photographs to documenting biographical 
information, even personal interviews, language biometric evaluations, the 
collection of bio-data such as gender, age, and, most recently, the reading 
of data carriers.13 If one examines those processes deployed for dealing with 
identity at the border, the essential difference between what counts as docu-
menting identity (in the sense of ascertaining somebody’s identity) and what 
is called establishing identity (in the sense of securing its validity) becomes 
strikingly evident. While dimensions of cultural technology can be determined 
in those practices deployed in documenting an identity, establishing identity 
points to the legally codified and institutionally specified inscription of a 
previously observed identity in state registries. Hence, as part of the securing 
process, previously collected biographic or biometric information is assigned 
a name or, as in the case of Eurodac, a record and identification number. The 
process of documenting a person, however, proves to be far more volatile, 
unsteady, and precarious. It vacillates between documentation and verifica-
tion. Verification, for example, that a person is indeed who he or she claims 
to be can be established through the presentation of an identity document or 
through the live capture of his or her biometric data. In the latter case, it is 
a matter of the initial reading, extraction, and recording of identity-related 
information from a person’s body, referred to as “identity enrollment” at the 
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border or during the asylum procedure, for example, via codified measures 
and procedures executed by a police records department. Another key differ-
ence over the course of identity management arises between identification 
and verification; authentication or verification involves checking whether 
a person is who he or she claims to be. Also known as positive recognition, 
this requires a one-to-one match (i.e., an unambiguous comparison of the 
captured live data with the registered data of one and the same person). In 
stark contrast to this process are those procedures executed by Eurodac. They 
correspond to identification by a so-called one-to-many (1:n) matching of 
fingerprint templates; considered as negative recognition, their objective is to 
prevent one person using multiple identities.

A focus study published in 2017 and written by Julian Tangermann on the 
challenges and practices of establishing identity during the migration process 
in a German context14 cites the case of Franco A. This specific case was to 
give rise to widespread public discussion on the quality or shortcomings of 
documenting identity in the asylum process. Franco A. was a right-wing 
extremist and an openly anti-Semitic soldier in the German armed forces 
who, under the name of David Benjamin, posed as a Syrian refugee and 
was granted subsidiary protection over the course of his asylum procedure. 
After his fingerprints were recorded and stored, he was registered at a first 
reception facility for refugees in Giessen in the federal state Hesse in late 
December 2015 and subsequently applied for asylum in Zirndorf, Bavaria, in 
January 2016. Franco A.’s identity fraud was neither discovered at the time 
of registration, nor when his biometric data were recorded, nor at his “asylum 
interview” in November 2016. Ultimately, a provisional arrest by Austrian 
police at Vienna airport—the result of bizarre wheeling and dealing involv-
ing weapons and right-wing propaganda material—was to ensnare Franco 
A. Subsequent investigations by the German Federal Criminal Police Office, 
eventually revealed, not least on the basis of fingerprint data, that this man 
was none other than a twenty-eight-year-old first lieutenant in the German 
Armed Forces with the Franco-German Jägerbatallion 291 stationed in 
Illkirch, France.15 In light of this incident, the German Federal Ministry of the 
Interior ordered an inspection in which two thousand asylum decisions with a 
similar profile had to be re-examined. Although no other case with a similar 
procedural error was discovered, the implementation of the planned technical 
improvements for establishing identities was then escalated; these included 
the automated cross-checking of photos that had been initially created and 
stored by the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, or the analysis of 
cell phone data.16

Even with the dissemination of this particular fabula concerning European 
borders, however, no direct linkage exists between the case itself and the 
primarily technologically oriented expansion of the means used in identity 
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management.17 One could argue that clearly no technical failure occurred in 
this particular instance. Rather, the decisive factor relates to a much older 
aspect of identification practices, namely very basic social interaction. It 
is reported that Franco A. stunningly succeeded in convincing the asylum 
office staff that he, as a French-speaking Syrian, should have his interview 
conducted in French. The political capital, however, that Franco A. man-
aged to accrue as a right-wing radical worked out well; he is now hailed as 
a whistle-blower among right-wing circles. The basis for his heroic deed 
remains simple, however, for it involves the contingency of securing migrant 
identity.18

EMBODIED IDENTITY OF MIGRATION

Since 2010, we have been following how Eurodac functions and examining 
its practices: We not only visited the headquarters of this European admin-
istration, but also talked to transit migrants on their way to Europe—at its 
external border or within internal European border conflict zones, where 
the crisis engendered by Schengen has manifested itself repeatedly on a 
short-term basis: Evros 2009, Igoumenitsa/Brindisi 2011/2012, Vienna 
2012/2013, Lesvos and Chios 2014–2016, and Ventimiglia 2018, to name 
a few of the numerous sites and periods that were central to our research. 
Despite a trial of strength in an undoubtedly controversial relationship 
between transit migrants and those agents who control and regulate their 
mobility and autonomy, it was paramount from the outset of our research that 
we conceptualize how the practices of control and migration interact. We thus 
not only focused our interest into examining Eurodac’s biometric database in 
terms of its technical functioning and political rationale. For us, the question 
of conceptually locating transit migrants was key in looking at the processing 
of identity in the form of fingerprint templates and their circulation under the 
particular conditions and constraints for the purpose of migration regulation 
and control, or for the definition and fixation of an identity of migration.19 
Our aim was to be able to conceive of material-semiotic and sociotechnical 
entities in the context of Eurodac, where forms of knowledge, social prac-
tices, and infrastructures converge and potentially clash. In order to address 
this complex and conflictual intertwining of technology, social relations, and 
politics, we speak of a sociotechnical assemblage in relation to Eurodac. In 
doing so, we grapple with the co-presence of technical action within contexts 
of social interaction (i.e., technical processes and human practices from the 
perspective of the distributed agencies of activities by different actors and 
agents within the context of hybrid action; Rammert 2006). In contrast to 
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Rammert’s notion of “constellation,” however, all the heterogeneous ele-
ments retain their multiplicity in the sociotechnical assemblage. Hence, 
they form a common vector without ceasing to modify each other, thereby 
reducing their diversity. It is only in this way that we can conceptualize the 
autonomous actor status of transit migrants in its protagonism, without los-
ing sight of how they stand together with the agents of control, or oppose 
them in a sharpened conflict of interests. Here, we refer to the concept of 
“surveillance assemblage” as formulated by Kevin D. Haggerty and Richard 
V. Ericson. According to these authors, a “surveillance assemblage” operates 
by abstracting human bodies from their territorial situations and splitting 
them off into a series of separate streams (Haggerty and Ericson 2000, 606). 
Here, however, the concept of surveillance generalizes the spatial setting 
of a prison, that is, it relates the governance of individuals to confining a 
body in a more or less total institution. This disciplinary-political genealogy 
of surveillance can hardly be applied to a migration control setting at the 
border. For border control invariably involves a movement of either inclu-
sion or exclusion. Spatially speaking, the border is not a milieu, but rather a 
revolving door. At the border only two possibilities exist: Come in! or Stay 
out! Hello or goodbye—as a third and increasingly practiced imperative here: 
fygé, hit the road, abscond. In most cases, the data flows generated by such a 
bifurcatory revolving door as an abstraction and separation of human bodies 
only have an impact whenever we speak of secondary migration on European 
territory. The separated data flows thus address the uncertain verifiability of 
migrants after their identification at the European Union’s external borders. 
Geographically speaking and in relation to the Schengen Zone, this border 
proves to be almost ubiquitous. It establishes a migrant condition that we call 
“digital deportability.”

Hence, in Eurodac’s day-to-day operations, biometric technology and digi-
tal database architecture are not applied, but rather brought into action within 
the process of a common European asylum system and the Europeanization 
of border security policies, as well as anti-terror and internal security policies 
in order to both produce and fix, maintain, authenticate, sort, and secure what 
can be conceived as the embodied identity of migration in Europe. As we 
view matters, such a co-constitutive interplay of human and nonhuman actors 
and things, of technical and sociopolitical issues in border conflicts, concerns 
not least that dual constellation between the autonomy of migration20 and 
state control, into which we intervened with the notion of the information 
and control continuum in order to show that what we have observed empiri-
cally “in the field” does not correspond to random episodes of border events, 
but rather that border conflicts are contingent, and above all endemic (cf. 
Tsianos and Kuster 2012). This is because within a particular sociotechnical 
assemblage of European migration and border control those control practices 
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are invariably reactive; they occur subsequently to the multiplicity and to 
the unpredictability inherent in the mobility of transit migrants. “Migration 
comes first. Movement comes before its control” (Kuster and Tsianos 2016a, 
54). However, analytically, autonomy cannot be separated from control. This 
notion of the information and control continuum thus aims to show that the 
practices, tactics, and forms of knowledge of transit migrants do not stand 
outside the current sociotechnical assemblage of European migration and 
border control in which their embodied identity of migration is created and 
contested. Migrants thus find themselves in that contested continuity that the 
fiction of identity is meant to catch up with. Hence, we speak of migration 
being a co-constitutive and self-reflexive part of the information and con-
trol continuum. It is critical at all times to simultaneously keep track of the 
technologies of information and control and the practices, tactics, and forms 
of knowledge of the border. For example, it must be taken into account that 
border-crossing practices are often strongly narrativized and function via 
myths, error, and rumors, which then find themselves reprocessed as border 
controversies in the media, as in the three border fabulas recounted earlier 
about Hussein K., Bilal C., and Franco A.

This information and control continuum, however, extends not only 
between cross-border movements of migration, their autonomies, and the 
sociotechnical operations of control, but also, on one hand, between moments 
of bifurcatory experience and the signifying force of the border, and, on 
the other, the dissipating effects of data flows aimed at identification, and 
emanating from them to a border’s next temporal-spatial incision. With the 
embodied identity of migration, we thus address the field of collisions and 
adhesions that span transit migrants’ practices, conceived as autonomous, and 
the identity anchored in their bodies, ascribed to them by control systems. 
The location of identity within this information and control continuum of the 
sociotechnical assemblage of European migration and border control cannot 
be decided on one side or the other—panoptic realism versus empiricism of 
the autonomous subjects of transit migration—if one does not want to reduce 
migration to a system antagonism, and to determine the border as a site for 
enmity (cf. Mbembe 2017). In order to grapple with the whole field in which 
the identity of migration is not only contested, but also produced and made 
plausible, in which all political and social constructions, intractabilities, and 
volatilities of a body’s mobile spatiality can be inscribed, as well as erased,21 
we have devised the notion of migration’s embodied identity. Of course, as 
we ourselves have repeatedly argued, it is true that migrants now embody 
the border by carrying this mobile barrier around with them in the form of 
their fingerprints (Tsianos and Kuster 2016b; Kuster and Tsianos 2013).22 
Their “own” body thus becomes a password, a cipher enabling or prevent-
ing access, as Gilles Deleuze (1993) described it in his well-known text on 
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the dividualizing societies of control. Yet it is equally true that the embodied 
identity of migration seeks to pin down the persistence and dynamics of 
bodies, things, and concerns of transit migration to Europe, fixing them by 
means of subsequent acts of governmental validation, as well as inscription 
and identification in the field of legal claims (cf. Kuster 2020).

But how, in fact, does a State inscribe a body? Craig Robertson has spoken 
of particular documentative technologies and procedures that are able to iden-
tify, valorize, and confirm “an administratively useful identity” (Robertson 
2009, 337). This can only be accomplished, Robertson argues, through a veri-
fication regime that produces identity as a stable object crucial to the modern 
state’s governance practices (Robertson 2009, 329).23 Such state-controlled 
technologies and practices are still defining and in the formative phase today, 
and not least in Hollywood. They constitute, however, far less imaginary 
horizons through dream machines or executive acts of state violence via 
“paper empires,” as Ann Laura Stoler (2002), for example, discussed for 
the late imperial nineteenth-century archives. Rather, documented identities 
are now produced on European frontiers in networked and intelligent data-
base systems and run by agencies. And as the evolution of EU-LISA shows, 
database systems are evolving from simple index databases toward increased 
relationality and nominality by growing capacity for interoperability through 
integrated data management architectures. Interoperability is not simply a 
matter of increased compatibility, but is in itself an assemblage, as the term 
refers to the ability of independent, heterogeneous systems to work together 
as seamlessly as possible in order to exchange information in an efficient 
and usable manner. Moreover, and we consider this particularly important, 
the data managed in the present case and that enable the usability of the 
exchange, postulate absolute identification through the body: The body is 
liable for the inscribed identity. Hence, we speak of a new tendency toward 
body ontology, understood as a digitally managed metric of an immigrant 
bios (βίος)  . Here, a singular and individuated body is reduced to traces iden-
tifiable by it, to be read, in turn, by machines, as Irma van der Ploeg (2005) 
has highlighted. Recording migrant volatility as an algorithmic trace, identity 
is to become a mathematical certainty in order to thus inscribe the ephemeral 
location of identity in migration as and in the corpora of administration in the 
context of Schengen’s sociotechnical assemblage of European migration and 
border control.24

Initially, we used the term “embodied identity of migration” almost 
counter-intuitively, for embodiment, especially in the humanities, is usually 
employed as an experience-centered term and assumes a subjective percep-
tion of the body. In transit migration to Europe, however, not only do perma-
nent transition and change, as emphasized by social constructivism,25 play a 
role, but also mutations and bodily forces of gravity, as well as their standstill 
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or freezing, not infrequently violently enforced in order to concoct the weight 
of evidence, whereby biometric data serve as authenticators (i.e., as authen-
ticating instances of a truth with regard to the body). Indeed, border studies 
as a discipline fall short when it comes to articulating the relations between 
symbolic and physical, geographical, territorial, and relational dimensions 
of bordering processes, as Claudia Bruns (2020a) points out; she thus refers 
to the desideratum of a body history from a feminist perspective particularly 
within this field of study. Specifically, with embodied identity of migration, 
however, it is not merely a matter of coercion or dis/identification; it is not 
only about inscriptions of subjectivation or differential iteration, but rather 
about simulations and prognoses with different materializing scaling effects. 
These range from fingerprint records to national citizenship or from subject to 
profile, from route reconstruction to risk prevention, anticipatory and recur-
sive, forward-tracing and back-tracing.

Eurodac, along with its co-producing data machines at the service of its 
sociotechnical assemblage, represents an attempt to reduce the embodied 
identity of migration to its difference as a machine-readable ontology of the 
body (by means of fingerprints), and thus to establish a “location of identity” 
within this information and control continuum. However, the corporeality of 
migration and the nonspecific flight of the flesh’s desire cannot be under-
stood within a paradigm of mobility versus control, but only as multiplicity 
in the literal sense, and not as multiplicity of subject positions, but rather as 
multiplicity of differential connections.26 The embodied identity of migra-
tion denotes the location of identity, which must necessarily be thought of as 
differential because its site, namely the body itself, is differential. Under the 
signal of a stronger mandate for EU-LISA, the interoperability of all exist-
ing European databases, as well as the development and management of new 
large-scale IT systems, the possibilities for establishing and securing embod-
ied identity are proliferating exponentially. We are thus dealing with a current 
differentiation, proliferation, and multiplication of identifications.27 Hence, 
we are in the realm of actualizing a virtual identity that is differential, infinite, 
ex post, and anticipatory. Gilles Deleuze, however, distinguishes between a 
“differenciation,” which qualifies, specifies, divides, organizes, and operates 
in the realm of actuality, and a “differentiation,” which “determines the vir-
tual content of the Idea as a problem” (Deleuze 2001, 209). In our case, the 
problem that arises is the embodied identity of migration. Deleuze doubles 
difference because he wants to conceive of actuality as a process of the 
virtual, as its differentiation, and not as its counterpart. If, in 2030, Josef K. 
were to be matched as the holder of a stolen passport through iris recognition 
in EU-LISA, then, one could argue, in the Deleuzian sense, that detecting 
his identity fraud would comply with a divergent line that would correspond 
without any similarity to the virtual multiplicity of Josef K.’s embodiments.
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The three border fabulas described in this text derive their mediatic promi-
nence and controversial aspect from failures in the regulatory dimension of 
European border control. The particular border fabula, however, with which 
we want to wrap up this article, symbolizes the violence of state identifi-
cation practices on Europe’s borders.28 This first-person account came to 
our attention while writing this text; it emerged from networks that have 
grown over the years, in which we try to interact with the formation of the 
European Union’s external border in both a research-based and activist way. 
Linked with its emergence was the demand that we take it upon ourselves 
to respond in a research-politically and activistically adequate way to flag 
practices that blatantly violate human rights, European law, and international 
law. Accordingly, it is a fabula in Mieke Bal’s sense of the term, which, as a 
“mobile undercommons of migration” (Kuster 2017), spreads the word and 
embodies a voice of what has been silenced when the state crimes in ques-
tion have become the norm: pushbacks29 at the European Union’s external 
borders. We drew our writing to a close in early April 2020.

On September 26, 2016, Khalil Mosa, a Syrian refugee, who had been 
granted refugee status in Germany, traveled to the main bus terminus in 
Didymoticho, a small town on the Greek-Turkish border, where he was 
checked by the Greek police. After confiscating all his papers and his cell 
phone, they brought him to a police station where he was detained for four 
days. Throughout his detention, the police subjected him repeatedly to vio-
lence, beatings, and whippings. On the fourth day, together with thirty-five 
other persons of different nationalities, he was taken illegally in a rubber din-
ghy across the Evros river, which forms the Greek-Turkish border, to Turkey. 
On arrival, the Turkish border police checked him, and along with the whole 
group he was taken to a camp. There they registered Khalil Mosa, issuing him 
with a certificate stating that he had entered Turkey illegally from Greece. 
Upon release, he traveled to Istanbul in the hope of being able to report the 
loss of his official German papers to the German Consulate, thus enabling 
him to return in the near future to Germany following the issue of replace-
ment documentation. Given he could not get an appointment, however, he 
decided to go as far as the German Embassy in Ankara. He was received 
there on March 10, 2017, whereupon he was asked to submit a report from the 
Greek police by December 31, 2017, at the latest, in which they confirmed the 
confiscation of his German passport and the subsequent pushback. Lacking 
the wherewithal to survive in Ankara, he hastily returned to Istanbul, where 
he could stay with a cousin and start working clandestinely in a tailor’s shop. 
On April 23, 2018, Khalil Mosa turned up at the German Embassy in Athens. 
Yet again, he was asked to show documentation concerning his illegal depor-
tation from Greece to Turkey in the autumn of 2016, despite the fact that he 
had obviously returned illegally to Greece, again via the Evros region. On 
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May 22, 2018, Khalil Mosa received a fax from the German Embassy in 
Ankara rejecting his application for a travel visa to Germany on the grounds 
that he had failed to submit the necessary documents. Ever since, he has been 
living in the Thermopyles refugee camp near the Greek town of Lamia. On 
December 10, 2019, Christiane Schlötzer reported on Khalil Mosa’s per-
egrination in the Süddeutsche Zeitung under the heading Grenzwertig (on 
the limit). According to the article, the Greek asylum authorities decided on 
October 4 that Khalil Mosa had no right to asylum in Greece because he had 
already been granted refugee status in Germany. In autumn 2020, we learned 
from Khalil Mosa’s supporters in Thessaloniki that he had finally received 
permission to return to Germany. To date, however, he has neither received 
an apology from any state organ, nor any indemnity.
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NOTES

1. Our special thanks go to John Barrett who has contributed much more to this text 
than an excellent and careful proofreading.

2. With the term “digital deportability,” we are indicating the expansion of deport-
ability (i.e., the totality of social conditions within the context of illegalization) and 
of mobility risks—money, endurance, distance and duration of travel, as well as life 
itself—as a result of technologies of digital identification. Data fluidity provides a 
slippery space in which the condition of deportability is latently ubiquitous and strikes 
ad hoc.

3. For a more detailed discussion on the development and expansion of the scope 
and application of EURODAC, see Kuster and Tsianos 2021 or Brouwer 2019.

4. See Sekula 2003 or Horn 2003. For a comparison between Galton or the con-
struction of suspicious and risky subjects through biometric devices and regimes of 
the colonial and industrial era of early European nation-states and the “war on terror” 
in the early 2000s, see for instance Dongus 2019.

5. In this text, Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall engage with the history of the 
production of visual knowledge about the body that reduces it to its identifiable 
traces. The critique they develop aims to think beyond the paradigm of privacy, which 
is usually directed against too much intrusion into the personal sphere.

6. See Walters 2010.
7. “Council Conclusions on the way forward to improve information exchange 

and ensure the interoperability of EU information systems” 10151/17, https: // data 
.consilium .europa .eu /doc /document /ST -10151 -2017 -INIT /en /pdf (July 4, 2019).

8. The quote has been translated from the German by the authors. At least nine of 
the Paris and Brussels bombers are said to have used the routes explored. Some of 
them used smuggler boats to cross from Turkey into Greece. Some carried forged 
Syrian passports, whereas others had no identification documents at all.

9. This definition, established in 2004 by the Working Group of the Heads of the 
State Criminal Police Offices and the Federal Criminal Police Office, is taken from 
the Federal Government’s response to a minor inquiry. Cf. legal definition of the term 
“Gefährder” file number WD 3 - 3000 - 046/17 of February 27, 2017, https: // www 
.bundestag .de /blob /503066 /   ... /wd -3 -046 -17 -pdf -data .pdf. The term is a neologism for 
“dangerous persons” who pose a threat to public security.
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10. See “EMN Synthesis Report for the EMN Focused Study 2017: Challenges 
and practices for establishing the identity of third country nationals in migration pro-
cedures,” December 2017 - Final (Version 2), https: // ec .europa .eu /home -affairs /sites /
homeaffairs /files /00 _eu _synthesis _report _identity _study _final _en .pdf (July 4, 2019).

11. It can be very difficult and almost impossible for refugees to obtain papers from 
their countries of origin that enable them to be identified. Documents also get lost or 
stolen along the way. Moreover, some migrants decide to destroy their IDs out of fear 
that being identified in Europe will lead to faster deportation, hence the term harraga, 
for example, which in Arabic stands for those who burn their papers in order to elope. 
Cf. in more detail Kuster (2018, 260f).

12. The year 2016 was not characterized by increased reflection by the European 
Commission on improving existing and future EU information management systems 
with a view to managing the external borders and ensuring internal security in the 
European Union, but instead saw forced debates on the crucial importance of secure 
travel and identity documents to prevent abuse and threats to internal security and, 
wherever necessary, to establish a person’s identity beyond reasonable doubt. See, for 
example, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council on the Action Plan for a more effective European approach to travel docu-
ment fraud, COM(2016) 790 final, December 8, 2016, https: // eur -lex .europa .eu /legal 
-content /DE /TXT /PDF / ?uri =CELEX: 52016DC0790 &from =DE (July 4, 2019).

13. Of course, the respective locations and authorities involved also play a role. For 
example, although identity management in hotspots is carried out by the respective 
national police authorities, they are supported in this by Frontex (and not, for exam-
ple, by EASO). Frontex, for example, conducts what is known as “nationality screen-
ing” and assists with fingerprinting. “Identification and registration is carried out by 
Frontex Joint Screening Teams and Fingerprinting Officers, while Joint Debriefing 
Teams are responsible for interviewing migrants and collecting information on smug-
gling routes and networks.” Translations quoted from “EMN Focused Study 2017, 
Challenges and practices for establishing applicants’ identity in the migration process. 
Common Template of EMN Focused Study 2017,” Final Version: April 5, 2017, https: 
// ec .europa .eu /home -affairs /sites /homeaffairs /files /00 _id _study _specifications _final 
_en .pdf (October 6, 2018); see also Kuster and Tsianos (2016b).

14. Tangermann, Julian (2017), “Identity Assurance and Establishment in the 
Migration Process. Challenges and Practices in the German Context,” Focus Study 
of the German National Contact Point for the European Migration Network (EMN), 
http: // www .bamf .de /SharedDocs /Anlagen /DE /Publikationen /EMN /Studien /wp76 
-emn -identitaetssicherung -feststellung .pdf ?  __blob =publicationFile (July 4, 2019).

15. See also Florian Flade (2017), “Das unfassbare Doppelleben des Oberleutnants 
Franco A.” In: Die Welt, April 27, 2017, https: // www .welt .de /politik /deutschland 
/article164061584 /Das -unfassbare -Doppelleben -des -Oberleutnants -Franco -A .html; 
Federal Office for Migration and Refugees press release (issue 017/2017), “Franco 
A. - Untersuchungen abgeschlossen” of May 31, 2017, https: // www .bamf .de 
/SharedDocs /Pressemitteilungen /DE /2017 /20170531 -017 -pm -statement -cordt 
-innenausschuss .html; Reimann, Anna (2017), “Wie leicht kann man sich ins 
Asylverfahren einschleichen?” Spiegel Online, May 17, 2017, online: http: // www 
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.spiegel .de /politik /deutschland /fall -franco -a -bei -der -bundeswehr -wie -weit -geht -das 
-bamf -versagen -a -1148098 .html, cf. Matthias Bartsch, Jörg Diehl, Matthias Gebauer, 
Martin Knobbe, and Wolf Wiedmann-Schmidt (2017), “Der hessische Syrer,” Der 
Spiegel, 18/2017, 55.

16. See Tangermann 2017.
17. Regarding a possible connection of a right-wing extremist motive for the crime 

and identity fraud, whereby Franco A. intended to use his fingerprints as actants of a 
false witness, the order of the Federal Supreme Court of August 22, 2019, para. 14, p. 
19, states: “In this context, however, it remains open whether the defendant originally 
or at any rate after his arrest in Vienna still intended to commit the crime under the 
legend of the Syrian asylum seeker ‘D.’. Since further investigations have not yielded 
any new findings in this regard, the assumption that the defendant intended to leave 
the weapon with his fingerprints—also stored under the false identity as ‘D.’—in the 
vicinity of the crime scene and thus wanted to provide a clue to the alleged asylum 
seeker is contradicted in particular by the fact that due to the taking of his fingerprints 
after his arrest in Vienna, these were now also clearly linked to his personal data and 
the defendant was presumably aware of this” (quote translated from the German 
by the authors). Following the dismissal of a terror charge by the Frankfurt Higher 
Regional Court in June 2018, the Attorney General’s Office took the case to the 
Federal Supreme Court. After lengthy additional investigations, the indictment was 
finally admitted by a decision of the Federal Supreme Court in November 2019 and 
the case was referred back to the Frankfurt Higher Regional Court.

18. What applies to the European population also applies to the category of migrant 
identity, which, strictly speaking, even represents an aporia if mobility is given prior-
ity over its control. It is precisely here that the primacy of difference over the fiction 
of unequivocalness applies.

19. Needless to say, specific technical features, which are too rarely made relevant 
to migration studies and mostly committed to the humanities and cultural studies, also 
play a central role; these include the ten-fingerprint set, the Automated Fingerprint 
Identification System developed by the Steria company, the use of special live scan-
ners to capture and transmit fingerprints electronically as opposed to earlier methods 
that used ink, sensor technology, the standardized ANSI/NIST formatted files con-
taining (flat and rolled) electronic fingerprints and alphanumeric data, the biometric 
matcher, and a software solution implemented in the current EURODAC system and 
owned by “3MCogent” Inc. See, for example, the public tender for the framework 
contract for the maintenance and operation of EURODAC: https: // www .eulisa .europa 
.eu /Procurement /Tenders /LISA2016RP02 %20EURODAC %20MWO /Annex %20I 
%20Eurodac %20MWO -Executive %20Summary .pdf (July 4, 2019).

20. See: Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos 2008; Mezzadra and Neilson 
2013; Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013; Tazzioli 2014; Nyers 2015; Trimikliniots, 
Parsanoglou, and Tsianos 2015; De Genova 2017; Kuster 2018.

21. There are different variants of deletion, such as the cancelation of an identity (= 
de-identification) or the deletion of an asylum seeker’s data after ten years, of persons 
apprehended illegally while crossing the European Union’s external borders after two 
years (data protection), or when obtaining a European citizenship.
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22. Louise Amoore (2006) refers to this as “biometric boundaries.”
23. In his historical study on the emergence of the passport in the United States, 

Robertson focuses more on identification practices and the documentation of an 
individual identity than, as is usually the case, on border control, state formation, and 
bureaucracy as surveillance. To be sure, there are always interactions between imag-
ined state bodies or allegorical collective bodies and the real bodies that are thereby 
produced, that is, materialized (cf. Bruns 2020b).

24. In comparison, Robertson, referring to the introduction of the passport in 
the United States, speaks of the recovery of a “slipped certainty by moving from 
local and personal social relations to centralized bureaucratic hierarchies” (Rob-
ertson 2009, 337). In this sense, he refers to “the threat to an individual’s claim to 
self-representation” as “the discrepancy between the literacy evident through the 
signing of one’s name and the literacy associated with the documentary formulation 
of a personal and a legal identity” (Robertson 2009, 339).

25. See, for example, Schütz and Luckmann 2003 and Knorr-Cetina 1989.
26. Of interest in this context is the reference Simone Browne makes, drawing on 

Saidiya Hartman’s book Lose Your Mother (2006), regarding scarring and branding in 
the wake of the Middle Passage deportation and enslavement. Some enslaved people 
used these violent inscriptions on their bodies to rekindle kinship ties or social con-
nections to enslaved companions. Browne interprets this practice as a revelation of 
the limit of dehumanization through branding (Browne 2015, 102).

27. Kirstie Ball also points to research on the workings of surveillance operations 
that has shown that it is openings in the spatio-temporal gaps between observers and 
observed that enable resistance. This is very much in line with our observations about 
the concern of EURODAC matchings called “wrong hits,” which are due to the tem-
poral and spatial gaps regarding the assumed correspondence between the movements 
of migrants and the movements of the data. Cf. Kuster and Tsianos 2016a.

28. Aggelidis, Dimitris (2018), “Mou piran ta Xartia mou,” Efimerida ton Syntak-
ton 12.2.2018, https: // www .efsyn .gr /ellada /dikaiomata /140103 _moy -piran -ta -hartia 
-me -pigan -sto -potami -kai -me -perasan -apenanti; for a shallow humanitarian version 
of the case that completely misses the functioning of the Dublin Regulation, cf. also 
Christiane Schlötzer, “Grenzwertig,” in Süddeutsche Zeitung, No. 286, December 11, 
2019, p. 3. At this point, we would like to thank Georgios and Sigrid Tsiakalos for 
their solidarity and care.

29. Pushback is the process of pushing back near the border foreign persons with-
out the appropriate residence permit for the country of destination. In the European 
Union, the principle of non-refoulement applies in this regard, a principle of inter-
national law under the Geneva Refugee Convention Article 33 and Article 3 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights.
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Chapter 3

Vulnerability and Flexible 
Population Filtering  

Lessons Learned, from the European 
Commission Hotspot to the Pandemic  

Evie Papada and Antonis Vradis

INTRODUCTION

In the aftermath of the European “crisis,” policies championing the imperative 
to protect the most vulnerable refugees have turned vulnerability into a defin-
ing marker of asylum policy (Smith and Waite 2018). Even more recently, in 
the midst of the currently ongoing global pandemic, vulnerability has taken 
center stage in shaping policy responses; yet this time round, it is vulnerable 
populations, not individuals, that seem to drive these. In this chapter, we first 
place vulnerability at the center of the European Commission’s (EC’s) hotspot 
approach for managing migration. We do so in order to address the centrality 
of the concept in affecting the filtering of migrant populations in and beyond 
the European Union’s territorial margins. Here, we look at the European 
Union’s hotspot approach1 and the EU-Turkey statement2 in concert, as the 
new architecture of the border regime. Beyond a focus on deterrence and 
detention as key spatial strategies in the regulation of migrant mobility, we 
look instead at immigration controls at borders and the ensuing practices of 
filtering and caring associated with the humanitarian border (Walters 2011). 
In this first part of the chapter, we draw a relationship between EU reliance 
on asylum as a tool for migration management and the function of categorical 
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vulnerability as a benchmark of international protection. While the designa-
tion “vulnerable applicant” was meant to facilitate the allocation of welfare 
benefits and provide additional safeguards to those undergoing the asylum 
process, we point to a shift in practice, whereby vulnerability has occupied 
an increasingly important role in the administrative decision to grant access 
to the asylum process on the Aegean islands of Lesvos. Then we demonstrate 
how vulnerability came to be assessed at the hotspot in Lesvos and became 
a weapon both in the hands of the authorities but also for asylum applicants.

In the second part of the chapter, we proceed to explore the notion of vul-
nerability beyond the migrant mobility context, bringing it into the current 
pandemic conjuncture. Here, we explain how this notion of the vulnerable 
body has permeated the European body politic and therefore show, retrospec-
tively, how crucial the vulnerability exercise has been for EC policy—not 
only for the migrant populations originally affected by this, but now virtually 
for the continent’s entire population.

CONTEXTUALIZING VULNERABILITY 
IN THE EU BORDER REGIME

The idea that borders are not rigid lines that separate territorial and sovereign 
jurisdictions but rather a sociotechnical apparatus or regime that continually 
reshapes the geographical contours of traditional borderlands is now com-
monplace among critical border scholars. This holds particularly in the case 
of the European Union’s migration and border control regime, which in the 
past couple of decades has morphed into an assemblage of agencies, actors, 
processes of standardization, and harmonization focusing on the management 
of asylum and its external borders. As a result, scholars have brought atten-
tion to the creation of an internal mobility regime, exemplified by the Dublin 
and Eurodac regulations, aiming at containing migrants at the territorial mar-
gins, and an external one, through carrier sanctions, readmission agreements, 
and development policies (Lavenex 2006; Białasiewicz 2012; Collyer 2012). 
Underpinning these processes is the coexistence of multiple logics of control. 
For instance, scholars have pointed to the importance of discourses of secu-
rity (Bigo et al. 2014; Huysmans 2000) and humanitarianism (Cuttita 2018; 
Little and Vaughan-Williams 2017). We bring attention to vulnerability as an 
additional rationale of governance under the current transformation of the EU 
border regime. The emergence of camps and new infrastructures of migra-
tion control such as hotspots, as well as the legislative processes that have 
taken off since Europe’s 2015 asylum crisis, has accentuated the importance 
of legal material spaces (Hess and Kasparek 2019, 8). The Aegean islands 
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become the incubator of these new processes and practices which extend 
further into the continent.

Vulnerability conveys onto policy interventions, particularly in relation to 
the ways in which it undergirds care and control practices and differentiations 
between “vulnerable” victims and dangerous “wrongdoers” (Brown 2014; 
Brown et al. 2017). Similar concerns have been raised by critical disability 
scholars where categorical and emotive understandings of vulnerability are 
squarely applied to those living with impairments for purposes of administra-
tive control (Burghardt 2013). This reductive understanding of vulnerability 
makes the concept malleable and easily adaptable as part of strategies that 
seek to govern behaviors and resources for citizens and non-citizens alike.

MANAGING MIGRATION THROUGH 
ASYLUM AND VULNERABILITY

Asylum had long been woven into the European Union’s efforts to manage 
migration, its regulation now transpiring from within an ensemble of actors, 
regulations, and discourses rather than dominant state powers (see Figure 
3.1). Concomitantly, the figure of the asylum seeker is depoliticized, squeezed 
into moral frames of deserving or undeserving migrants, treated as objects of 
humanitarian compassion (Geiger and Pecoud 2010; Gammeltoft-Hansen 
2014; Williams 2016). Asylum is deployed as a management strategy specifi-
cally through the dimension of externalization (Hyndman and Mountz 2008) 
by incorporating Turkey into the EU list of “safe third countries” for asylum 
seekers in general and “first country of asylum” for Syrians in particular. 
This is exemplified in the “one in, one out” equation which underwrites the 
EU-Turkey statement: for every Syrian readmitted to Turkey from the Greek 
Aegean islands, a vulnerable Syrian who resides in Turkey gets to be resettled 
into an EU country. Those who chose to continue their journey to Greece 
after March 2016 were faced with the threat of imminent deportation, unless 

Figure 3.1. The development of the common European asylum system. Source: Authors.
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they were found to belong to a vulnerable group or were subject to reloca-
tion under the Dublin Regulation. Their exclusion from entering the asylum 
process in Greece was in clear breach of international refugee law and the 
principle of non-refoulment (McDuff 2019); it has nonetheless been sustained 
through a political stunt that holds Turkey as operating efficient and fair asy-
lum procedures and therefore being a safe third country.3

In particular, following Turkey’s representation as a safe third country 
of asylum for Syrian applicants, asylum procedures were shaped around 
the requirement to affect expulsions to Turkey. In practice, it compelled 
immigration authorities at the Greek hotspots, officially known as reception 
and identification centers (RICs), to select whether an asylum claim will be 
examined on the Eastern Aegean islands or in Turkey. For such a nomina-
tion to occur, certain adjustments to the asylum procedures had to be made. 
These came through the introduction of L4375 in April 2016 a few weeks 
following the announcement of the EU-Turkey statement. The legitimization 
of returns under the EU-Turkey agreement had been practically supported 
by the creation of additional administrative layers and procedural tracks. 
L4375 provided that the applications of those landing in the Greek hotspots 
would be handled under the so-called fast-track border procedures,4 designed 
particularly for the European Union’s external borders. The scope, steps to 
be followed, and temporal limitations that underwrite such procedures are 
stricter than those used in regular asylum procedures in the mainland and vary 
from country to country.5 In the case of the hotspot islands, fast-track border 
procedures are aimed at speeding up the asylum process (as it is understood 
that the majority of applications have little merit) and operationalizing the 
EU-Turkey Agreement, by checking the admissibility of the application. 
This means that only the asylum cases of people who are most likely to be 
rejected are processed; the principal focus is on assessing whether their asy-
lum procedure can take place elsewhere through the admissibility procedures. 
It affected Syrian nationals in particular, as they now faced the proposition 
that they will find protection in Turkey, and those nationalities that scored 
low on the EU average recognition rate. Fast-track border procedures need to 
be understood as yet another “legal fiction to keep those physically present 
unadmitted” (Goodwin 2007, 207). Because applicants are not allowed to 
enter the territory despite their physical presence, they are placed in detention 
within the RICs.

Exempt from the admissibility (and fast-track border) procedures were 
those designated as vulnerable. Article 14(8) L4375/2016 identified the fol-
lowing vulnerability categories: unaccompanied children, persons suffering 
from disability or incurable illness, pregnant women or new mothers, single 
parents with minor children, the elderly, victims of torture or other serious 
forms of psychological harm, victims of sexual violence or exploitation, 
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victims of human trafficking, and persons suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder, in particular survivors and relatives of victims of shipwrecks. 
In addition, the vulnerable benefit from priority registration of their asylum 
claim and for housing and they are allowed to move freely within Greek 
territory (meaning they are exempt from geographical restrictions). The obli-
gation for the Greek authorities to identify vulnerable persons originates in 
EU Asylum Directive 2013/32/EU and the Reception Conditions Directive 
2013/33/EU which L4375/2016 transposes into Greek legislation. The identi-
fication of vulnerability is meant to provide applicants with special procedural 
guarantees: it underscores the provision or the enhancement of entitlement for 
those who are in need. In asylum law, the enhancement of entitlements is 
understood to be directly linked to the process of establishing a truth claim; 
it is about safeguarding the best possible conditions under which the refugee 
determination process can occur. Fast-track border procedures simply do not 
provide the best possible conditions, hence the vulnerable are exempt from 
those. As Hancox and Costello (2016) argue, however, while the designation 
of vulnerability affords some the entitlement to beneficiary treatment, it casts 
others as “abusive asylum subjects” in the context of continually stricter and 
more restrictive asylum procedures such as the fast-track ones.

Our analysis of the use of vulnerability in the Greek fast-track border pro-
cedures points to two further findings. First, L4375/2016 stipulated that appli-
cants should be screened for vulnerabilities at the RICs, by way of a medical/
psychosocial examination, upon the first three days of their arrival. Given 
the exemptions afforded to those identified as vulnerable with regards to the 
asylum procedure and geographical restrictions, vulnerability assessments 
become consequential to the outcome of the asylum process. Following our 
informant, a legal professional at the time working in the protection unit of 
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in Lesvos:

I must say that vulnerability plays a dominant role on the islands. It’s a screen-
ing tool, well for me it’s very “managerial,” it has taken a completely different 
form from what we knew vulnerability to be years ago, in terms of what it 
means that someone is vulnerable in the asylum procedure and how you will 
do the RSD assessment of this—now it has become a lot more managerial. 
(Lesvos, May 2018)

Second, vulnerability does not only provide some with entitlements (as 
opposed to everyone) but it can also be used to legitimize fast-track border 
procedures. Historically, the question of asylum seeker vulnerability had been 
closely linked to Greece’s control capacity as a net receiver of asylum seek-
ers as a country but also to the creation of a credible asylum system given its 
potential as a migration management tool (Kasparek 2016). Specifically, the 
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importance of Greece being a safe space for all, particularly the vulnerable, 
had been underlined in 2011 following a damning decision of the EU Court 
of Human Rights regarding its treatment of asylum seekers.6 At the time, the 
decision had led to many countries being unable to return asylum seekers to 
Greece through the Dublin Regulation, much to the dismay of conservative 
countries in the north. Similarly, the changes brought about to the integrity 
of the asylum procedures at the border through L4375 prompted asylum 
authorities to find the means by which to ensure that the integrity of the asy-
lum procedures is not questioned. According to a UNHCR protection officer 
employed on the island of Leros at the time: “Politically, they had to ensure 
that Greece appeared as a safe space with good reception conditions, in order 
to implement the Agreement. Vulnerability assessments provide exactly this 
reassurance that authorities respect human rights and standards” (Skype, 
October 2018). Notwithstanding these efforts, vulnerability assessments con-
tinued to be a politically contentious issue, particularly in relation to the high 
numbers of vulnerability identification and the impact this could potentially 
have on the implementation of the agreement.

Vulnerability as a Weapon

This section illustrates how vulnerability came to be assessed at the hotspot of 
Lesvos and became a weapon for the authorities, as well as a weapon for the 
asylum applicant. The hotspot administration was now tasked with the imple-
mentation of the fast-track border procedures and operationalizing the vulner-
ability assessments. Surrounding the hotspot, a diverse network of individuals 
including humanitarian personnel, volunteers, and legal aid actors attempt to 
influence processes, sometimes as supporting and other times as antagonistic 
agents (see also Kalir and Wissink 2016). During our discussions, the latter 
argued that the assessment of vulnerability within the border asylum process 
was arbitrary and constituted a state of exception, not only because “petty 
sovereigns” (Butler 2004, 57), in this case immigration caseworkers and 
RIC staff, practiced asylum law arbitrability, but also due to the emergency 
character of the fast-track border procedures which defied even minimum 
procedural standards. These arguments resonate with findings in other border 
spaces, where sovereign jurisdiction intervenes in an irregular manner. For 
instance, in their study of migrant waiting zones in airports, Mailet et al. 
(2018, 143) suggest that states “mediate jurisdiction and legal protection” 
offering alternative modes of legal inclusion “which exclude migrants and 
asylum seekers from regular legal processes, thereby changing their legal sta-
tus.” In the context of the hotspot, vulnerability assessments can be described 
as sovereign acts of territorial in/exclusion, aiding the implementation of a 
process of asylum externalization at the European Union’s borders.

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



           Vulnerability and Flexible Population Filtering        53

To begin with, the obligation to identify vulnerability is reflected in the 
way procedures are organized under the hotspot approach. Its assessment is 
anchored within a series of administrative procedures including the identifi-
cation, registration, nationality screening, admissibility check, and asylum 
application, conjuring up a vulnerability assessment chain. Authorities (in 
this case the Greek Coast Guard or Frontex) are legally obliged to identify 
vulnerable cases during landing/disembarkation, the registration procedure 
(Greek police and Frontex) which includes a medical screening (dedicated 
psychosocial unit of KEELPNO) and/or at the interview stage, be it for the 
admissibility or the eligibility of the asylum claim principally handled by 
EASO immigration caseworkers. According to our respondents in the medi-
cal unit at the hotspot, referrals of vulnerable individuals from Coast Guard 
or Frontex are rare. The bulk is therefore identified further down the chain. 
At the registration processes, medical personnel are given by law three days 
to detect vulnerabilities. Here the views were split. Several argued that most 
vulnerability categories described in L4375 were visible and registered while 
others maintained that in most cases it has been practically impossible to 
detect vulnerabilities within this timeframe. As one of the social workers 
explained:

We only find out that minors are here unaccompanied days later, not to speak of 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). It is impossible to identify trauma in such 
a short timeframe. Age assessment for unaccompanied minors requires a hos-
pital appointment. In practice, most undergo a quick medical screening where 
only very visible vulnerabilities such as pregnancies or visible mental disorders 
can be found—there is hardly ever interpretation in place. (Lesvos, July 2018)

From then on, an applicant’s health card stating their vulnerability needs to 
travel to the office of the Regional Asylum Service in order to be uploaded 
into the database. Informants speak of serious problems in the practical 
day-to-day cooperation between the different authorities, resulting from rigid 
procedural routines that characterize internal police work. Accordingly, all 
communication between the police and asylum service takes the form of writ-
ten requests, which are physically passed on from individual to individual, 
leading to many with registered vulnerabilities appearing at admissibility 
interviews from which they should have been exempt. Following an infor-
mant, a social worker who was employed in Moria during the former vulner-
ability assessment process, argued: “Let’s assume that there is a medical team 
in place and that a person walks away with a medical card stating his or her 
vulnerability. From then on, it is down to sheer luck whether that information 
reaches the regional asylum service” (Lesvos, June 2018).
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Despite the practical problems and reliance on visible characteristics, 
out of the 23,212 first instance decisions taken under the fast-track border 
procedures in 2017, 15,788 were admissible for reasons of vulnerability. In 
June of that year, the EC announced measures to define more precisely medi-
cal vulnerability in order to avoid what they termed overidentification.7 The 
Hellenic Centre for Diseases Control and Prevention (known as KEELPNO) 
took on the medical support contract at the hotspot and began a consultation 
with the remaining service-providing actors (humanitarian organizations, 
nongovernmental organizations, and legal advisers) in order to come up with 
a more precise, medical definition of vulnerability for the assessment process. 
Many viewed KEELPNO’s appointment as politically motivated, and the 
organization was regularly described as the right arm of the government, with 
a clear political mandate to reduce the number of vulnerable designations.

The system introduced by KEELPNO reset the five vulnerability cat-
egories (L4375/2016) into a graduating scale of medical importance based 
on the ICD 10 international medical classification system. Importantly, it 
replaced the yes or no answer to vulnerability with A and B (Figure 3.2), cor-
responding to an assessment of medium and high vulnerability, respectively. 
The strictly medical interpretation of the categories set in a legal document 
amounted in the eyes of legal and humanitarian actors on the islands to a pol-
icy change, because it severely narrowed vulnerability’s dimensions. Some 
concrete examples were cases of people who had suffered sexual violence 
or torture but had no physical residuals, in which KEELPNO staff would 
have to rely on testimonies in order to verify their claim. The same goes for 
cases of unaccompanied minors in which minor medical conditions generally 
overtook in importance the social and environmental conditions that made 
their lives vulnerable at the hotspot. Again, the new system encouraged the 
identification of visible vulnerabilities.

Figure 3.2. KEELPNO vulnerability categories A and B. Source: Authors.
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VULNERABILITIES AND THE OMISSION OF ITS 
SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF VULNERABILITY

The release of the new vulnerability form was followed by an immediate 
decision to refrain from uploading medium vulnerabilities into the online 
databases. In other words, for the purpose of asylum procedures, a medium 
vulnerability amounted to no vulnerability because it remained unrecorded. 
The practice lasted until the second half of 2018 when the vulnerability tem-
plate was revised, including a third category which distinguished between 
vulnerable applicants, vulnerable applicants with special reception needs, 
and finally non-vulnerable applicants with no special reception needs. 
Vulnerability templates must be read as technologies of classification that can 
be traced in other aspects of the asylum process such as nationality, ethnicity, 
gender, and age; above all, it is now an indispensable part of bureaucratic 
apparatuses that “inflect the terror, unpredictability, and also indeterminacy of 
state regulatory power” (Cabot 2012, 16). The move to medicalize vulnerabil-
ity identification shows attempts toward increasing the legibility over asylum 
seekers by repurposing its meaning and function, an indispensable materiality 
of border surveillance.

The third manner in which vulnerability has been used as a weapon at 
the hands of the authorities relates to the way it has been deployed during 
the admissibility stage of the procedures. This is the moment of encounter 
between immigration caseworkers, mostly EASO personnel, and asylum 
applicants. First, the admissibility interview examines whether Turkey is a 
safe country for applicants. This means that applicants are discouraged from 
discussing incidents in their country of origin that relate to their asylum 
claim and may reveal a vulnerability as defined in L4375. Often interview 
questions aimed at addressing the existence of vulnerabilities were disguised 
as concerns about applicants’ general health—“how do you feel today?” or 
“can you perform your daily tasks?” were perceived as irrelevant by legal 
aid personnel. Other questions in the interview script reinforced the medical 
dimension of vulnerability. For instance, emphasis was placed on whether 
the individual is taking any medication and where they got the medication 
from, and a request was made for documents that prove the medical problems 
these medications are trying to address. Following my informant, a legal aid 
adviser working for an asylum rights campaigning organization: “The indi-
vidual is vulnerable because they are a torture victim even if it had happened 
30 years ago. The law does not prescribe that you should consider whether 
she cries at night or suffers persecution syndrome” (Skype, January 2019).

When applicants claimed they were vulnerable or a vulnerability indicator 
appeared, often EASO caseworkers would invite the opinion of an external 
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vulnerability expert. The latter was not present at the interview; instead, 
caseworkers dialed in vulnerability experts and orally transferred questions to 
the applicant. Besides going against procedural standards, legal aid personnel 
condemned the inhospitable interviewing environment as a space that is not 
conducive to discussing traumatic events. This is particularly important when 
considering that in practice, the obligation of the authorities to identify those 
vulnerable becomes an obligation for the applicant to prove their vulnerabil-
ity. Another informant, a legal actor advising asylum seekers in Lesvos at the 
time, said:

the individual applicant is forced to walk into a system of which they have no 
power, no understanding and no true guard or champion to fight for them. The 
state has all the power, controls everything and as I say it’s their turf. So, this is 
a very unequal and uneven playfield that they [asylum seekers] have in order to 
explain a very personal thing. (Lesvos, June 2018)

Finally, informants spoke about tactics of direct manipulation, such as efforts 
to delegitimize applicants’ narratives by deliberately mixing questions and 
cause emotional confusion, that derail discussions of harm in the country of 
origin to types of harm they may be experiencing in Moria (in order to claim 
that the origin of vulnerability precedes their arrival and therefore Turkey 
might indeed be a better option for them). The sheer difficulty in convincing 
EASO caseworkers about an existing vulnerability has led several legal aid 
organizations to employ their own medical experts who were able to provide 
written vulnerability reports, carefully matching the legal language in which 
vulnerability was presented. Legal advisers spoke of the lengths to which they 
had to go to turn vulnerability from a weapon in the hands of the interviewer 
to one in the hands of the refugee.

Vulnerability assessments appear thus alongside other technologies of 
control used by state authorities to foster migrant identification and exclu-
sion from territory (Nyers 2003; Pickering and Weber 2006; McDowell and 
Wonders 2009). Indeed, the operationalization of vulnerability under the gaze 
of the Hellenic Police becomes yet another enforcement ritual, but also one 
characterized by manipulation and an intermingling of formal and informal 
practices. As immigration caseworkers and legal advisers battle over the 
meaning and interpretation of vulnerability categories, there opens a space 
of what Susan Coutin has termed “maneuvering within a set of conditions” 
(2000, 173), whereby authorities are continually required to adapt their strate-
gies in order to effect the selective filtering of population that the EU-Turkey 
Agreement implies.
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VULNERABLE TIMES

What now follows is an attempt to contextualize the working of the concept 
of vulnerability, both in its operationalization in the EU migration policy 
and in the current, pandemic (and post-pandemic) conjuncture. To do so, we 
should probably begin with an attempt to understand what an invocation to 
vulnerability in the context of immigration controls might imply. The moment 
when we utter the word “vulnerable” is the moment when we decide there 
shall be a point in the future when these “vulnerable” shall be no more: there 
shall be a moment when this temporal assignment may be revoked. This is the 
curious nature of assigning vulnerability: the very moment when a universal 
right is invoked—that of asylum and refuge in face of plight, as we saw in 
the previous sections—is the same moment when that very universality is 
revoked; a moment when the slippery slope of coding, categorizing, filtering, 
and dividing populations begins. Crucially, the birth of that moment rests in 
the instance when authority assigns the status of the vulnerable to her who 
invokes it. And even though the process is meant to denote a personalized tra-
jectory, an individual invocation to authority, the only way in which authority 
can make this invocation legible is through rendering populations docile in 
the eye of authority. This is, in other words, a logistical exercise at heart.

In her concluding remarks in The Deadly Life of Logistics (2014), Deborah 
Cowen shows how mobility has been the primordial antidote to death; com-
mencing from National Geographic’s production Great Migrations, she 
shows how movement has always been lying as a foundational element of 
life across species—as the show’s motto itself proclaims: “move or die” 
(2014, 197).

The moment when the individual becomes a population is the moment 
when the authorities’ fantasy of what this population comprises takes prece-
dence. Cowen uses the UPS “love logistics” campaign in the United States 
“to highlight the infrastructures, production techniques, the synchronicity and 
the efficiency that constitute the corporate fantasy” of logistics (2014, 203, 
emphasis her own). It is entirely possible to extend this notion of a “fantasy” 
into other realms, beyond the corporate: the humanitarian lens/gaze on the 
migrant population comes to mind here. The “fantasy” herein lies in the false 
conviction that it is possible to trace, categorize, and decide on the vulner-
able population as if it is, indeed, such a singular and homogeneous entity; an 
uncomplicated, invariable sum of individuals whose unique life trajectories 
and vulnerabilities can be made to fit the predetermined process of assigning 
vulnerability status according to predetermined criteria.

In its very essence, the question comes down to those exact two keywords: 
the unique and the pre-determined. It boils down to rendering what had 
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unquestionably been unique and personal (better even: unique because it is 
personal): authority-legible.

This “authority-legible” extends far beyond our classic understanding of 
the state as an entity that “sees” (and therefore shapes) the world around us, 
if in a different way (Scott 1998). First, the authoritarian complex of immi-
gration controls includes, but at the same time far exceeds, the confines of 
the status apparatus—and it instead includes an entire array of third sector, 
private, and individual actors; it is a state of mind, not just a state. Second, 
rendering the status of people-as-populations authority-legible is a process 
that commences from this “securitisation of mobility” (Cowan 2014, 217) 
that may concern the very “securitisation” of migrant mobility that intensi-
fied in, and following the “long summer of migration” of 2015, and that now 
appears, a short five years later, to be creeping into the most intimate of our 
everyday life aspects, and not just for migrants.

In this way, the security technologies and the legal arsenal deployed in face 
of the 2015 crisis of migrant reception have been vastly superseded and suc-
ceeded by the technologies and the legal arsenal deployed during the—still 
ongoing, at the time of writing—COVID-19 pandemic: when a few years 
ago (Vradis et al. 2018), we wrote that the traditional, paper-bound passport 
was becoming something of a relic, in all its materiality and absurdly long 
lifespan for our twitchingly fast-changing world, it would have been difficult 
for us to imagine what was to replace it—but replaced it would become, 
whatever document there was to be. The technology was there and so were 
the political will and the constant maneuvering around the migrant reception 
crisis. What was missing up into then was only the spark. Now that we have 
that, too, the governmental apparatus is alight: the so-called green passports 
introduced (yet again!) by the EC take their cue from the asylum applications 
of and since the 2015 era: any assigned status to the “document” bearer is 
always revocable and temporary; it depends: always. It depends on intrastate 
agreements; it depends on what, domestically, states and authorities deem to 
be an acceptable (or better even, manageable) level of risk when it comes to 
the movement of populations; it depends on the weighing of the pros and cons 
of such movement, some weighing that will in turn depend on ever-shifting 
variables. Variables of prediction that in turn rest on patterns of analysis that 
seek to make the sum of individual life trajectories, vulnerabilities, and cir-
cumstances legible. But patterns concern populations, not individuals. This 
logic, the logic of preemptively dealing with a conceived threat, permeates 
the response of the EC (and state authorities, for that matter) to the two afore-
mentioned crises: the crisis of migrant reception (since 2015) and the crisis 
of managing COVID-19 (since 2020). We say the crisis of migrant reception, 
not migration, and the “crisis of managing” instead of simply “the crisis of 
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COVID-19.” Neither is a misnomer: they point, precisely, at the integral role 
of state management in our present predicament.

In the concluding pages of The Deadly Life of Logistics, Deb Cowan makes 
a heroic attempt to examine whether, and in what way, it might be possible for 
our understanding of logistical spaces to be entangled with an encounter of 
queer theory; how we may be able to unstraighten, in other words, the vastly 
horizontal lines that draw out the universality that is the logistical plain. 
“Heroic,” because any attempt to queer logistics runs directly contrary to the 
very idea at the heart of what the logistical logic really is—straight, plain 
lines that come to meet clearly drawn out points of convergence; a seem-
ingly insurmountable contradiction in terms. And yet, this logistical logic, 
much like the organized violence of empire sketched out by Linebaug and 
Redkicker (2001, in Cowen 2014, 227), points at a potential for connection 
precisely through the all-encompassing, universal application of force that 
comes through the authorities’ management of both crises: in both cases, in 
other words, the potential for different populations to mingle, to connect, to 
see one another, and to conspire lies, precisely as it does paradoxically, upon 
the fact that they are treated as a singular population in the very first place: 
a singular population that is vulnerable as a body—as a body, in terms of its 
homogeneity (one whole consisting of interconnected parts) and its docility 
(one will-less body that follows, passively, the orders of the nous).

In describing the role of vulnerability, as we saw earlier on, one of our 
informants working in the Lesvos UNHCR protection unit would call the 
process “managerial”: the denotation is an interesting one, not only because 
it may point at the crude, technocratic logic underpinning the operation, but 
further it highlights the intention to manage (rather than to resolve) what 
might appear to be an unresolvable matter. Of course, what is fairly easy 
to discern here is that such “unresolvable” cases rarely exist, and that the 
managerial logic points, instead, to a long-term process of containing, limit-
ing, diffusing, spreading, or else handling a population—some handling that 
could very much resemble that of us handling something material, perhaps 
a liquid. This is where the striking similarity between the two logics of 
population control—both, coincidentally, introduced by the EC, only five 
years apart—becomes the most apparent. In both cases, the invocation of 
the vulnerable is claimed to be the driving force: an extraordinary ordinance 
(whether in the form of a vulnerability assessment leading to a temporary 
residue, or the proof of vaccination that is meant to protect against the vul-
nerable social body). In the one case, an individual may escape the fate of 
a confined population, should they manage to convince the powers-that-be 
that they are vulnerable enough to require protection. In the other case, an 
individual may escape the fate of a confined population, should they man-
age to convince the powers-that-be that they are harmless, or invulnerable 
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enough to warrant protection for the now vulnerable social body. The obvious 
example here is of course the proof of vaccination requirement now imposed 
on anyone from travelers to revelers, at airports and ports, but also football 
stadiums, concert halls, bars, and cafés the world over. On the one hand, of 
course, the latter appears as a complete inversion of the logic of the former: 
here it is the social body that is vulnerable and the individual is the one that 
may potentially cause harm. On the other hand, in the case of vulnerability 
assessments of incoming migrants, it is the individual migrant that is vulner-
able and the social body is the one that stands in the position to potentially 
alienate/refrain from harm. Is this truly, then, a reversal of the vulnerability 
logic, a logic turned on its head? We would argue that it is not so. First of 
all, the migrant vulnerability assessments came on the back of a much wider 
net of regulations, laws, and state practices that conceived of these incom-
ing populations as a potential threat that had to be neutralized: a threat that 
had to therefore be identified, classified, categorized, coded, contained, and 
channeled in ways that would leave the wider social body intact; in ways that 
would protect the conceivably vulnerable social body from the virulent-like 
threat of migration. And so, the individual vulnerability assessments do not 
only mark a transition from population to individual; they also comprise, in 
their essence, a process where two vulnerabilities (that of the individual, and 
the one of the population) are measured against one another. Score above 
the social body’s vulnerability threshold, goes this logic, and your reward 
is to become part of it—needless to say, not an integral or fully recognized, 
unconditional part, but rather a part that is always conditioned by opaque and 
ever-changing rules and regulations. Cue, now, to the vulnerability of the 
social body in light of the threat posed by the conceivably virulent individual 
body. Once again, the conceivably virulent individual body is only admitted 
to society once it can prove it poses little threat to the latter. Once, but not 
once and for all: there is no longer an integral social body to return to, only 
a sum of individuals always-conditionally allowed passage, based on opaque 
and ever-changing rules and regulations.

The vulnerable, rather than a marginal, secondary figure in human life 
course and history has always marked the outer margins of a society—it 
quite literally frames the context in which it operates, by being in these 
very margins. From the Muselmann in the Nazi concentration camps to the 
vulnerable migrant in the camps of the present, Giorgio Agamben has cor-
rectly identified this liminal form of life as emblematic of (each) era. In the 
COVID-19 predicament, Agamben focuses on the fluidity of the status of the 
vaccinated: an always-revocable (or better even: an always re-affirmable) sta-
tus of inclusion into the social body that frees authorities even from the very 
burden to evaluate the rightness of the individual’s claim to innocuous and 
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healthy status—and instead positions the onerous task of self-certification to 
the individual themselves.

A circle is, in many ways, now complete: the potentially vulnerable migrant 
must convince the authorities that they pose less of a threat to the one felt by 
the hosting social body and therefore, by rule of the calculation of risk, they 
should be provided not with safe passage, but with unsafe settlement. The 
potentially threat-carrying individual, on the other hand, must again convince 
authorities that they pose less of a threat to them; in both cases, this is little 
other than a continuous calculation of risk, with a constantly undetermined, 
never-ending outcome.

BY WAY OF A CONCLUSION

The very existence and use of the notion of the “vulnerable” in coming to 
describe certain individuals and populations points, indirectly yet clearly, to 
two things. First, there must exist, by definition, another, invulnerable indi-
vidual or part of the population (importantly, a synonym of the term being 
“immune”). These invulnerables are the measure against which the vulner-
able are evaluated. Second, it points at an authority that comes to decide who 
falls under the vulnerable or the invulnerable category, and what rights are 
assigned to each. The very existence of a process of assigning these rights, 
finally, points at their potential future invocation: the authority gives, and the 
authority takes away.

David Cayley speaks of Ivan Ilich’s description of a “watershed moment” 
in contemporary life, a holistic “age of systems” where there is, in essence, no 
“outside” and where the past system wherein individuals pursued their own 
well-being is no more. Instead, we see the rise of “an immune system which 
constantly recalibrates its porous boundary with the surrounding system” 
(2020). The terms “constant” and “porous” are of equal importance in help-
ing us understand the prevalence of vulnerability as a system of thought that 
exceeds the most vulnerable and becomes a majoritarian understanding that 
encompasses the social body as a whole. Tellingly, in epidemiology “preva-
lence” denotes the proportion of a population affected by a medical condition 
(either a disease or a risk factor). The current age of the pandemic sees the 
two (disease and risk factor) conflate into one another: the risk (of harm) has 
come to equal the actual (harm); the possible has become the actual fact.

When we were conducting our fieldwork in Lesvos, at the peak of the 
migrant reception crisis a few years back, we had come to highlight the 
EC’s Hotspot Approach both as a pillar of the new architecture of popula-
tion governance that was being formulated before our very eyes, but also as 
a potential watershed moment, not entirely unlike the ones Caley speaks of 
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in relation to health and population. For the first time, the authorities gave 
themselves a carte blanche to decide not only what constitutes an emergency, 
but also what is the appropriate response across a range of registers (from 
health to security) and scales (from population to the individual). What we 
see unrolling in the face of the management crisis of COVID-19 is in a sense 
a continuation and an expansion of the testing field that played out in Lesvos, 
and a solid reminder of what happens when the experimental field thrusts into 
the mainstream.
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NOTES

1. Introduced in the European Agenda on Migration in May 2015, the hotspot 
was presented as an integrated approach to tackle the unruly movement on Europe’s 
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borders and its knock-on effects on the European Union. Once a geographical area is 
declared a hotspot, the European Asylum Support Office (EASO), Frontex, Europol, 
and Eurojust come in to assist member states to swiftly identify, register, and finger-
print incoming migrants (European Commission 2015).

2. The EU-Turkey Agreement or “Deal” is a political agreement between the Euro-
pean Commission and Turkey. It rests on a mechanism of exchange, whereby for 
every Syrian that enters through the Greek Aegean islands, another one is returned 
to Turkey. In addition, the agreement stipulates that all those who enter the Greek 
Aegean islands are served with an automatic rejection and deportation order on the 
basis that Turkey constitutes a safe country for them to seek asylum. In return, Turkey 
has been promised humanitarian aid to cope with the increasing number of refugees 
within its territory as well as more favorable terms for Turkish citizens who wish to 
travel and reside in the European Union. For more details please visit https: // www 
.consilium .europa .eu /en /press /press -releases /2016 /03 /18 /eu -turkey -statement /.

3. The ability of Turkey to protect asylum seekers has been questioned by the Greek 
Asylum service.

4. Fast-track border procedures were exceptional procedures introduced by 
L4375/2016 and ran until December 2019, when they were incorporated into the 
new asylum law L4636/2019 and became more permanent in character. See also 
Greek Council for Refugees: https: // asylumineurope .org /reports /country /greece /
asylum -procedure /procedures /fast -track -border -procedure -eastern -aegean /https: // 
asylumineurope .org /reports /country /greece /asylum -procedure /procedures /fast -track 
-border -procedure -eastern -aegean /.

5. There is again a huge variation in the transposition and implementation of this 
approach while there is a substantially lower recognition rate in member states for 
applications processed within border, accelerated and admissibility procedures com-
pared to regular asylum procedures (ECRE 2016).

6. ECtHR M.S.S v. Belgium & Greece and joined Cases C-411/10 and C-493/10 
N.S. v. Secretary of State for the Home Department ruling of the Court of Justice of 
the EU (CJEU). The Courts had ultimately decided that the individuals from Afghani-
stan belonged to a particular vulnerable group (the asylum seekers group) on grounds 
of their uncertain legal status. This led, for a long time, to the suspension of Dublin 
removals to Greece.

7. The EC’s report on the implementation of the EU-Turkey Agreement in 
March 2017 states that EASO and RIC authorities are working together to define 
vulnerability categories and develop a standard medical template. https: // ec .europa 
.eu /home -affairs /sites /homeaffairs /files /what -we -do /policies /european -agenda-
migration/20170302_progress_on_the_implementation_of_the_joint_action_plan_
en.pdf. This should be read in conjunction with allegations made by Human Rights 
Watch regarding unduly pressure posed by the EC representatives in Greece onto the 
Greek Asylum service to lessen the number of those identified as vulnerable. The 
full press release can be found at https: // www .hrw .org /news /2017 /06 /01 /eu /greece 
-pressure -minimize -numbers -migrants -identified -vulnerable. In parallel, Médecins 
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Sans Frontières (MSF) published a report condemning plans to restrict the number 
of those identified as vulnerable and creating the possibility for vulnerable people to 
go through the admissibility procedure. In addition, the report stated high levels of 
unreported vulnerability, experiences of violence, and high levels of mental health 
trauma (MSF 2017).
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Chapter 4

Reconfiguring Removal  
Commercial Purpose Creeps in 

Biometric EU Databases

Martin Lemberg-Pedersen and Oliver Joel Halpern

INTRODUCTION

A data frenzy permeates current policymaking on border control practices 
pursued by both states and humanitarian and commercial for-profit actors. 
Biometric information is now part of the stable of digital border practices 
facilitating removal, including deportation, which raises a range of ethical 
and political problems. By removal, we mean a wide (and widening) range 
of actors, spaces, and practices that are increasingly geared toward facilitat-
ing the expulsion of unwanted migrants (Peutz 2006). In this way, our gaze 
falls on a constellation that is much larger than the one which is explicitly 
and directly defined by the act of deportation. Moreover, because the term 
“deportation” has been strategically devalued by states who are at pains to 
return migrants “voluntarily” (Kalir et al. 2021; Halpern 2021), using a dif-
ferent word bypasses the problem of having to defend whether a particular 
act of removal constitutes deportation. Combining forced migration studies, 
border studies, and political economy, this chapter examines the case of the 
European Union’s evolving digitization of removal practices through the 
evolution of four large EU databases using personal, individual biometrics of 
migrants in digital EU border practices. These are the Eurodac, the Schengen 
Information System (SIS II), the Visa Information System and the soon-to-be 
Entry/Exit System (EES).
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These databases invoke obvious and acute data harms, such as mismatches, 
posed to individual migrants upon whom these strategies are imposed, as 
well as larger concerns about data trading or security breaches that risk the 
release of sensitive personal information. However, we contend that a deeper 
and more disturbing trend grows from the data-craving (Lemberg-Pedersen 
and Haioty 2020) nexus of actors who promote the uptake of biometric tech-
nologies across removal practices. This chapter suggests that these practices 
are contributing to the strengthening of ties between industry and politics, 
with vested industries being given the opportunity to present themselves as 
both experts and actors within a field where they first construct and define 
the migrant “problem” and then present their own technologies as pertinent 
solutions. In this way, governmental transparency is being eroded by a rapidly 
growing political economy of border control technology.

In order to show this, we first trace the construction and function of the 
four EU databases. Second, analyzing EU policy documents, we critically 
discuss the renegotiation of the legislation underpinning these four databases 
as an ongoing purpose creep, toward generalized surveillance using biomet-
rics to increase the deportation of so-called third-country migrants from EU 
territory. Third, we analyze the political economic processes underpinning 
this development, which leads to discussions of political economy, market 
dynamics, and lobbyism efforts and the influence of the biometrics and 
surveillance sector on these border politics. Toward the end we discuss how 
this leads to vulnerability, mistrust and data trading, privacy violation, racial-
ization, and technological errors with ever-larger databases, but also how 
commercial and EU-level discussions fail to acknowledge the resistance and 
struggle facing these issues.

Methodologically, we conducted this inquiry by constructing a database 
of private contracts for border control–related activities, which we sourced 
from the websites of EU agencies and funding programs of Frontex, EU-
Lisa, Framework Programme 7 (FP7), and Horizon 2020 (Lemberg-Pedersen 
and Halpern 2021). The contracts were selected if they directly related 
to removal and deportation practices. We also gathered information from 
the Transparency Register about meetings between representatives from, 
respectively, the European Commission and selected companies active on 
the market for EU border control in order to examine their engagement 
with policymakers. This information was then combined with open source 
data from reports, technical studies, and cost assessments identified through 
the EU-portal Cordis, which has also been used to generate information 
about research projects under FP7 and Horizon 2020 and their participants. 
Other sources include lobbyfacts.eu, Corporate Europe Observatory, and 
Transparency International’s Integrity Watch. Being heavily reliant on piece-
meal information and constrained by the enormous input of time required to 
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“follow the trail” from one incomplete source to another, we were always 
aware that the data we collected only represented a fraction of the full picture. 
Due to the shadowy nature of the politico-industrial collaboration producing 
border control, it was difficult to estimate, for example, what percentage of 
the total pool of existing contracts were actually registered by us during our 
investigation. Nonetheless, this method of data collection allowed us to con-
vert the confusing patchwork of publicly available primary source material 
into a workable and informative database.

EUROPEAN DEPORTATION 
CONTINUUMS AND CORRIDORS

The matrices of political subjectivities in deportation politics are often char-
acterized by messiness and cross-cutting interests. This applies to the many 
national, transnational, public, and private actors involved in deportation 
politics, but also how people who move through deportation structures can 
employ a number of diverging strategies, such as negotiations with border 
guards, acceptance or subterfuge of surveillance systems, irregular existence, 
dissenting or collaborating with grassroots, or monitoring bodies.

According to Kalir and Wissink (2016), some studies define a deportation 
regime as constituted by street-level public bureaucrats, on the one hand, and 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and civil-society actors, on the other. 
However, the two authors argue that the analytical framework of “deportation 
continuums” is well suited for examining such constellations of power. These 
are defined by a focus on the interactions of multiple stakeholders involved 
in the continuous crafting of political subjectivities, competing imaginaries of 
citizenship, and alternative visions of deportation (Kalir and Wissink 2016). 
This concept thus aids us in explaining the dynamics, such as institutional 
barriers and turf wars, as well as public-private engagements and contractual 
relations.

Compatible with this conceptualization, Drotbohm and Hasselberg (2015) 
have suggested that a framework of “deportation corridors,” where deporta-
tion is understood not as the singular event of physical removal enforced by a 
state but, rather, as a process spanning multiple spaces, scales, temporalities, 
actors, and interests. Their concept, in turn, builds on Nyer’s (2003) work 
on “transnational corridors of expulsion” and Peutz’s (2006) call for “an 
anthropology of removal” to study daily performances of deportation. As 
such, it can include practices such as pre-return detention, return counseling 
by non-state actors, diplomatic readmission agreements and technological 
infrastructures such as biometric databases, as well as social life (or death) 
after deportation. Taken together, the concepts of deportation continuums and 
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corridors allow us to direct a critical gaze toward how deportation practices 
require funds, personnel, technological equipment, and infrastructures.

Deportation governance takes place through processes of multi-leveled 
governance. However, beyond the state and NGO actors emphasized by 
Kalir and Wissink (2016), the political economy of this continuum must also 
include the range of commercial for-profit sectors and companies competing 
on markets for border control (Lemberg-Pedersen 2022). On these markets, 
deportation data is therefore fashioned through ensembles of technologies, 
actors, logics, and interests wider than state-centered regimes.

The EU databases have been developed according to which types of indi-
viduals are registered; irregular migrants found in member states can be reg-
istered into SIS, asylum seekers are registered in Eurodac, and those entering 
on a legal visa are registered in the Visa Information System (VIS). The four 
EU information systems combine biometric identification technology with 
computerized data processing, that is, diffuse borders that cannot be geo-
graphically localized, but instead rely on both physical and virtual locations 
as well as institutions of control and surveillance connected through digital 
data networks (Tsianos and Kuster 2016; Amoore 2006; Amoore, Marmura, 
and Salter 2008; Guild, Carrera, and Geyer 2008).

Biometric technologies are widely used because they are supposed to be 
cheaper, faster, less prone to errors, and easier to share than human verifica-
tion. Most of the EU systems under scrutiny here function for identification 
purposes; that is, where biometric data is stored in a computer system in order 
to identify a person who is otherwise not identifiable, for instance because 
they do not have ID or travel documents (known as one-to-many matches); 
rather than for the purposes of verification, where biometric data is used 
to verify an already-known identity (one-to-one matches). The most com-
mon way to register those crossing European Union’s external borders is by 
entering their alphanumeric (e.g., name, gender, age) or biometric data (e.g., 
fingerprints, iris scans, palm prints). As such, biometric data is particularly 
sensitive as it is unique for those registering.

The technologies underpinning EU databases are produced and supplied 
by companies active on the market for deportation. These exercise a growing 
presence in policymaking through lobbyism efforts and private rule-setting 
when trying to influence institutions and persons involved in tenders for 
deportation contracts to deliver services and infrastructure (Lemberg-Pedersen 
et al. 2020; cf. Baird 2018; Jones et al. 2020). The markets for deportation 
functions are also shaped and induced by states or transnational political 
institutions such as the European Union. Here, the European Commission’s 
recast proposals, designed to reconfigure the regulations of the European 
Union’s border-control databases, are an apt case in point. By integrating or 
expanding the use of biometric information in databases such as Eurodac, the 
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SIS II and the VIS, and then linking this data to the purpose of returns, these 
technological infrastructures have been refashioned considerably from their 
original purpose. The following section details these processes in more depth.

RECASTS AND RECONFIGURATIONS OF 
EU BORDER CONTROL DATABASES

In 2015 and 2016, the Commission conducted a review of the SIS II, calling 
the second-generation database a “genuine operational success,” describing 
how, in 2015, “national competent authorities checked persons and objects 
against data held in SIS on nearly 2.9 billion occasions and exchanged over 
1.8 million pieces of supplementary information” (European Commission 
2016). However, despite the alleged success of SIS II, in December 2016, 
the Commission tabled three legislative proposals recasting the database’s 
functions and purposes, concerning the use of SIS for the return of migrants 
(COM(2016) 881 final); the establishment, operation, and use of SIS for 
border checks (COM(2016) 882 final); and police and judicial cooperation 
on criminal matters (COM(2016) 883 final). The 2016 recast proposals 
for the database included Commission arguments that deepened police and 
juridical cooperation between member states was urgently needed (European 
Commission 2016b, 2).

In the second of the three SIS proposals, the Commission wrote of

[a]n effective EU returns policy contributing to and enhancing the EU system to 
detect and prevent the re-entry of third-country nationals following their return. 
This proposal would help reducing incentives to irregular migration to the EU, 
one of the main objectives of the European Agenda on Migration (European 
Commission 2016b, 5). Three new uses of the database were suggested; 
increased border management, increased police and juridical cooperation and 
increased returns of TCNs from EU territory, all of which required expanded 
interoperability and standardization. (European Parliament 2017b)

The enforcement of return decisions issued to irregularly staying immi-
grants was to be improved by “introducing a new alert category for return deci-
sions . . . and functions for creating, updating and deleting alerts on return,” 
a step that was framed as contributing to the implementation and monitoring 
of the Returns Directive (2008/115/EC) (European Commission 2016a, 11). 
The new category was then to be differentiated into alerts for the purpose of 
return and an alert in relation to return decisions issued to illegally staying 
third-country nationals (Council of the EU 2018). Then-Commissioner for 
Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenships, Dimitris Avramopoulos, justified 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



72 Martin Lemberg-Pedersen and Oliver Joel Halpern

the measures as necessary in order to “close information gaps” and “improve 
information exchange” so that in the future “no critical information should 
ever be lost on potential terrorist suspects or irregular migrants crossing our 
external borders” (European Commission 2016c). Accordingly, larger swaths 
of data should be collected and more searches would be made mandatory. 
Moreover, the biometric data should also be made multi-modal, that is, 
based on diverse typologies, such as fingerprints, facial images, photographs, 
and palm prints. Crucially, by making it mandatory to enter alerts on non-
compliance on return decisions and entry bans, and the storing and sharing 
of this information in the new SIS III, the ambition was to evolve the SIS 
system into an instrument for monitoring third country nationals (TCNs) sub-
ject to return decisions (European Parliament 2018b). Currently, the project 
Access to SIS II (A2SISII) is exploring ways to connect Frontex to the SIS 
II database, in line with the Frontex 2019 Regulation (Lemberg-Pedersen and 
Halpern 2021).

For Eurodac, the Commission also tabled a new proposal in 2016 contain-
ing seventeen measures widening the kinds, categories, and storage of data 
in the system. This included expanding the scope of the database to include 
return purposes, so that member states could search for, store, transmit, and 
compare data belonging to “illegally staying” third-country nationals or state-
less persons who were not applicants for international protection, making 
them identifiable for return operations (European Commission 2016c, 12). 
As this measure transformed the database’s original functionality of a reposi-
tory for fingerprints of asylum seekers, it effectively expanded the purpose of 
Eurodac, so that it no longer served the purpose of ensuring member states’ 
effective implementation of the Dublin III Regulation (EC 2016c, 11). The 
recast proposal also introduced more biometric identifiers into the system, 
reconfiguring the database from one solely using fingerprint data to one 
including also facial recognition (European Commission 2016c, 12–13).

The Commission justified this expansion of the data collected by saying 
that they would facilitate interoperability with new surveillance technologies 
such as facial recognition to be integrated in a centralized system under-
pinning the governance of migrants across the EU databases (European 
Commission 2016c, 4). In the 2016 recast proposal, the data retention period 
was extended from eighteen months to five years, the age of registration was 
lowered significantly from fourteen to six years, and the use of facial recog-
nition technology was introduced. Moreover, it opened up for the possibility 
that also third-country authorities could access Eurodac in order to transfer 
personal data for such purposes. The Commission portrays such exchanges 
of highly sensitive biometric data as solving a problem of asylum applicants 
refusing to have their fingerprints taken, and such identification processes are 
seen as crucial for the European Union’s stated goal of drastically upscaling 
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returns from the European Union. However, this argument confuses the issue 
of enforceability of data systems with the widening of parameters identifying 
the population to be registered. Further, it does not address the potential data 
harms arising from EU interoperability with third countries, nor the ethical 
dimension of registering younger children, and rolling out more technologies 
for such purposes.

The VIS, according to the Commission’s 2018 recast proposal making VIS 
interoperable with the other large-scale systems through a European Search 
Portal and EU-Lisa’s Biometric Matching System (BMS), would then pre-
vent security risks and irregular migration to the European Union (European 
Commission 2018). This interoperability was to make it easier to transfer 
categories of data. For instance, the Commission suggested to store also 
information collected via the aforementioned lowering of the fingerprinting 
age (from fourteen years to six years), and on longer-stay visas and residence 
permits issued by member states. If realized, this would add an additional 
twenty-two million entries to VIS’s current fifty-two million visa applicants 
(Statewatch 2018).

The formal development of the EES followed a 2008 feasibility study con-
ducted for the Commission by the consultancy company Unisys (2008). The 
EES was then announced by the Commission in 2013 (European Commission 
2013), further developed in a communication to the Parliament and Council 
and then established in 2017 via Regulation 2017/2226, as part of the 
so-called Smart Borders package of legislative proposals. It was framed as 
modernizing the Schengen Area’s external borders, and it was expected to be 
rolled out in 2020. It has, however, faced delays, partly due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, but also due to lacking technological infrastructure among many 
member states.

The original EES package proposed to record the time/place of entry and 
exit for TCNs entering the Schengen Area, information that none of the other 
databases record. In registering and tracking people’s travel histories, the 
EES was also envisioned as complementing alerts already recorded in SIS. 
The EES is to be applied to TCNs who are admitted for a short-stay visa to 
the territory of the Schengen member states or whose entry for a short stay 
has been refused. The explicit aim is to facilitate the mobility of visa-holding 
travelers, while intensifying the identification of TCNs not fulfilling their visa 
requirements, who are to be deported. In the system envisioned, all member 
states will have National Uniform Interfaces on their territory. Also, the EES 
is to be interconnected and interoperable with the VIS database via a Secure 
Communication Channel established between them, as well as between the 
EES Central System and the national interfaces (EU-Lisa 2017; European 
Parliament 2017b). The plans also include the development of a web ser-
vice through which maritime transport carriers and airplane companies can 
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determine whether TCNs holding a Schengen short-stay visa have already 
used the number of authorized entries. As a result of this, private companies, 
too, will be tasked with the daily management of EU exit infrastructure. This 
represents a further extension of carriers’ liability.

This section has shown some of the details of this pervasive reconfigura-
tion of the EU databases toward return. The following section expands on 
this by examining relations between EU agencies and actors on the market 
for border control. By drawing the links between these processes, this chap-
ter argues that the contractual relations underpinning the drive for upscaling 
removal operations represent an incursion of the private sphere into the politi-
cal, which corresponds to an increasingly intransparent system of governance 
within the European Union.

Actors, Dynamics, and Lobbyism on the EU 
Markets for Deportation Data Infrastructures

The fast-paced evolution of the interoperable EU border systems means 
that the establishment of new infrastructures and the upgrading of these 
have become a central and permanent priority in EU border policymaking. 
Moreover, the flurry of new systems, such as the SIS to SIS II, Eurodac, 
the BMS, VIS, and now EES, also serve as simplifying arguments for one 
another (cf. Jeandesboz 2016). Trading on the lock-in effect generated by the 
need for interoperability, each system is used to justify the continuous evolu-
tion of the others, leading to circular arguments for the technical feasibility 
and functional interoperability of the large-scale systems. When it comes to 
commercial interventions in the multi-leveled EU border governance, the 
flurry of systems and upgrades also leads to a corresponding flurry of border 
contracts. Here, one particular EU agency assumes a central role.

The EU’s Agency for the Operational Management of Large-Scale IT 
Systems in the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice (EU-Lisa) was estab-
lished as the agency responsible for the European Dactyloscopy Database 
(Eurodac), the SIS, the VIS, and the future EES. EU-Lisa manages data via 
its BMS, which is a search engine that systematizes biometric data through 
technologies measuring, analyzing, and processing digital representations of 
unique biological data traits for the purpose of identification and verification 
(Ajana 2013). BMS had been constructed through a 2006 contract from the 
Directorate General: Justice Freecom and Security. It was budgeted at €157 
million, and awarded to a Bridge consortium, consisting of Sagem Défénsé 
Sécurité (part of Safran), Accenture and Daon, as well as Bull and Uniqkey 
(Daon 2008).

A 2010 market analysis estimated that products for biometric fingerprint 
technologies would reach a market volume of around fifteen billion dollars 
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in 2015 (Tsianos and Kuster 2016). By 2019, the global biometric market 
was estimated to grow from thirty-three billion dollars to $65.3 billion by 
2024 (Market and Markets 2019). The company Accenture won contracts for 
both the SIS II, alongside its partners ATOS Belgium and Hewlett-Packard 
Belgium—one worth, for instance, €2.8 million in 2018. That same year, 
Accenture also won a contract for the VIS, alongside Safran and Hewlett 
Packard Belgium in the Bridge Consortium, worth €54.8 million (Lemberg-
Pedersen et al. 2020).

In general, there is great opaqueness regarding interaction between the 
companies and EU institutions, and when it comes to how such actors lobby 
the Commission on the phrasing and wording of communications and legisla-
tive drafts and acts. The greater the lack of transparency, the higher likelihood 
of informal interventions in the drafting of policies, funding priorities, and 
legislations (cf. Baird 2018). The lobbying efforts may take several forms. A 
widespread strategy is described by the lobbying organization Aerospace and 
Defence Industries Association of Europe (ASD), one of the biggest European 
lobby organizations for the security and military industry: Companies wish-
ing to be “proactive and strive to generate new procurement opportunities” 
should engage with representatives from their member state who are placed 
in the Programme Committee of the funding instruments desired by the com-
pany (ASD 2016, 10). To this end, companies employ both in-house lobbyists 
as described earlier, or external lobbyists, who can arrange meetings with the 
relevant Directorate Generals or higher-level Commission representatives, or 
approach Members in the European Parliament (MEPs). External lobbyists, 
like communications bureaus, may also orchestrate larger media campaigns 
in targeted European cities and financial centers on behalf of their client com-
panies. Both kinds of lobbyists also collaborate or facilitate networks through 
the intergroups of the European Parliament, or via more informal extra-
parliamentary groups. Intergroups are forums of MEPs assembled in order to 
promote specific topics or themes through informal exchanges and facilitated 
contact with extra-parliamentary actors, such as companies, communications 
bureaus, or interest groups. Between 2014 and 2019, there were twenty-eight 
such groups. The Sky and Space Intergroup is particularly relevant as a hub 
for security and defense lobbyism. It brings together MEPs with institutional 
actors like EU-Lisa or Frontex, but also large defense, information and com-
munication technology (ICT), and military contractors like Airbus, Safran, 
and Leonardo. From 2009 to 2014, the Sky and Space Intergroup Secretariat 
of two or three persons was even provided by the ASD (Corporate Europe 
Observatory 2011).

If we turn to the lobbyism efforts of companies involved in the reconfigu-
ration of the EU databases toward deportation, then Atos, Thales, Indra, and 
Safran are illustrative. First, Atos is a French ICT and biometrics technology 
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company, founded in 1982. In 2018, the company boasted revenues of $11.3 
billion and had 122,000 employees (Forbes 2019c). Atos entered the market 
for border infrastructures very early, as it was responsible for the develop-
ment of the first-generation SIS I. Since 2014, it has also been involved in 
consortiums for the SIS II system as well as the upcoming EES. Its technol-
ogy supply includes integrated maritime surveillance systems which, they 
claim, are responsible for saving migrants’ lives through their use by the 
Spanish coastal patrols and border guards in the Mediterranean (Atos 2017). 
Its former chief executive officer, Thierry Breton, has gone on to become 
France’s representative at the EU Commission, as commissioner for Internal 
Markets (European Commission 2019b). Second, Thales is a French security 
and defense company founded in 2000 that specializes in biometrics, radar 
systems, and space technology. In 2018, it had a revenue of €15.8 billion 
and over eighty thousand employees (Thales 2019). Since 2012, Thales has 
been developing drone technology for use by Frontex (Akkerman 2019). 
With Thales’s acquisition of Gemalto—a company specializing in biometrics 
which had itself already incorporated 3M’s Identity Management business—
they have shown a clear interest in developing their company down this line. 
Thales have registered six lobbyists in Brussels, with a budget of around three 
hundred thousand euros, and answering to the Senior Vice President for EU, 
NATO and EU relations, Marc Cathelineau. Alongside these, both 3M and 
Gemalto also registered lobbyists. Thus, from 2014 and until its take-over by 
Gemalto, 3M registered five lobbyists. Its lobbying budget was between six 
hundred thousand euros and €699,000. Gemalto registered only one lobbyist, 
who from 2014 had three meetings with representatives from the European 
Commission. Combined, the lobbying efforts of 3M and Gemalto on identity 
management have been instrumental in building Thales’s market position 
within this area. Third, Indra is a Spanish ICT and consultancy aiming at 
becoming specialists in border security, particularly regarding biometrics for 
integrated border systems. In 2018, they achieved revenues of €3.1 billion 
and employed forty-three thousand people (Indra 2019). Indra registered six 
lobbyists in Brussels, with a budget between nine hundred thousand euros 
and one million euros. Safran is a French aerospace and defense company 
which created revenues of €21.5 billion in 2018, and reported employing 
ninety-one thousand people (Safran 2019a). It was created in 2005 by merg-
ing two previous companies, Snecma and Sagem SA; via this heritage, it 
claims to be the oldest aircraft manufacturing company in the world (Safran 
2019b). Through its subsidiary company, Morpho, Safran has won a number 
of important border contracts in the ICT and biometrics sector, such as the 
VIS system. The company Safran has held nine meetings with representa-
tives from the European Commission since 2014. They have seven lobbyists 
for these tasks, of which Marie de Saint-Cheron, senior vice president in 
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European and Multilateral Affairs, is the person with the main responsibility. 
Their lobby budget is estimated to be around €495,000.

Besides the opaque interactions between lobbyists and EU institutions, 
also more overt nexus points are organized by agencies, such as EU-Lisa, for 
instance its roundtables. During these, representatives from EU institutions, 
industry actors, and foreign agencies are regularly invited as experts within 
the field. From the first roundtable in 2014 until mid-2019, EU-Lisa has 
hosted ten such roundtables. At the roundtables, it is possible for industrial 
actors to liaise with government representatives and communicate their pref-
erences and suggested solutions to the development of information technol-
ogy systems. Roundtables, as well as conferences, are important sites for the 
industry in order to influence the policies and choices of technological solu-
tions underpinning the large-scale information systems. For instance, in 2016, 
under the heading “Interoperable IT systems for Europe: Towards greater 
standardisation and better efficiency,” EU-Lisa once again invited industry to 
a roundtable. Invitees included three representatives from the agency itself, 
one from Europol, and seven from the industry (EU-Lisa 2016b). The round-
tables have several effects. On the one hand, if the same company is invited 
to several roundtables, their chances to influence EU-Lisa decisions on tech-
nological solutions become proportionately higher. On the other hand, this 
strategy also requires companies to constantly develop high-tech solutions, 
even before problems corresponding to the technological capacities exist. As 
such, they both influence the political agenda so it corresponds to the already 
developed solutions, but they are also challenged to respond to sudden, and 
potentially infeasible, political wishes.

EU-Lisa has served as an accelerator for the technical and commercial 
vision of interoperable EU borders upon which political proposals for recast 
have been modeled. Following 2016 to 2018, EU-Lisa began issuing more 
contract tenders for the evolution of the SIS II, VIS, Eurodac, and EES 
databases. This has helped accelerate a commercial market for the data 
infrastructure underpinning future EU deportation technologies, and several 
consortiums launched bids on these tenders. In June 2020, EU-Lisa awarded 
a consortium consisting of Idemia and Sopra Steria a €302.6 million contract 
of four-year duration, for the development, delivery, and maintenance of a 
new shared BMS to serve as a key infrastructure for the EES. These examples 
serve to demonstrate the way in which private companies who pose as both 
consultancies and service providers generate markets for their products and 
services which fundamentally change the landscape of governance through 
the dialectic relationships they foster with elected governmental actors.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has detailed how several large-scale EU information systems 
have been reconfigured along a purpose creep toward accelerated returns. 
Several concerns have, however, been raised in this respect. The Commission 
has tabled many expansions and linkages, such as increased data retention 
periods, lowering age of biometric registration, multi-modalities, or the 
inclusion of commercial companies in searches across the systems, during 
the renegotiations of Eurodac, VIS and SIS, ECRIS-TCN, and the launch of 
EES. The reasons for these invasive measures, and their potential to cause 
data harms and violations of privacy, have been neither adequately justified 
nor motivated, and the proportionality and accountability of these vast data 
mining operations in relation to the rights of people on the move remain 
underdetermined. Instead, the overall rationale of interoperability is invoked 
at the risk of being used to conflate distinct phenomena like migration man-
agement, internal security, and the combat against terrorism. According to the 
European Data Protection Supervisor (EDPS), this has the implication that 
interoperability involves new forms of data processing which are “not cov-
ered by existing legal bases,” leading the supervisor to strongly recommend 
that “their impact on the fundamental rights to privacy and data protection 
needs to be carefully assessed” (EDPS 2017, 6–7).

The political drive toward constructing border infrastructures with interop-
erable information systems has involved actors from the ICT, defense, and 
biometrics sectors of member states from before the 1990s. These have been 
hired to consult on, design, develop, maintain, and evolve the information 
systems, including their biometric functions, and these strategies are pursued 
in different ways and by interest groups reflecting different commercial, pub-
lic institutional, and national interests. Various lobbying strategies and forums 
are deployed by actors on the market for EU border control, and policies 
therefore evolve through a plethora of luncheons, talks, meetings, workshops, 
seminars, and conferences; all events where norms and knowledges are nego-
tiated and adjusted.

These important policy settings remain, for the most part, opaque and inac-
cessible to the general public, as does the realization that many of the norms 
embedded in data infrastructures for border control are constituted through 
certain constrained epistemic communities, with certain assumptions, rules, 
and standards. While chief executive officers from commercial providers of 
ICT and border control technology have often been invited by the European 
Commission, Frontex, or EU-Lisa to participate in official expert groups, 
inclusion of NGOs focusing on human rights or data privacy has only taken 
place to a very limited degree. Our tracing of EU-Lisa workshops and 
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framework contracts illustrates that commercial interests have been a main-
stay throughout the development of the interoperable EU border systems. 
Commercial interests in border control technology continuously seek to place 
themselves in, and are increasingly also invited into, the machine room of 
EU multi-leveled governance. Such activities from corporate interest groups 
illustrate that the market for these technologies is extremely lucrative and 
growing. Accordingly, so are the activities of commercial actors proactively 
pursuing contracts and market shares, with both political and commercial 
actors hiding behind the teleological rhetoric of interoperability to fast-track 
profit-inducing measures at the expense of governmental transparency and 
migrant safety. It is remarkable that despite the observable and decade-long 
tendency for corporate involvement in multi-leveled EU governance, and the 
fact that lobbyism has historically impacted EU policymaking in troublesome 
ways, these kinds of activities remain virtually unaddressed when it comes to 
naming the challenges to be addressed by European migration policymakers.

These markets are characterized by a pervasive craving for data about 
deportable populations which are depicted as risky Others. And the trajec-
tory of deportation data is one that traverses continuums of technological and 
financial tools shaped by wider ensembles of actors, logics, and interests out-
side state-centered logics and regimes. Biometric databases linked to depor-
tation politics, such as Eurodac, SIS, VIS, and EES, therefore represent the 
material and functional underpinnings of the virtual data flows accompanying 
the stages of expulsion. The construction of such deportation data represents 
interventions where the flux of life is datafied, that is, translated into com-
puterized data used for identification and verification purposes in accordance 
with the targets determined as risks in the deportation databases (Lemberg-
Pedersen 2022). Technologies for measurement, identification, and imaging 
have enhanced the capacity of various actors in deportation continuums to 
monitor and govern bodies at the refugee/technology interface. This poses 
urgent questions about how the normalization of data craving in deportation 
politics reinforces structural harms on already vulnerable people.
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Chapter 5

Liminality, Asylum, and 
Arbitrariness in the Greek 

State’s    Implementation of the 
2016 EU-Turkey Statement  

Vasilis Vlassis

INTRODUCTION

The “EU-Turkey Statement” (hereafter the “Statement”) was published in 
March 2016 and was introduced as a critical part of the European Union’s 
response toward the then-ongoing “migrant crisis.” Its relatively short text 
radically recalibrated several aspects of the European Union’s “migration 
machine,” namely “the sum of systems that are used in Europe in migration 
policy and border control . . . a cross border policy apparatus for limiting the 
movement of aliens and for making choices about the migrants (desirable/
undesirable) who report to the borders” (Dijstelbloem, Meijer, and Brom 
2011). As part of the Statement’s implementation, new admissibility criteria 
for asylum claims were introduced, the Turkish state was recruited to enforce 
strict border controls that would deter migrants from crossing into Greece, 
the mobility of migrants already present in the Greek islands was signifi-
cantly restricted, and their living conditions were significantly worsened. As 
an outcome of the Statement, the fate of migrants became a bargaining chip 
between the European Union and the state of Turkey (The Economist 2016). 
Finally, thousands of people on the move were now confined on Turkish soil 
and the governance of those populations was outsourced to the Turkish state.
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The Statement was a turning point in the governance of migrant popula-
tions. Despite multiple controversies that sparked around it (some of which 
formulate the core of this chapter), it was effective in engaging the Turkish 
state in deterring migrants from crossing into the European Union and has 
even been seen as an example for future policymaking (Delcker 2017). It 
is a prime example of how policy decisions, once inconceivable as normal 
practices, become legible once crisis has been proclaimed.

The chapter aims to provide critical analysis of the Statement and the 
way that it conceptualized the elements of the “migrant crisis” that were 
perceived to be at the core of the concept by European policymakers, and the 
way that said perceptions allowed for arguably extra-juridical policymaking. 
Furthermore, it seeks to present practices through which said policies were 
materialized and the subsequent reconfiguration of critical elements of the 
European border regime. Toward those goals, the chapter focuses on instances 
of the implementation of the Statement by the Greek state, namely its impact 
on the asylum procedure as it was carried out by the Greek authorities, and 
how the Greek state dealt with cases of migrants caught up in the temporal 
margins that the Statement created. These cases, even though they are not 
exhaustive, are argued to indicate the arbitrariness of practices that character-
ized the implementation of the Statement in the Greek context, which in turn 
sheds light on the aspects of the “migrant crisis” that were deemed to be at 
the core of the crisis, and therefore were prioritized in the European response.

The reality of bordering practices cannot be penetrated through the study of 
policy papers, joint statements, and operational manuals alone. Ethnographic 
methods, incorporating accounts of people working in the field, offer a view 
of bordering as it happens, which often is far from the declared goals and 
practices. As Wonders puts it, “state policies have little meaning until they 
are performed by border agents” (Wonders 2006), and border agents, like 
all human agents, carry with them prejudice and bias and “are informed in 
their practices by notions of what constitutes border” (Green 2010). From 
policymaking to actual border work, things differ significantly as work eth-
ics and habits, worldviews of caseworkers, and unspoken institutional con-
straints all have their part in the way that policies are enforced (Johnson et 
al. 2011; Vlassis 2021). The material on which the chapter is based was col-
lected during the period 2016 to 2018, as part of a PhD project, and included 
non-participant observation of border work in the hotspots in the Greek 
islands of Chios and Lesvos, analysis of policy papers and news articles, 
as well as interviews with border guards working for the Greek Police and 
Frontex, people working with migrant support groups and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), as well as interviews with Greek police officers based 
in Athens, working in different departments of the Greek police. The chap-
ter is structured as follows: The following section shortly introduces some 
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analytical aspirations around bordering and the concept of crisis that will be 
used in the analysis, followed by a brief presentation of the main points of 
the “Statement” and its legal status. Three sections then present the empirical 
material, followed by a discussion and some concluding remarks.

ANALYTICAL ASPIRATIONS

On Borders and Classifications

Borders are traditionally considered to comprise an empirical-physical phe-
nomenon, well defined, visible on a map as lines demarcating the limits of 
territorial power of states, and guarded by the state’s armed forces (Paasi 
2009). Seen as fixed entities, borders may or may not be considered effective 
in their declared task, which is primarily to assess an individual’s status, clas-
sify them, and therefore include the desired, exclude the undesired, facilitate 
those worthy of traveling, and slow down or deter the unworthy. However, 
instead of discussing borders as fixed entities, branches of border scholarship 
see borders as a series of bordering practices, open-ended and always in a 
state of becoming (Kaiser 2012). By avoiding a view of borders as “objects 
of knowledge . . . already given,” instead one may “investigate the processes 
by which these objects are constituted” (Mezzadra and Neilson 2012).

On a policy level, the spatial divide between “inside” and “outside” that 
borders produce, and the subsequent mediation, facilitation, or blocking of 
the mobility of populations, cannot be discussed outside the sociopolitical 
relations existing within the territory of different states, and also involves 
relations between them (De Genova 2016). Borders are not merely the 
boundaries between two states, but are constantly “overdetermined, and, in 
that sense, sanctioned, reduplicated and relativized by other geopolitical divi-
sions” (Balibar 2002). Thus there is no linear pattern in the transformation 
of borders. They are “being both multiplied and reduced in their localization 
and their function, they are being thinned out and doubled” (Balibar 1998). 
In other words, the intensity of, for example, control at border venues and in 
procedures, as well as their symbolic value, is subject to radical and unpre-
dicted changes enabled by factors that precede their locality.

Bordering practices produce and function based on classification regimes, 
enabled through policymaking and border officers’ actions on the field. 
Assigning people or their actions into categories is a ubiquitous part of 
bordering. Such categories are products of human work and other kinds of 
organized activity: contingent and conflictual in nature, but at the same time 
remaining invisible and silenced (Bowker and Star 1999). The categories 
that are related to border work, such as migrant/refugee, are often present 
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in the public discourse as preexisting properties of individuals, which a 
well-functioning border detects. However, said categories have been argued 
to be the outcome of complex assemblages of policies (Mau et al. 2015), 
various technologies and databases (Van der Ploeg and Sprenkels 2011; 
Dijstelbloem, Meijer, and Besters 2011), and border officers’ labor (Johnson 
et al. 2011; De Genova 2016). Thus, in a direction parallel to that of examin-
ing the constitution of borders as processes, there is great value in tracing the 
trajectories of said categories and identities.

On Crisis

The focal point of this chapter, namely the Statement, was published as an 
essential part of the European Union’s response to the “migration crisis.” 
What exactly has been at crisis, and how it should be framed, is admittedly a 
complex task (Agustín and Jørgensen  2019). Opening up beyond the scope 
of the specific “migrant crisis,” the very concept of crisis is an elusive, 
multi-layered and ambiguous concept, perceived in its utterances as an unpre-
dictable surprise, a historically unique event (Koselleck 2006) that emerges 
almost ahistorically. While its origins are often rooted in prolonged conflicts, 
political choices and structural injustice being not only hard to define in 
unison but also tending to be obscured, crisis renders itself an “immediate 
present” (Mbembe and Roitman 1995) which demands and necessitates 
immediate responses (Calhoun 2010) that override previous frameworks, 
reconstruct preexisting moral codes (Strasser 2016), and intensify control 
(Strasser 2014). Failure to engage in such actions is seen as moral ineffi-
ciency in the new landscape, with the proclamation of crisis enabling trajec-
tories parallel to that of the state of exception (Butler and Athanasiou 2013) 
in that it creates an extra-political domain of state action and thus becomes an 
instrument of rule (Agamben 2013). Be that as it may, security and migration 
policies rarely are performed exclusively under the effect of crisis. Instead, 
they are driven by a mixture of procedures and approaches infected by the 
potency of crisis (Jeandesboz and Pallister-Wilkins 2016).

Perhaps counterintuitively, the constant emergence of the term to describe 
different societal aspects, the large bodies of the world’s population that meet 
basic needs through mechanisms and schemes designed as crisis response 
mechanisms, and the increasing set of social administration and government 
measures that are carried out under the context of crisis (Redfield 2005) chal-
lenge the uniqueness of each crisis, and instead, it seems as if crisis gains the 
status of a “defining category of our contemporary situation” (Roitman 2011). 
Critical states are perhaps better understood as “pervasive contexts rather 
than singular events” (Vigh 2008), and thus should be critically approached, 
not necessarily doubting the existence of a critical situation per se, but instead 
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focusing on what is at stake after the crisis has been proclaimed, as well as 
what has been deemed critical. In other words, we need to put less faith in 
crisis (Roitman 2011).

THE STATEMENT AND ITS LEGAL STATUS

The text of the Statement consisted of nine points, of which the first three 
arguably form its core (European Council and Council of the European Union 
2016). The first point dictates that, as of the publishing date of the Statement, 
“all new irregular migrants crossing from Turkey into Greek islands . . . will 
be returned to Turkey” if their asylum application “has been found unfounded 
or inadmissible” by the Greek authorities. The second point, often referred to 
as the 1–1 measure, states that “[f]or every Syrian being returned to Turkey 
from the Greek islands, another Syrian will be resettled from Turkey to the 
EU taking into account the UN Vulnerability Criteria.” The third point con-
cerns Turkey’s part and reads: “Turkey will take any necessary measures to 
prevent new sea or land routes for illegal migration opening from Turkey 
to the EU and will cooperate with neighbouring states as well as the EU to 
this effect.” In return for the cooperation of the Turkish state on those three 
points, the EU member states were to accelerate the visa liberation roadmap 
for Turkish citizens “with a view to lifting the visa requirements for Turkish 
citizens.” Finally, the Statement foresees the “speed up (of) the disbursement 
of the initially allocated 3 billion euros under the Facility for Refugees in 
Turkey and ensures funding of further projects for persons under temporary 
protection identified with swift input from Turkey before the end of March,” 
as well as the “additional funding for the Facility of an additional 3 billion 
euro up to the end of 2018,”  totaling six billion euros.

In many (if not most) instances of public deliberation concerning the 
Statement, the latter was referred to as a “deal” or “agreement” between the 
European Union and Turkey (Deutsche Welle 2018; BBC 2016). Notably, the 
specific terms (deal and agreement) used carry connotations of an orderly 
understanding between two well-defined and mutually trusting partners. 
Moreover, they reflect the trade element of the approach that the European 
Union had by then adopted toward the governance of migration “flows,” in 
sharp contrast to the humanitarian discourse that was paramount during the 
summer and fall of 2015.

Contrary to that orderly appearance, legal scholars have underlined its 
dubious status. Cases of migrants affected by the Statement whose cases 
were taken to the General Court of the European Union have ended with the 
Court referring to the Statement as “a press release, on the website shared by 
the European Council and the Council of the European Union,” noting “that 
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measure was not adopted by one of the institutions of the EU” and therefore 
the Court “lacks jurisdiction to hear and determine the actions pursuant to 
Article 263 TFEU, and, accordingly, dismisses them” (General Court of the 
European Union 2017). The Court concluded that the Statement is not an 
EU act and that the Court itself has no jurisdiction to hear and determine 
cases that concern the Statement. This basically rendered the Statement an 
extra-juridical act not subjected to any kind of accountability by European 
institutions. Be that as it may, the Statement has been considered successful 
by many EU politicians, to the extent it is considered a model to be fol-
lowed with other states, namely the states of North Africa (Goulard 2016). 
As discussed later in this chapter, it was not only the Statement that existed 
on the margins of law but also the practices that came in its wake during its 
implementation.

Admissibility and Turkey as a Safe Third Country

The concept of the admissibility of an asylum claim has been part of the 
European asylum system since as early as 2005. It determines whether a 
state should or should not examine an asylum application based on criteria 
additional to those of the Dublin Regulation. The 2005 Directive regulating 
those criteria dictated that inadmissibility of an application for protection may 
be ordered when the applicant “(a) has been granted international protection 
by another Member State; (b) comes from a ‘first country of asylum’; (c) 
comes from a ‘safe third country’; (d) makes a subsequent application with 
no new elements; or (e) is dependent on an applicant and makes a separate 
claim without justification” (Council of the European Union 2005). Different 
national legal frameworks allowed for different selections of grounds for 
inadmissibility in member states under the Directive.

Overall, and in practice, there is no exact, timeless, and widely accepted 
definition of a safe third country (STC). On a practical level, it is perceived 
as a state through which a person fleeing from their own country of origin has 
passed, where they could have found protection, but did not do so (Roman, 
Baird, and Radcliffe 2016). This working definition is based on the grounds 
of an interpretation of Article 31(1) of the Refugee Convention, stating that 
asylum seekers who enter the territory of a state “coming directly from a ter-
ritory where their life or freedom was threatened” shall not be subjected to 
penalties.

The characterization of Turkey as an STC came at a time when the country 
was already hosting 2.5 million Syrians (Broomfield 2016) and was accused 
of illegally pushing Syrian refugees back to Syria (Payton 2016), even shoot-
ing refugees at the border (Worley 2016). It has been contested by several 
NGOs working with refugee support (Amnesty International 2017b; Gogou 
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and Amnesty International 2017; Norwegian Refugee Council, International 
Rescue Committee, and OXFAM 2017; Spanish Refugee Aid Commission 
2017). The European Asylum Support Office (EASO) was appointed with the 
task of publishing a report on the status of Turkey as a STC (Nielsen 2016). 
While the examination of the subject falls exactly under the scope of EASO, 
the report was never published. Further reports on this issue state that the 
specific report was shelved “upon the judgment of its findings being unsup-
portive of the priorities of a group of EU Member states and the Commission 
regarding the implementation of the Statement” (Φωτιάδης 2019). It is worth 
noting that during the first days after the Statement was published, several 
refugees and asylum seekers were returned to Turkey under highly ques-
tionable circumstances, as documented by Amnesty International and other 
organizations. The very first instances of people being returned took place 
on April 4, 2016, when 202 people were returned to Turkey from the islands 
of Lesvos and Chios. The European Commission announced that none of 
the returnees sought asylum in Greece, while UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) stated that thirteen of the returnees had communicated 
their wish to seek asylum but their applications were not registered (Amnesty 
International 2017a).

A New Asylum Procedure

The Greek Asylum Service, being a first-instance authority of the Greek 
state, was central among the actors tasked with implementing the Statement 
and begun by determining that asylum seekers whose applications had been 
rejected could rightfully be returned to Turkey, which would offer them 
adequate protection (Gkliati 2017). However, the Appeal Committees, being 
the institution examining the applications in the second degree, overturned 
390 out of the first 393 rulings on the grounds of not considering Turkey an 
STC for Syrians. This was in direct opposition to the spirit of the Statement 
and more specifically, the characterization of Turkey as an STC (Amnesty 
International 2017a). This annulment of such an important parameter of 
the Statement was not warmly received by the European Union. A reported 
“major upset in Brussels” considered the committees “an enemy of the deal” 
(Zalan 2016), and resulted in pressure on the Greek state to introduce new 
legislation.

The Greek state did not fail to deliver, and soon, on June 16, 2016, 
approved an amendment of the relevant law (4375/2016), establishing a new 
appeal authority and a new structure for the Appeal Committees (European 
Commission 2016a). The earlier composition consisted of one government 
representative, one representative of the UNHCR and a human rights expert 
selected from a list compiled by the National Commission on Human Rights 
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(European Council on Refugees and Exiles [ECRE] 2016). The new compo-
sition dispensed with the human rights expert, introduced two judges of the 
Administrative Courts, and retained the UNHCR representative. The whole 
escapade was criticized by scholars and organizations alike (ECRE 2016; 
Gkliati 2017; Zalan 2016). An open letter published by members of the old 
committees pointed out that their institutional replacement was not “due to 
the rationale of the decisions being incomplete or unjustified, but because 
it doubted the political planning of the Ministry” (ThePressProject 2016). 
The outcome in terms of decisions was that the new Appeal Committees, 
as of December 31, 2017, upheld all inadmissibility decisions of the Greek 
Asylum (Amnesty International 2017a). It is worth noting that the same law 
(4375/2016) has caused conditions for asylum seekers to deteriorate in more 
ways, including but not limited to, restricting free legal assistance for the 
first-degree examination of their claim as well as refusing their right to be 
present in person during the examination of the appeal.

The rationale behind considering Turkey an STC lies in the notion of 
“equivalent protection to that envisaged in the Geneva Convention” (Council 
of the European Union and European Parliament 2013). This “equivalent 
protection” offered by Turkey has been noted to be a status of Temporary 
Protection, by order of the Turkish Council of Ministers, on account of the 
mass influx of Syrians. This status, as opposed to asylum status, which is 
offered after a personalized evaluation of a person’s condition, is granted 
collectively, and can also be withdrawn collectively. In addition, it can be 
problematic in terms of access for stateless persons as well as members of 
minority ethnicities who were reportedly discriminated against in Turkey 
(Norwegian Association for Asylum Seekers 2016; Refucomm 2016).

During the same period, the role of EASO was upgraded, both formally 
as well as in practice. EASO, originally a supportive agent for the Greek 
Asylum Service’s task of handling asylum cases, was now given the capacity 
to conduct admissibility interviews in the context of the “fast track” proce-
dure applied at the border (ECRE 2016). This involvement of EASO has 
been criticized as being unclear and exceeding the legal framework of asy-
lum handling (Greek Council for Refugees et al. 2016), as the EU regulation 
establishing the agency (European Parliament and Council of the European 
Union 2010) provides no legal basis for such actions. Instead, it clearly states 
that EASO “shall have no direct or indirect powers concerning the taking of 
decisions by Member States’ asylum authorities on individual applications 
for international protection” (Preamble §14 and Article 2(6)). Furthermore, 
the Greek Asylum Service has been repeatedly reported to rely on EASO’s 
records without ever ultimately directly addressing questions to the applicants 
(European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights [ECCHR] 2018). The 
same report from ECCHR states that “EASO officers often stuck to a rigid 
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questionnaire without giving the applicant room to elaborate on their personal 
history of harm or persecution.” It concludes that “[i]n sum, the interviews 
consistently failed to consider the individual experiences and vulnerabilities 
of the applicants.” For their part, EASO has done little toward debunking 
such claims and have claimed that they “kept no record of its conduct of 
interviews and ensuing concluding remarks” (ECCHR 2018).

Caught on the Margins

“Today marks a dark day in the history of refugee protection: one in which 
Europe’s leaders attempted to buy themselves out of their international obliga-
tions, heedless of the cost in human misery” (Amnesty International 2017b).

The Statement introduced a new temporal categorization for migrants 
arriving in the European Union, namely those who arrived before and after 
its publishing date. As the spokesperson from the Greek department of 
Doctors Without Borders put it, it was “the time when the trolley doors were 
shut, leaving those behind running to catch up” (Μπερση 2017). The Greek 
state’s determination to not let anything stand in the way of the implementa-
tion measures can be seen in the transformation of the Appeal Committees 
discussed earlier in the chapter. However, the arbitrary and vague nature of 
the Statement’s text enabled more controversy when it came to people who 
were caught in a “liminal” limbo, concerning their status in relation to their 
date of arrival. Such was the case of a Syrian citizen whose date of entry was 
documented by the Police Prefecture of Lesvos as March 19, 2016, only for 
his asylum application to be rejected on the basis of his fingerprints being 
registered in the database of Eurodac the twenty-third of the same month, and 
who thus should be readmitted to Turkey on the basis of the Statement. The 
Syrian citizen’s claims, supported by the NGO Aitima, were to no avail, and 
were met with a final answer stating that there can be no corrections on the 
database entry (Aitima 2017).

In the Eurodac Regulation, the “place and date of apprehension” and “date 
on which the fingerprints were taken” are two separate entry fields (Article 
14.2 (b) and (e)), and the regulation also calls for the transmission of the 
data “no later than 72 hours after the date of apprehension.” According to 
International Organization for Migration, for March 2016, the average num-
ber of daily arrivals was 1,885 (International Organization for Migration 
2016). UNHCR gives a number of 895 (UNHCR 2016) for Greece, noting 
that these estimates are based “on the most reliable information available by 
the authorities.” In the context of that period, it is impossible to calculate 
precise numbers. However, it is safe to assume that daily arrivals exceeded 
eight hundred. Given that the migrants who asked Αίτημα for help arrived 
on March 19 and were registered on March 23, a “margin” of more than two 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



92 Vasilis Vlassis

thousand persons is the lowest estimation of people affected by this situa-
tion alone.

In practice, people being registered a few days after their arrival in the 
Greek islands was commonplace. Therefore, such implications could be pre-
dicted and acted upon. However, as follow-up research including interviews 
with employees of the Greek Asylum Service, the Greek police, and the Greek 
Ombudsman showed, that was not the case. The various departments of the 
Greek police involved in the function and management of the migrant-related 
databases responded to questions on this case with uncertainty regarding 
which department is ultimately responsible for decisions on changing entries. 
Those departments are the Informatics Department, the Asylum Department 
of the Aliens Sector, and the Forensic Science Division (FSD). The latter is 
involved due to the forensic “nature” of fingerprint data, and also recruits 
fingerprint experts who manually (visually) confirm “hits” returned by the 
automated fingerprint matching procedure.

The Informatics Department responded that the FSD was responsible for 
any changes in the entries (interview with Informatics Department officer, 
July 4, 2018), which is in accordance with the FSD’s institutional position as 
the national control authority of the Eurodac system (ΔΕΕ 2015). Requests 
for a visit with FSD were met with repeated claims of “rigid obligations” and 
“increased workload,” and access to the office of the national unit of Eurodac 
was repeatedly denied “as it is a space of restricted access, only accessible 
to authorized persons” (communication with FSD via email, June 2018). A 
written set of questions to the FSD focused on the procedure of data changes 
in Eurodac entries, and the case was left partially unanswered and topped 
with a final refusal for a meeting as “a satisfactory number of the questions 
have been answered” (communication with FSD via email, August 2018) in 
previous meetings that addressed different research questions.

Further research on the issue included an interview with a representative of 
the Greek Ombudsman. Their view of the stance of the Greek police stemmed 
from a different standpoint beyond the technical potentiality of the change of 
an entry, and the administrative labyrinth of the Greek police.

If they [those administering the entries in the database] were to make changes 
for the first individuals who reported them, then they would have to admit the 
same for more people. It is a matter of principle not to publicly admit that the 
specific registrations are mistaken. . . . EL.AS [the Greek police] blamed a tech-
nical difficulty, which we consider proverbial and that the difficulty is political. 
. . . The pressure [upon the Greek state] for the implementation of the Statement 
is so big that the Greek Police did not want to admit that there are problems in 
the registers. . . . In both cases, the case was passed to the asylum service, and 
due to the vulnerability of the individuals there, no longer constituted a conflict. 
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Both cases that came to us were protected because they came with two different 
NGOs. People by themselves (Note: not assisted by NGOs) could and easily 
might have already been returned with the first readmissions. . . . There are no 
data for the first readmissions. (Interview with Greek Deputy Ombudsman, May 
2018, my translation)

This account places the case under the very specific political conjunction 
of the time. The Greek state had been heavily criticized for its handling of 
the migration flows, especially for the reluctance of its officials to thoroughly 
carry out the registration of all incoming migrants (ekathimerini 2015). It 
could not “afford” doubts to begin circulating about the accuracy of the reg-
istration and the legitimacy of the implementation of the Statement. In this 
context, the refusal to investigate the actual date of arrival of the persons 
involved, and the overall stance of the Greek police, can be read as a pretense 
intended to cover up a political agenda that dictated that no cracks can be vis-
ible in the solid construction that is the EU’s response to the “migrant crisis.” 
The role that registration systems such as Eurodac played in this situation 
proved to be critical, as it was the technical resort to which Greek institutions 
would refer to legitimatize their actions (or lack thereof).

DISCUSSION

In migration policymaking, it is not uncommon for conditions to change 
suddenly and without warning. Griffiths refers to periods of accelerated 
action, be that political and administrative reorganization or the acceleration 
of individual cases of deportation, as “frenzied time” (Griffiths 2014) when 
“time accelerates quickly and rushes out of control.” The Statement indexes a 
period of such frenzied time, as the spokesperson of the Greek department of 
Doctors Without Borders put it, “the time when the trolley doors were shut, 
leaving those behind running to catch up” (Μπερση 2017).

It needs to be noted that not all aspects of the Statement were equally 
enforced. While the sealing of the Greek border, the restructuring of the 
Appeal committees, and the first reportedly arbitrary deportations following 
all happened at a rapid pace, other aspects of the Statement, such as the relo-
cation scheme, were implemented much more slowly, if at all. Migrants living 
in and outside the hotspots were as it often happens stuck in an administrative 
limbo for extended periods of uncertainty. This “absence of synchronicity” 
inherent in the “complex temporality of borders” (Little 2015) is indicative of 
the political priorities that the European Union had set at the time, which in 
turn sheds light on what was considered “critical” during the “migrant crisis,” 
to be discussed further in the concluding section.
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For the Greek state, the implementation of the Statement was a mis-
sion. It was never debated in parliamentary hearings (Φωτιάδης 2019) 
and was instead initiated with the passing of law 4375/2016 followed by 
various amendments. In what seemed to be a peculiar reward, the European 
Commission decided “to close infringement procedures against Italy and 
Greece for non-implementation of the Eurodac regulation” (European 
Commission 2016b). Among other implementing measures, a geographical 
restriction was applied to all incoming migrants with open asylum cases, 
preventing them from leaving the islands to the mainland, which led to the 
already problematic living conditions of migrants to further deteriorate, 
resulting in frequent riots (in.gr 2018; Huffpost 2017), and a reported rise in 
stress, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms among the 
migrant population (Γιατροί Χωρίς Σύνορα 2017).

The introduction of the admissibility evaluation of asylum applications 
also had a significant, twofold impact. On the one hand, it moved the admin-
istrative, social, and humanitarian cost of recognizing and hosting refugees to 
Turkey. The practice of outsourcing bordering to neighboring countries is not 
new for the European Union, and has been a practice of the European Union 
for more than a decade (Gammeltoft-Hansen 2013). On the other hand, it 
reshaped the concept of asylum within the European context, a focal concept 
in the discourse around the dichotomies of migrant/refugee and legal/illegal 
migration. The distinction between deserving refugees versus undeserving 
(illegal) migrants has been central in representations of migration in the 
European discourse for years before the “migrant crisis.” The naturalization 
of such identities, and their presentation as mutually exclusive categories, is 
problematic in (at least) two ways. First, it fails to capture the complexities 
of migrant journeys and the multiple positions and experiences that irregu-
larized migrants on the move find themselves in (Crawley and Skleparis 
2017). Secondly, it ignores the dependence of such categories on legal and 
socio-cultural constructions, both on a policy level as well as on rank-and-file 
officers’ practice level (Andersson 2014, 361; Heyman 2001; Guild 2004).

Classification systems are products of organized human work and action; 
they assign persons to categories, and they render the contingencies and the 
controversies around this work invisible (Bowker and Star 1999). Human 
mobility comes first, the state’s legal apparatus acts on it after. The recogni-
tion of a migrant as a refugee is a complex procedure where a person’s testi-
mony on their journey’s history and family relationships and their exposure 
to persecution or other threats are juxtaposed with reports of the current situ-
ation in their country of origin, institutional guidelines that case workers need 
to follow, nationality assessments conducted by screeners, database entries, 
as well as assessment of properties like accent.
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Reports of the current situation in the country of origin, travel histories, 
family relationships, as well as accent, the ability to prove the vulnerability 
of the individual, etc., are just some of the elements of asylum interviews to 
be taken into account by case handlers. Examining the admissibility of an 
asylum claim shifted the case handler’s task from assessing whether a person 
is in danger and in need of international protection to assessing whether they 
can be safely returned to Turkey. This is vividly illustrated by the words of 
a lawyer presented in a 2017 report: “[T]he minute an applicant undergoing 
an admissibility interview utters a word about Syria, they are stopped by the 
caseworker and told that the interview has nothing to do with Syria, even if in 
fact it does” (Norwegian Refugee Council, International Rescue Commitee, 
and OXFAM 2017).

A new form of deservedness became the dominant criterion for the specific 
form of inclusion that is the recognition of a person’s refugee status. Whereas 
until that point, a person was seen as deserving asylum and protection with 
regard to the situation of their country of origin, now their deservedness was 
mediated by the fact that they arrived in the European Union through Turkey. 
It can be argued that this was a re-merging of the categories of migrant and 
refugee with the wider category of “irregular migration.” The ever-present, 
perhaps dominant aspect of the debate surrounding the mixed flows, which 
shaped the moral and ethical tone of the discussion through 2015 and 2016—
the distinction between deserving refugees and undeserving migrants or 
bogus asylum seekers (Triandafyllidou 2018)—was set aside as irrelevant. 
People, in danger or not, had to stay away from European soil.

In the case of the delayed registration described in this chapter, and its 
handling by the Greek Asylum Service and the Greek police, the temporal 
division or rupture that the Statement introduced, and the two subsequent 
categories of migrants, namely those who arrived before and those after its 
implementation, are not clear and distinct, due to the textual nature of the 
Statement and its inherent vagueness. This was exacerbated by the interplay 
of this vagueness with the reality of bordering practices at the hotspots and 
in Athens. This interplay creates room for liminality, as the state of being 
between categories, where “people are tainted with danger, pollution or ille-
gality” (Griffiths 2012).

The resolution of the liminality is achieved by referring to the “data dou-
ble” of the migrants. Here, this is seen as a migrant’s journey being reduced 
to a database entry, and the predominance of this entry against all other forms 
of evidence, even evidence that is produced by institutional agents such as 
the Lesvos police. The Eurodac procedure and the rigidness of its entries are 
evident in this case and were enabled by the specific position of the Greek 
state within the European Union and the “migrant crisis.” Specifically, a 
“migrant crisis” in which the momentum of the Statement does not allow for 
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errors to be considered and no less admitted, for fear of similar cases emerg-
ing and thus causing “cracks” in the solid and decisive legal artifact that is 
the Statement. Thus, in this case, we see one instance that corroborates the 
reoccurring position of many scholars, that sociotechnical systems, especially 
those of biopolitical control and surveillance, and their use are always embed-
ded in specific social, political, and cultural conditions that shape the acts of 
their users and subjects (Oudshoorn and Pinch 2003; Woolgar 1990).

CONCLUDING NOTES ON A MIGRANT CRISIS

As discussed earlier in this chapter, crisis can be an ambiguous and elusive 
concept, and the “migrant crisis” of the mid-to late 2010s was no different. 
Behind and accompanying its utterance, political agendas and correlations 
invested the term with different meanings and ethical and moral connotations. 
Aspects of the “migrant crisis” include but were not limited to a humanitar-
ian crisis, with regard to the loss of life in the Mediterranean and along the 
migrant route, as well as the suffering of populations on the move in various 
borderland and makeshift or state-sanctioned camps, a crisis of the European 
Union, focusing on various political conflicts among member states around 
policies adopted in the face of the migration phenomena, a crisis of the 
Dublin convention and Schengen zone, seeing said populations as a threat to 
the border regime of the European Union, a security crisis, especially after 
events such as the attacks in Paris in November 2015, directly implying con-
nections between populations on the move and similar attacks (Vlassis 2021). 
Finally, a crisis of European values suggested the challenging of moral values 
considered to be part of the European identity, such as solidarity, freedom, 
and hospitality. Crisis narratives exist beyond the realm of validation and 
disproof; they are not “false or merely symbolic” (Roitman 2011). Instead, 
they call for “life deciding alternatives meant to answer questions about what 
is just or unjust” (Koselleck 2006). How these questions are posed forms 
new moral obligations, which find their fulfillment at a range of levels, from 
the higher political level and all the way to rank-and-file officials’ practices.

Framing a crisis as an unexpected, unprecedented, and unpredictable event 
(Calhoun 2010) shrinks “time and space of actions to a ‘here and now’ of 
emergency response” (van Reekum 2016). Such representations render invis-
ible and obscure the political backgrounds of crises, while at the same time 
focusing and capitalizing on human suffering. In the case of the “migrant 
crisis,” the very structure of the Dublin Regulation (Guild 2006; den Heijer, 
Rijpma, and Spijkerboer 2016; Mitsilegas 2014), and the visa and carrier 
sanctions, which as part of the Schengen agreement in practice targeted 
asylum seekers not allowing them to approach Europe in any other way than 
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through smuggling networks (Guiraudon 2018), are perhaps the two main 
factors that enabled the “migrant crisis,” only to remain unaddressed through 
the period it was unfolding.

“Focus events,” events or images that “simply cannot be ignored” 
(Baumgartner and Jones 1993), like the capsizing of a boat transporting 
over eight hundred migrants from Libya to Italy and the subsequent death of 
almost all its passengers on April 19, 2015, and the publishing of the photo 
of the dead body of a toddler later identified as a Syrian Kurdish child, Alan 
Kurdi on Bodrum beach in Turkey on September 3, 2015, can be pointed 
out as constitutive moments that initiated the humanitarian emergency 
discourse (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019). However, receiving less media 
attraction, thousands of migrants have lost their lives in the last years in the 
Mediterranean and other European borderlands (Last et al. 2017; themigrant-
files.com n.d.), and human suffering and constant tension have been the norm 
in the Calais area of France (Reinisch 2015). Arguably, the European border 
regime has for years been in a state of normalized crisis.

What was truly unprecedented, however, was the loss of control with 
regards to bordering that ensued not only in the Greek islands but in many 
other borderlands across Europe, as well as how another “focus event,” this 
time the image of thousands of migrants marching across the continent, cir-
culated in European media and “foregrounded a subjective composition of 
the movements of migrants and refugees characterized by agency and obsti-
nacy, by an ability to articulate their demands in an explicitly political way” 
(Mezzadra and Bojadžijev 2015). This collective march of migrants was seen 
as an act of debordering establishing the “migrant crisis” as a crisis of control 
over the European borders, just weeks after the temporary annulment of the 
Dublin system on behalf of the German state (Kingsley and Oltermann 2016).

It therefore comes as no surprise that the European Union’s response was 
directed toward specific elements of what comprised the crisis. Despite a 
sporadic rhetoric surrounding the need for a fairer and more elaborate asylum 
system, relatively few core fundamental changes occurred in that respect. The 
Dublin Regulation has largely remained intact despite intense criticisms and 
its commonly accepted failure. The proposal for a new regulation does not 
seem to entail drastic changes, except a few manipulations, and Frontex’s 
renaming as the European Border and Coast Guard Agency with an increased 
budget and operational scope cannot be viewed as something new, but rather 
as a strengthening of the old model of “fortress Europe.”

To re-establish a sense of border normality (if there ever was one), 
the European Union chose to seal its borders with Turkey and place the 
administration of asylum matters in an arena of exchanges with neighbor-
ing countries. Economic and political returns were offered to Turkey and 
Libya for them to accept further externalization of the European border, and 
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to outsource asylum and border control procedures. In the case of Turkey, 
this far exceeded the acceleration of litigations that were underway, such as 
the Readmission Agreement, but called for recalibrations of national laws, 
and even the reshaping of notions such as “sufficient protection” and “safe 
third country.”
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Chapter 6

Asylum Seekers Experiencing 
Forced Immobility as 

Offline    and Online Actors  

Claudia Lintner

INTRODUCTION

The chapter reflects asylum seekers’ immobility experiences at the Brenner 
border (Italy) as offline and online actors. It is thus part of an emerging strand 
of research that focuses on studying migration not only as a physical experi-
ence (Schewel 2019; Khan 2016), but also as a virtual experience (Alencar 
2020; Leurs 2019; Martin-Shields and Bodanac 2017). In doing so, the 
chapter places center stage the paradigmatic figure of the connected migrant 
(Diminescu 2020) that has gradually replaced and questioned the figure of 
the uprooted migrant. Diminescu (2020) describes in fact the connected 
migrant as “equipped with at least one digitalized device which enables him/
her to instantaneously switch between several lifestyles” (Diminescu 2020, 
74). Thus, in contrast to the uprooted figure, the connected migrant is char-
acterized by a constant presence that is becoming less physically linked to a 
particular territory and more affective (Witteborn 2012; Turkle 2011). New 
technologies allow asylum seekers both to stay in touch with family and 
friends left behind and to gather information about possible routes and ways 
to and through Europe in the shortest possible time (Dekker et al. 2018). As 
the chapter will show, the new possibilities also change how asylum seekers 
deal with and organize their everyday life in situations of forced immobility. 
In line with this, different scholars (Alencar 2017; Kaufmann 2018; Witteborn 
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2015; Lintner 2022) have outlined how connectivity widely compensates for 
the spaces of action, spaces of learning, spaces of interaction, and spaces for 
information that are missing offline, in the process of emplacing themselves 
in a new environment.

However, the figure of the connected migrant is at the same time exposed 
to new dangers and vulnerabilities given by an ever greater dependence on 
digital infrastructure like Wi-Fi hotspots, shops that sell SIM cards, or the 
physical offices of wire transfer services (Latonero 2016; Gillespie et al. 
2018). As the results of the field study will clearly show, the digital infra-
structure is not widely available or accessible to all, with vulnerable groups 
in society often being disadvantaged. In fact, the lack of digital accessibility, 
usability, and not least the affordability (Faith 2018) for refugees and asylum 
seekers leads to new forms of social and digital exclusion (Kaufmann 2020) 
as well as to information precarity (Wall et al. 2015) linked to access (missing 
or limited infrastructure) and to content (relying on untrustworthy sources, 
for example).

By taking the example of the Brenner border in northern Italy, the chapter 
analyzes how information and communications technology (ICT) changes 
the experiences of asylum seekers’ mobility/immobility practices in a situ-
ation of forced immobility. In doing so, the chapter adopts the perspective 
of the so-called out-of-quota group, about two hundred to 250 applicants for 
international protection arrived in an autonomous way to the Brenner border 
zone (Italy) and not via the regular ministerial quota.1 In order to regulate this 
group of asylum seekers, the northernmost Italian province adopted a restric-
tive regulation in 2016 (regulation Critelli) that does not give direct access to 
the reception system unless they are classified as vulnerable (families, preg-
nant women, and minors and unaccompanied minors) in accordance with the 
regulation. In particular, the regulation affects “the healthy man” who is not 
considered vulnerable—unless he has a serious illness or a vulnerability that 
is ascertained. Consequently, most of those potential asylum seekers consid-
ered non-vulnerable find themselves in precarious living situations. The study 
gives insight into how those “healthy men” make their living under extremely 
precarious conditions and use ICT to deal with and/or circumvent restrictive 
migration regimes. In doing so, the chapter is part of an upcoming strand of 
studies (Artero and Fontanari 2019; Wyss 2019) that shed light to the gaps 
in the current Dublin Regulation by providing ethnographic insights into pre-
carious living conditions created by bureaucratic inefficiencies.

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



 Asylum Seekers Experiencing Forced Immobility 109

METHODOLOGY

The present study is part of the project “Digital border experiences of refu-
gees: Understanding the use of ICT in the context of forced migration at the 
Brenner border‒Italy (DIBO),” a cooperation between the Free University 
of Bolzano (Italy‒Internal research fund CRC 2019), the University of 
Innsbruck (Austria), and the Technical University of Munich (Germany). The 
chapter reflects refugees’ innovative use of ICT to deal with and/or circum-
vent restrictive migration regimes in the Brenner border area.

PARTICIPANTS

From December 2019 to May 2020, eleven semi-structured interviews and 
six narrative interviews with out-of-quota asylum seekers in the Italian 
northern border zone were carried out. Some informants spent a long time in 
Germany or a Scandinavian country, in some cases even years, before being 
forced to leave the country by the Dublin Regulation. Others arrived directly 
from the Balkans or Austria (Afghans, Pakistanis, and Bangladeshis) without 
ever having applied for asylum. They are now in the northern border zone, 
waiting for full entry into the reception system, to which they are entitled 
but where there are few possibilities. The seventeen out-of-quota asylum 
seekers interviewed for this study came from Nigeria (four), Gambia (five), 
Afghanistan (three), Pakistan (three), and Bangladesh (two). They all came 
in an autonomous way to South Tyrol: nine out-of-quota asylum seekers from 
southern Italy and eight out-of-quota asylum seekers from Germany/Austria.

DATA COLLECTION

The study is based on a qualitative research approach. In the first research 
phase, six narrative interviews were conducted. This approach helped to 
encourage the interviewees to reflect upon their experiences and their strate-
gies to organize their everyday lives. While the influence of the interviewer 
was minimal, importance was given to the idea of reconstructing individual 
life experiences from the point of view of informants. The narrative inter-
views served as the basis for the structure of the eleven semi-structured 
interviews. The most important issues pertaining to the research focus of the 
study were examined in more depth during the semi-structured interviews. 
The narratives and the semi-structured interviews lasted from sixty to 120 
minutes each. The interviews were conducted in English and German. Due 
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to the first outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in northern Italy and the 
related containment measures, seven semi-structured interviews out of eleven 
interviews were carried out via phone.

DATA ANALYSIS

The analysis of the data was based on the coding processes described by 
Strauss and Corbin (2008), which involves three levels of analysis: open cod-
ing, axial coding, and selective coding. During the open coding phase, the 
researchers constantly compared interview transcriptions and the questions 
asked. In this first phase, different categories were developed, the properties 
and dimensions of which were recorded in document memos. During axial 
coding, parts of interviews of note were pieced together in new ways, which 
allowed bringing new issues and perspectives into the process of analysis. 
Finally, during selective coding, core categories were defined and connected 
to other categories by looking for similarities and relationships between the 
categories. The findings of this paper focus on the following core categories: 
“border management” (policies/performances), crossing borders (role of 
smartphone/trying,_attempting), “being stuck” (living situations/everyday 
life/role of smartphone), and “accessibility” (opportunities/hindering and 
enabling structures).

ETHICS

All interviewees participated voluntarily. They were informed about the 
purpose of the study, the data collection process, and how the data would be 
treated. Before the data collection started, all interviewees gave their writ-
ten informed consent to participate. Furthermore, it was made clear from 
the beginning that all participants could withdraw from the study at any 
time. Finally, all participants agreed that the interviews would be recorded, 
transcribed, and used in academic publications. In the presentation of the 
findings, the names of the participants have been removed and replaced by 
pseudonyms.
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CROSS-BORDER MOTILITIES IN MATERIAL SPACE

Border Management

Since 2015, and in particular after the closing of the west Balkan route in 
March 2016, the Brenner border between Italy and Austria has become one 
of the main passages for refugees arriving in southern Italy and continu-
ing their path toward northern Europe. Consequently, due to the increasing 
number of refugees present in the border zone, the Austrian government 
introduced a restrictive border management in 2015/2016, which provided 
for a 370-meter-long fence (that could be raised at any time if necessary), 
a so-called registration center, increased control activities, and personnel 
deployment in the area close to the border. In August 2017, despite the 
decreasing number of refugees, Austria kept up the border management and 
sent seventy soldiers to the Brenner border to control border crossings. In 
line with this, in October 2017, Austria and Germany confirmed that border 
controls in the Schengen area would be extended for another six months until 
May 2018. Hence, although the number of refugees who tried to cross the 
border decreased, the state authorities continued with their “border spectacle” 
(De Genova 2002, 493) or “exemplary theater” (De Genova 2002, 436), two 
terms with which De Genova describes how the state demonstrates its sover-
eignty through practices of enforcement on the border. Linked to this, border 
performance in this period was highly symbolic as it reproduced social, 
political, and economic relations and stressed the privileges as well as the 
limitations of citizenship (Anderson 2013). This is particularly reflected in 
the practices of “racial profiling” experienced by several interview partners 
and confirmed as a common practice of control by the group of activists that 
monitored the situation on the Brenner pass from 2015 to 2018. Antenne 
migranti more than once during their final report mentioned this practice as 
“Infringement of the legislation on the prohibition of discrimination, includ-
ing Article 14 of the ECHR, would constitute a form of systematic control 
at internal borders prohibited by Article 22 of the Schengen Borders Codex” 
(2017, 76). Racial profiling as a frequent control practice has been observed 
especially on the trains going from Verona to Munich. Personal controls are 
part of a trilateral agreement (installed in 2015) between the railway police 
of Rosenheim (Germany), Innsbruck (Austria), and Bolzano (Italy) on the 
express trains, in order to prevent refugees from crossing the Italian border 
into Austria and then further to the German border. Even today, five years 
after the so-called crisis, this practice of personal control is still carried out 
by police officers on the trains and the railway stations along the Brenner 
route. In doing so, an emergency status and security status is upheld and 
reproduced in 2020 when the number of refugees crossing the border by 
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train has been extremely reduced. In 2019, local media proudly report on the 
so-called success of these initiatives. The online portal stol.it, for example, 
headlines in April 2019: “Refugees avoid train over the Brenner Pass. Due to 
the intensive controls, there are now hardly any illegal immigrants trying to 
reach Germany by express train from Italy via the Brenner route.” However, 
the monitoring of the border management by activists as well as the interview 
narratives show a different reality, namely that of alternative (and often more 
dangerous) ways of crossing as well as an increase of immobility experiences 
characterized by precariousness and an ulterior extension of the civic stratifi-
cation system among the refugee groups present in the border zone.

From Immobility to New Mobilities

In line with this, Farim, a twenty-three-year-old man from Gambia, reports on 
his experiences of being unable to cross the border in a legal way. In 2016, 
Farim came to Italy by boat. He spent five months in Sicily. There he applied 
for asylum. His destination was not Italy, but Germany, where a friend and 
part of his family already live. So he left the accommodation center in south 
Italy and made his way north on his own. His destination was the Brenner 
border and then on to Germany. Without being in possession of documents 
that allow him to cross the border he has been forced to interrupt his mobility 
trajectory being now stuck in the border area: “Now, it’s very difficult to go to 
Austria, Germany. They control on the trains. For me it’s almost impossible. 
So now, I’m here, two years already. You have to wait here, think, look, talk 
to people until it’s possible again.” Two years that seem lost. Focused on what 
will be and less connected to the now. As Fontanari (2018) writes, asylum 
seekers like Farim are “deprived of their lifetime: they experience a present 
time without linearity, which is characterized by wait, judicial uncertainty, 
and impossibility to settle.” Thus, by waiting, asylum seekers experience 
a sense of dislocation and disempowerment which leads to a “suspended 
identity,” caught between the former life and the life they want to begin in 
the host country. However, in contrast to Lennartsson (2007), who defines 
this process of waiting as a vulnerable and powerless position characterized 
merely by passivity, Farim in his interview shows how he is eager to keep 
himself mobile and active even during his physical stuckedness, for example 
by building networks and planning further steps. Consequently, he describes 
the act of crossing borders as having to be considered as a series of experi-
ences, skills, and networks that involve the individual as a both mobile and 
immobile actor (De Genova 2016). Thus, in this redrawing/rethinking pro-
cess, they do not only rely on their own experiences but also on the experi-
ences of others by weighing them up, imitating or rejecting them: “A friend 
of mine crossed the border by foot then. Now most people take the Flixbus 
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or pay a taxi. They take bus from here to the border. They go Brennero. Then 
you walk and walk and you enter in Austria or Swiss. And then you take bus.” 
To the question if this is a possible strategy also for him he says: “No, it’s too 
dangerous, there are high mountains I don’t know the right way.” In this way, 
moving forward and crossing borders can be understood as part of new learn-
ing processes that are based on experiences. This follows the phenomenologi-
cal view that learning is not understood as the initiative of a goal-oriented act. 
Rather, it proves to be a kind of awakening triggered by a foreign demand 
(Meyer-Drawe 2003), as it is outlined in the next quote: “I have to move on, 
I don’t know how, that’s why I talk to people who know the way to Germany 
and they tell you, so you can change plans.”

By extension, interview partners often use the terms “to try” and/or 
“attempt” in order to describe the experiences of crossing borders as part of 
their new normalities. In the narrative of Salim, a twenty-six-year-old man 
from Nigeria, for example, the act of crossing borders is described as lived 
experience during his flight. Salim’s journey took him from Nigera via Niger 
to Libya. “I have crossed so many borders,” he says. In Libya, the police took 
him to prison as he did not have any documents with him: “In Libya it was 
terrible, I was in prison. If you didn’t do what they said, they shoot you. So 
I said nothing. I survived.” In late 2016, on the coast of Libya, he boarded a 
boat that would take him to Europe. A friend organized this crossing for him. 
Territorial borders in Europe no longer trigger any fears in him. Borders are 
simply obstacles he tries to overcome without fear. They have become part 
of his life: “I’m not afraid about crossing borders in Europe. If you want to 
go through Europe you have to cross borders. Here, I’m not afraid, I try.” In 
fact, Salim in his narrative often makes use of the verb “to try” in describing 
uncertain structural environments that constantly surround them and impact 
their physical mobility experiences: “You never know how it ends. If I think 
on how I crossed the sea. It was so dangerous. But at that time I didn’t see the 
danger, it was my only possibility, so I just did it, it was my second attempt 
to cross the sea.” At the same time, the verb “to try” as well as the noun 
“attempt” expresses agentic action and thus personal strategies in order to 
circumvent/escape from power regimes and limiting structural circumstances. 
Similar to this, Kleist and Jansen (2016), for example, outline that the several 
attempts to cross a border (attempted cross-border mobility) can be seen as 
“one—contested—response to existential immobility and ‘stuckedness.’” 
Similar to Salim, Hadim, a young man from Gambia, came to Italy by boat. 
From southern Italy he continued his journey north toward Sweden, where 
his brother lives with his family. Also Hadim associates the act of crossing 
borders as a lived normality in the refugee context, which is not characterized 
by fear but by negotiations:
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So I go Austria three times. I’m not afraid to try again and again. After the third 
time they tell me this is the last time. I’m going but with the next train I’m com-
ing back. So they tell me: you have to go to jail. I say just do it now. They say: 
why do you behave like this? I say: Because I don’t want to live in Italy. There 
is no good for me, I’m sick. So, I don’t have treatment. So I have to go. I can’t 
live. So they asked me, you want to stay here or you want to go Germany? I say 
I don’t want to stay here, I want to go Germany. So they let me pass through.

The quote shows how border practices have a strong performative dimen-
sion, which is reflected in concepts such as doing borders or doing frontiers 
(Heinze et al. 2015). This doing process is an embodied experience, and it is 
reflected in multiple encoded boundaries of access.

Forced Immobility and Living Situation

Leaning on different experiences made by interview partners, the restrictive 
border management at the Brenner pass has shifted the geographical border to 
the city of Bolzano that has become a hub for (unauthorized) asylum seekers 
and thus to all effects a border town where border practices are performed: 
“When the police catch you at the border, they put you on the train and 
send you back to Bolzano.” That this is a common development is under-
lined by Wonders (2006, 66) who argues that “border performances occur 
in locations that may be far from the actual geographic border” and that the 
day-to-day decisions by government agents, police officers, and others “play 
a critical role in determining where, how, and on whose body a border will 
be performed.” Due to the Critelli regulation, which denies direct access to 
the reception system to asylum seekers who arrive independently in South 
Tyrol, most of the so-called out-of-quota asylum seekers have no choice but 
to look for a place to sleep on their own. Halim, from Afghanistan, first fled 
to Italy, where his fingerprints were registered, then he continued his journey 
to Austria and then to Germany. Here he worked and lived for two years until 
he was checked by the police and sent back to Italy:

When I came to Bolzano I slept out about five months, you have to wait six 
months to get a place. If you come with family right away, if you’re alone you 
have to wait six months, eight months, always outside, if it’s cold, it doesn’t 
matter, very difficult. During the day it was better because I went to the library 
and at night it was difficult because it was cold and I didn’t have a place and I 
didn’t even have many blankets, very difficult.

When Halim has to leave one place, he either keeps traveling or starts moving 
through the streets, parks, or the spaces below bridges:
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I slept under the Roma bridge or even slept here many times (Talvera bridge), 
but the police came here and did not allow me to sleep here. Even on the Rome 
bridge two or three times, the police brought my luggage, my blanket and they 
didn’t want to give it back to me. They said that it’s not allowed to sleep there 
and I said “but where do I sleep,” they said we don’t know.

This “roaming around” the city, streets, and streambeds is turned into the 
quintessential “other” by local authorities. “I asked them: but excuse me, 
where can I go? Where do you think I can go? And they said we don’t know, 
we just know that you can’t stay here, you have to go. And there are so many 
guys who have the same situation.” The interview quote suggests that dur-
ing their experience of forced immobility, they are contemporarily forced to 
mobility by policies and practices of exclusion and marginalization: “you 
can’t stay here, you have to go.” So, what from the outside is seen as a vaga-
bond attitude of people who have nothing to do, just roaming around, from 
the inside is filled with concrete and active steps. Being mobile while being 
in a situation of immobility can thus be interpreted as a daily survival strategy 
while being stuck in a limbo.

KEEPING MOBILE WHILE BEING IMMOBILE–—
THE RELEVANCE OF THE VIRTUAL SPACE

The restrictive measures are pushing irregular asylum seekers more and more 
to the margins of society, restricting their freedom of mobility not only within 
the material but also within the virtual space that is equally important and 
vital for their survival. Accordingly, in 2016, due to the growing number of 
asylum seekers “roaming around” in public spaces, the local authorities in 
the border city of Bolzano have become more restrictive and adopted several 
policies of exclusion. One of the biggest consequences for the irregular refu-
gees was certainly the restrictions on free internet access. Different public and 
private institutions like the university and the museum of modern art in fact 
used to offer their visitors free internet access and the possibilities to charge 
digital devices. This policy was changed in 2016 when several institutions in 
the territory decided to eliminate their free Wi-Fi hotspot in order to prevent 
the accumulation of refugees before or within the institution. In line with 
this, Rashid refers to his own experiences of discrimination in public space: 
“When they see two or three black men   together they become afraid, so they 
switched off the power in this area.” Most of the interview partners report 
that this decision has hit them hard, as most of them are not able to afford to 
buy internet access on a regular basis. Rashid goes on to say that when he 
first came to Bolzano, he had no work. His money was exhausted. To get in 
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touch with his parents and to orientate himself in this new environment, he 
had to use his mobile phone. For him, free Wi-Fi hotspots in the city were of 
utmost importance: “Before I always was at the university. I used the Wi-Fi. 
Now this is not possible. Now they ask you ten euros to buy internet free 
Wi-Fi. I don’t always have money so sometimes I charge it for one or two 
euros.” Thus, more than others, asylum seekers without the possibility to 
directly access the reception centers have heavily depended on public institu-
tions and their offer to use free internet as well as charge their smartphones 
with electricity. With the preposition “before,” the interview partner refers 
to the period before the restrictions in 2016, when many institutions became 
self-active in exclusionary practices. In his narrative, Rashid shows the influ-
ence such external decisions have on his everyday life. The smartphone is the 
only way to get in touch with his friends and relatives in his country of origin:

There is no possibility. I cannot call my family, my friends. This is not nice. 
Also I used to listen to music, but if I don’t have the possibility to charge it with 
power. I can’t do it in order to save battery. It’s difficult for me, sometimes I go 
to my friend’s house and charge it there. Or, I give it to my friend who is living 
in an accommodation center they charge it for me. But there is always the risk 
that they steal it. . . . Now for example my phone does not work. I don’t have 
power. I have to wait until my friend is coming back from Trento. He has an 
apartment.

Also Faith (2018) underlines how keeping mobile phones charged with 
power is one of the most important elements that contributes not only to 
social inequality but also to digital inequalities. In line with this, exclusive 
policies that restrict the virtual space can be interpreted as an ulterior insti-
tutional act of discrimination by denying them a fundamental human right 
(UN, Article 12, 2016) to accessing, using, creating, and publishing on digital 
media. Following this, the narratives confirm the high importance of ICT in 
their everyday lives that has changed their experiences of forced immobility. 
As such, smartphones are a constant companion in everyday life, as Rashid 
explains. He describes their smartphones in this period of physical forced 
immobility as one of the most important things they own and which they 
have to protect from those who want to steal it: “I always have my phone 
in my jacket. I always take it with me. In this situation here, my phone is so 
important to me. Here are many thieves, so you have to be careful. I always 
take care of it.” Rashid, similar to others, comparatively invest a lot of money 
in phones and smartphones: “They have stolen my phone twice. Now I have 
a new one. I spent a lot of money about 180 Euro. For me this is very much. 
But I need it and now it’s always here in my pocket. It’s one of the most 
important objects I own.”
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The main argument here is that ICT endangers national borders via 
facilitating information transfer across borders. Different researchers link the 
importance of smartphones to their usability as main digital devices to stay 
in contact with family and friends in a transnational context. In addition to 
this, the narratives give insight into how smartphones are also the main digital 
devices used to deal with the refugees’ everyday struggles. Following this, 
Farim, the young man from Gambia, outlines that smartphones are one of 
the main communication and organization channels to support each other in 
their daily battle for legitimacy: “When the police has vacated our sleeping 
place under the bridge, my friend called me and told me not to return there. 
We communicate usually via phone. When there was the police it is better 
not to return so you’re safe. Otherwise you never know what happens.” As 
the results show, the communication within their community is not only lim-
ited to the local reality of immobility, but extends itself to the transnational 
context across borders. As such, refugees report that phones and smartphones 
are the main communication channels to remain in contact with community 
members across European borders. The communication on how border 
regimes work, for example, or on how the possibilities are to cross the bor-
ders is usually negotiated via phone, as Hadim explains: “I also communicate 
with my friends who are already in Germany. They always tell me about the 
situation at the border, than I see. . . . I use Facebook and WhatsApp, yes. We 
are always in contact.” As the interview quote shows, even if they are physi-
cally stuck in a border area, virtual platforms like WhatsApp and Facebook 
turn into extremely important virtual spaces to keep active, to organize, and 
redraw their trajectories. In addition, and despite their knowledge of possible 
police surveillance of their phone content, the interview partners consider the 
virtual space as a more “secure” space of acting during their forced immo-
bility experience. In line with this, in order to organize border crossings, for 
example, they prefer online services to physical contact with service col-
laborators and the possible direct contact with police and thus authorities that 
“control and look at every step we are making.” Thus, in the interviews, the 
virtual space is generally described as a sort of protected space that escapes 
control from the outside. In the virtual space, they feel free to communicate 
and to act without being restricted, as Salim outlines in the next quote: “Next 
time I’ll make the reservation online, as my friend told me, very quick then 
you pay and you go to the border with the Flixbus. You don’t meet the police.”

CONCLUSION

The chapter gave insights into how asylum seekers, coming in an autonomous 
way to the Brenner border zone, make their living under extremely precarious 
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living conditions by using ICT to deal with and/or circumvent restrictive 
migration regimes. In doing so, the chapter adopted a multi-dimensional 
understanding of mobility, both as a physical and virtual experience. 
However, in order to understand mobility/immobility as an online and offline 
experience, the individual level has to be related to the structural context that 
shapes it as a personal experience. Following this line of argument, the chap-
ter adopted a relational perspective on agency and vulnerability. Accordingly, 
vulnerability is not something that someone has or possesses, but a status that 
has been attributed from the outside. Consequently, the “agency-vulnerability 
nexus” has the potential to break through stereotypical views of people who 
have experienced migration and flight and focuses on the processes of social 
inequality in conjunction with the resources of actors. In particular, focusing 
on social inequality lays bare a system of stratification “based on the relation-
ship between different categories of individuals and the state, and the rights 
thereby granted or denied” (Morris 2003, 76). Following Zetter (2007), this 
fractioning/stratification of the refugee label is part of globalized processes 
and mixed migration flows that increase the development of stratified migra-
tion management patterns as well as bureaucratic practices with the aim to 
control mixed migration flows.

As the results show, the denied right of having access to the reception 
system and the interventions adopted by different institutions and actors have 
reduced and limited systematically the refugees’ physical mobility and thus 
spaces where they are legitimated to be and to go. Thus, social needs have 
been turned into security threats via security measures such as evictions 
(policies of “disturbing”) and urban re-development policies with the goal to 
eliminate the “unwanted” refugees. Following this, they have no other choice 
than “roaming around”—be mobile in order to survive. However, policies and 
practices of exclusion have long stopped to be discriminating and marginal-
izing only on a physical level, but have been effective also in reducing the 
virtual dimension that characterizes mobility. In order to exercise this form 
of mobility, however, having access to connectivity as well as electricity and 
thus to rely on digital infrastructures that are accessible for all (e.g., free 
internet provided via Wi-Fi hotspots throughout the city) is crucial. Instead, 
as the mapping and analyses of the data show, public connectivity provided 
by public Wi-Fi hotspots changed from a human right into an instrument 
of power that installed new inequalities and new exclusion forms, allowing 
free access to Wi-Fi only to those who can afford it and leaving those at the 
bottom of the civic stratification system behind. This contradicts the 2030 
sustainability goals that promote the idea of ending extreme poverty in all 
its forms, and reducing inequalities among both individuals (vertical) and 
groups (horizontal). Key to “leaving no one behind” is the prioritization and 
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fast-tracking of actions for the poorest and most marginalized people and not 
vice versa, which the border area testifies.
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NOTE

1. The so-defined out-of-quota group is heterogeneous and comprises several 
groups with different legislative backgrounds. There are, for example, those who 
voluntarily left an Italian reception center/hotspot and decided to come to Bolzano. 
Another group of refugees and asylum seekers constitutes those who re-entered Italy 
because of pending deportations out of other EU states (such as from Germany or 
Austria) that issue negative asylum decisions. Finally, there are those who return to 
Italy from other EU member states, according to the Dublin procedure. As their fin-
gerprints were first registered in Italy via the Eurodac system, Italy was identified as 
the state responsible for following the asylum procedure.
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Chapter 7

Navigating the Resources of 
the Migrant Digital Space  

Luca Rossi

INTRODUCTION

This chapter investigates the resources that different types of actors shared on 
social networking sites (Facebook) during the period surrounding the 2015 
surge in migration toward Europe.

The role that digital technologies and digital media play in contemporary 
migration is at the center of the growing field of digital migration studies 
(Siapera 2014; Leurs and Smets 2018a). Migrants use digital technologies 
for a wide range of scopes: from accessing relevant information before and 
after the journey (Dekker et al. 2018) to establishing or maintaining social 
capital (Almenara-Niebla 2020). By doing so, migrants create what Kok and 
Rogers defined as a transglocal network (Kok and Rogers 2017), a network 
of individuals as well as resources that exists alongside the national and 
transnational dimension.

While these transglocal networks are not technologically determined, 
social networking platforms by facilitating the creation of connections by 
an unprecedented number of people and by facilitating the connection with 
weak(er) ties have certainly played a major role in shaping the contemporary 
migratory experience. These technologically supported networks have long 
been studied in the context of digital diasporas (Siapera 2014; Laguerre 2010; 
Kok and Rogers 2017) while having received less attention in the context of 
digital migration studies.
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Nevertheless, the explosive worldwide adoption of social media and social 
networking sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Telegram, etc.) has 
produced long-lasting changes in the migratory process that cannot be over-
looked. On the one side, social media and social networking sites provide an 
easier independent access to information for those people who are planning 
on or considering migrating. The number of resources available to future or 
potential migrants has exploded as well as their practical availability.

On the other side, social media and social networking sites resulted in 
a much larger number of actors that are now able and willing to provide 
information to those who are considering migrating (e.g., through dedicated 
websites, YouTube channels or Facebook groups created by solidarity groups, 
small local nongovernmental organizations [NGOs], etc.). Within this per-
spective, the production and sharing at scale of information about the journey 
(e.g., about how to cross a border or apply for asylum) are no longer exclu-
sively possible for governments or structured groups of activists but also for 
voluntary associations.

It is worth considering what the consequences are when the ability to 
become producer or gatekeeper of content aimed at facilitating or supporting 
the migratory process is granted to a wide range of widely different actors. 
Della Porta (2009) suggests the distinction between social movements—con-
ceptualized as conflictual actors—and consensus movements—characterized 
by a dialogue-oriented vision of politics. In the contemporary context of 
actors supporting migratory processes, conflict and consensus movements 
are both possible: large international NGOs might operate within a consensus 
framework when they try to mediate and operate within the legal boundaries 
of existing immigration policies, while other alternative actors might position 
themselves within a conflictual framework when they share information or 
resources or actively facilitate illegal migrations. Following Dessewffy and 
Nagy (2016), this chapter argues that the political nature of some of these 
actors is often shaped in relation to the surrounding institutional context and 
the political attitude surrounding them. If we observe, as done in this chapter, 
a period sufficiently long, it is easy to see how actors’ political positioning on 
the conflict-consensus axis might change.

By having allowed a larger number of diverse actors to become providers 
of information resources for migrants, social networking sites produced what 
Gillespie, Osseiran, and Cheesman defined as a paradox (2018). While avail-
able information for migrants has grown at an unprecedented rate due to the 
growing number of subjects that are now able to provide and make public this 
information, its reliability has declined. Gillespie and colleagues observe how 
information provided online is often outdated, lacks references to primary 
sources, or does not adhere to any fact-checking standard. Overabundant 
information does not necessarily translate, for the people willing to migrate, 
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into more reliable information, as the challenge of finding relevant informa-
tion is replaced by the challenge of deciding which piece of information one 
should trust.

As Dekker points out (Dekker et al. 2018), access to social media while look-
ing for information takes place together with many other information-seeking 
activities both online and offline. The result is often an abundance of infor-
mation that needs to be evaluated. Separating facts (and reliable information) 
from rumors is the key challenge for many migrants, especially when dealing 
with what is often perceived as an increasingly hostile environment.

Given these premises it should appear clear that mapping the types of actors 
that provide online information for migrants as well as understanding their 
strategies, activities, and motivations is crucial to understanding contempo-
rary migration. Makrygianni and colleagues (Makrygianni et al. 2021) have 
initiated this effort by developing a methodological approach to map what 
they define as Migrant Digital Space (MDS). The MDS is the assemblage of 
actors, resources, and platforms available, at a specific moment in time, for a 
specific migrant population. In their attempt to map the MDS, Makrygianni 
et al. (2021) categorize the actors that act in the MDS according to their 
organizational level: institutional (institutional organizations, governmental 
or intergovernmental agencies active in the field of migration and refugees, 
e.g., UN High Commissioner for Refugees), semi-institutional (medium and 
large organizations, often NGOs, that have an organized and permanent struc-
ture, e.g., Médecins Sans Frontières, Sea-Watch, etc.), and informal (loosely 
organized actors run on voluntary work with an unclear temporal stability).

This categorization grasps some of the complexity that we have described 
so far. If, on the one side, large institutional organizations might appear more 
reliable, researchers have shown how informal actors—often managed by 
solidarians with close personal connections to the experience of migration 
(Alencar 2018; Alencar 2019)—can easily be perceived as more trustworthy 
due to an often-common background between the migrants and the solidari-
ans. In addition, informal and familiar actors can be less frequently associated 
with the fear of online surveillance compared to large organizations of state 
actors (Dekker et al. 2018). Different perceptions of informal actors by the 
migrant population could allow the informal actors to play a complementary 
or alternative role to larger and most institutional actors.

On these premises, we hypothesize that informal actors will share different 
sets of resources compared to institutional or semi-institutional actors.

This will be explored through two research questions:

• How similar, in terms of online domains, are the online resources shared 
by institutional, semi-institutional, and informal actors operating within 
the MDS in Europe?
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• What additional characteristics of the pages can explain the similarity 
between the online resources that are shared?

To answer these questions, the chapter builds on the data collected during 
the DIGINAUTS project (Makrygianni et al. 2021). The project aimed, among 
other things, at mapping the digital resources publicly available to migrants 
on Facebook in four European countries (Greece, Germany, Denmark, and 
Sweden). This assemblage of resources was defined as MDS (Makrygianni 
et al. 2021), and Facebook pages were manually coded according to several 
different characteristics. A detailed description of the data is provided in the 
section “Methods and Data.”

RELATED WORKS

Despite the growing popularity of digital migration studies (Leurs and 
Prabhakar 2018a; Leurs and Smets 2018b), quantitative approaches are still 
relatively rare. This is probably due to the epistemological closeness that 
the newborn field shares with many methodological approaches within the 
humanities and the qualitative part of social sciences (ethnography, participa-
tory observation, interviewing) (Leurs and Prabhakar 2018b). Despite being 
less popular, quantitative approaches to digital migration studies are present 
and have often been used to map the migratory phenomenon, frequently 
through the data produced by migrants (Kok and Rogers 2017). Within this 
perspective, the goal has often been to map the migrant or diasporic com-
munity (Rodica et al. 2020) as it evolves and develops meaningful social 
connections that are increasingly mediated by digital technologies (Rosenau 
2003). These social connections between migrants or migrant organizations 
form networks that have frequently been framed in terms of social capital and 
access to resources. Despite these connected actors commonly being referred 
to as networks, the adoption of methods taken from network analysis and of 
related concepts has been extremely limited, as noted by a special issue pub-
lished of the journal Social Networks that aimed at exploring this “missing 
link” and reinforcing the connection between migration research and network 
methods (Bilecen, Gamper, and Lubbers 2018).

It is worth observing how the core of the special issue focuses on the net-
work dynamics underlying the social processes of integration in a new coun-
try (e.g., Vacca et al. 2018) or on the structural properties of transnational 
networks (e.g., Cachia and Maya Jariego 2018) while there is no research 
that builds on online or digital data that were the key element of the concur-
rent explosion of digital migration studies. Within this perspective, it seems 
fair to say that while network analysis has been used in migration studies to 
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understand the social structure of connections that are able to shape and sup-
port various phases of the migration process, the use of network analysis in 
the context of digital migration studies is still in its early stages.

This chapter, building on digital social media data and adopting methods 
from network analysis, starts filling this gap and will hopefully be followed 
by more research in the future.

METHODS AND DATA

The DIGINAUTS research project defined the MDS as an unstable set of 
social relations, practices, and resources that migrants navigate before, dur-
ing, and after their journey (Makrygianni et al. 2021). Within this perspective, 
the MDS is formed by (a) digital subjects (accounts, pages, hashtags, chan-
nels) and (b) migrant-related topics (such as discussions on migration routes, 
language lessons, football conversations, university enrollment, job seeking) 
through conversations across (c) various digital platforms. This theoretical 
definition can be easily mapped into a precise set of digital data to be col-
lected, which in the case of DIGINAUTS resulted in (a) a series of public 
pages (b) retrieved looking for a set of manually selected relevant keywords 
(c) on Facebook.

To preserve privacy and minimize potential harm to the subjects, only 
public pages were included in the selection, and usernames were anonymized. 
The pages were identified using a user-centric perspective (Makrygianni 
et al. 2021). This means that the research team simulated migrants’ 
information-seeking practices by using keywords and research terms “as if 
they were migrants looking for information” (Makrygianni et al. 2021). These 
terms and keywords have been used both in the languages of the destination 
countries investigated by the project (German, Greek, Danish, Swedish) as 
well as in Arabic and English. Once online resources were identified through 
this process, the list was integrated by additional resources identified through 
pilot interviews conducted in Greece, in the Öresund region, and in Germany. 
This approach produced a final dataset composed of two hundred Facebook 
pages that were then manually coded with additional information such as 
the type of actor behind each Facebook page, the physical location of the 
actor, the date when the page was created, as well as the language used on 
the page (Arabic, domestic, English, multilingual). At the same time, all the 
content (posts, comments, and reactions) publicly available on the pages was 
downloaded using Facebook’s API. This produced a final dataset totaling two 
hundred pages, 84,359 posts, and 2,254,923 comments, produced between 
December 20, 2010, and September 24, 2018.
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For the analysis presented in this chapter, the dataset was filtered to iso-
late only pages that published content from January 1, 2014, to December 
31, 2017 (N = 154). Because this chapter only focuses on the informational 
resources shared by actors managing the Facebook pages, we first removed 
all the comments (that could have also contained links to online resources) 
and selected only the posts that contained a link to an external website (N = 
7,851). These posts contained links toward 7,079 distinct URLs and 1,384 
domains. Due to the absolute number of links, we will focus our attention 
on the internet domains that were shared by the Facebook pages rather than 
considering the specific URL. This means that, in the context of this chapter, 
the online resource is identified by the domain rather than by the specific html 
page/PDF document/YouTube video. While this was done due to practical 
reasons given the sheer number of links, it clearly limits the level of detail 
that the description can provide.

In order to address RQ1, we represent the data into what is known as a 
bipartite network. A bipartite network is a type of network characterized 
by the presence of two types of nodes (pages and domains in our case), 
and where connections are only possible between nodes of different type 

Figure 7.1. A bipartite network. Facebook pages (circles) are connected to the online 
domain they have shared (squares). Only connections between circles and squares are 
possible. Source: Authors.
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(e.g., pages can link domains, but domains cannot link domains). This means 
that we will represent the data as in Figure 7.1.

Bipartite networks are widely used in the analysis of social activity since 
“common action,” “common participation,” or, as it is in our case, “the use 
of common resources” is often a sign of proximity or similarity between the 
social actors (Tucker et al. 2018).

Following this assumption made by Tucker and colleagues (2018), this 
chapter will use the similarity of the online domains shared by the Facebook 
pages to infer about the similarity between the pages. In other words, we will 
ask (RQ2) what other characteristics of the pages lead them to share similar 
resources. To study this, it was necessary to perform an additional transfor-
mation of the network called projection. A projected network is a bipartite 
network where two nodes (two pages in our case) are connected if they have 
a common connection (in our case, if they have shared a link to the same 
domain). From a bipartite graph containing 154 pages and 1,384 domains, we 
obtained a projection. Subsequently, given the known tendency of projected 
networks to have an extremely high number of connections that bear very 
little information (Coscia and Rossi 2019), we extracted its signed backbone.1 
Extracting the backbone of a network means to preserve only those con-
nections that are statistically significant. In our case, the backboning of the 
network retains a connection between two pages only if the connection (two 
pages having shared the same domain) occurred significantly more (alpha = 
0.01) than what was expected from a null model (Neal 2013). The resulting 
projected network has 154 pages connected through 1,591 connections (see 
Figure 7.2).

This procedure has been performed on the whole dataset (from 2014 to 
2017) as well as on the yearly data.

Table 7.1 reports the dimension of the bipartite network (pages and 
domains) in total and for every year of the analysis as well as the number 
of connections between nodes of the projected network (the number of 
nodes in the projected network is equal to the number of pages of the cor-
responding year).

Table 7.1. Nodes and Connections in the Bipartite and in the Projected Networks

Nodes Connections Unique Pages Websites Proj_connections

Total 1,538 7,851 154 1,384 1,591
2014 336 1,103 47 289 106
2015 541 1,812 78 463 142
2016 662 2,324 106 556 188
2017 664 2,612 118 546 317
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CO-SHARING ANALYSIS

Before we move further, it is important to highlight that while the analysis is 
based on a large quantity of longitudinal data, it is nevertheless hard to claim 
generalizability for the results. The way in which the MDS is defined makes it 
a convenience sample, thus the results should always be interpreted as limited 
to the dataset. Moreover, the construction of the dataset made only a minimal 
effort to balance the actors within the various countries of the study. This 
results in significant differences between different countries and between 
different types of actors (Figure 7.3). Overall, all the countries have more 
informal actors and fewer semi-institutional and institutional actors. Germany 
is the country with most actors, followed by Sweden, Greece, and Denmark. 

Figure 7.2. Visualization of the bipartite network. Several pages link to the same online 
resource. Source: Authors.
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These differences can be due to many concurrent factors: larger migrant 
population, larger internet adoption, or Facebook penetration in the country, 
as well as unknown biases during the data collection. While the statistical 
analysis we describe later in the chapter is not affected by these differences 
in size, it is still worth knowing that they exist.

A first element of interest is to study which websites are the most linked to. 
Table 7.2 and Table 7.3 show the top ten most linked to domains both over-
all and for each country. It is interesting to observe how Swedish domains, 
shared by Swedish pages, occupy the first three positions despite the fact that 
Sweden is not the most represented country in the data, suggesting that the 
countries within our sample had an overall different level of Facebook activ-
ity or were reliant on Facebook communication to different degrees.

When we look at the different countries, it is interesting to observe how the 
overall picture is remarkably similar when it comes to what kinds of websites 
are shared. In every country, the top ten of the most shared domains is charac-
terized by a mix of sites dedicated to migrants (most of them no longer active 
or available) (e.g., arabeurobe.com, for-syrians.de, refugeesupport.eu, lifeeu.
info), news media (dr.dk, ndr.de), a few large NGOs (msf.gr, sosmediterranee.
org), and links to other social media resources (YouTube).

As expected, due to the 2015 explosion in migrant activity, the volume 
of shared links increases over the years (Figure 7.4), it peaks in 2016, and 
it declines for some countries (Sweden and Germany) in 2017. It is interest-
ing to observe how overall the links shared by informal actors keep growing 
throughout the period (Figure 7.5), peaking in 2017, while institutional or 
semi-institutional actors peak in 2016: the year after the peak of the crisis 
that coincides with the agreement between the European Union and Turkey. 
While these differences could be properly explained only through a qualita-
tive analysis of the links—that is outside of the scope of this chapter—it is 

Figure 7.3. Number of Facebook pages per country (N = 154). Source: Authors.
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possible to shed some light on these differences by looking at the five most 
shared domains per each type of page over time (Figure 7.6).

There are a few things that are worth noticing. On the one side, institutional 
actors share links to large NGOs or local and national authorities (e.g., msf.gr, 
malmo.se). Both semi-institutional and informal actors share links to social 
media platforms (mainly YouTube). Both informal and semi-institutional 
pages share links to ad hoc pages and resources (e.g., refugeesupport.eu, 
for-syrians.de, refugee.info), while only semi-institutional pages share links 
to news media domains (e.g., politiken.dk, information.dk). These differ-
ences suggest a different type of focus between these actors: institutional 
actors were more engaged sharing resources that were relevant during the 
peak of the migration crisis (e.g., links to NGOs and rescue operators), while 
semi-institutional and informal actors shared resources aimed at supporting 
migrants when they were settling down in Europe (e.g., relevant news, legal 
advice, etc.). Moreover, some kind of temporal stability of the type of domain 

Table 7.2. Top Ten Most Shared Domains

Name No. of Links

sverigesrost.se 1,063
alkompis.se 611
malmo.se 327
youtube.com 203
lifeeu.info 203
msf.gr 200
for-syrians.de 151
youtu.be 150
blog.refugee.info 136
lojo2.com 122

Table 7.3. Top Ten Most Shared Domains within Each Country

Germany Greece Sweden Denmark

for-syrians.de msf.gr sverigesrost.se lifeeu.info
lojo2.com blog.refugee.info alkompis.se danmarkliv.com
sosmediterranee.
org

mydonate.bt.com malmo.se information.dk

arabeurobe.com refugeesupport.eu centersweden.
com

trampolinehouse.
dk

youtube.com youtu.be m.facebook.com youtube.com
thevoiceforum.org drive.google.com oresundspuls.com dr.dk
ndr.de support.msf.gr youtube.com politiken.dk
alloeurope.com refugee.info on.fb.me youtu.be
taz.de refugeerescue.

co.uk
migrationsverket.
se

drc.dk

youtu.be bit.ly youtu.be danskherognu.dk

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



         Navigating the Resources of the Migrant Digital Space          133

(e.g., news organization, ad hoc pages, official pages) shared by the different 
types of actors can be observed.

While this initial intuition comes from a visual exploration of the data, it 
can be further investigated by quantitatively addressing RQ1.

If, as we suggested earlier, the focus of the various types of actors is differ-
ent with institutional pages more focused on the actual moment of migration 
and semi-institutional and informal pages more focused on the post-migration 
phase of settling down in Europe, we will expect to observe a quantifiable 
difference between the domains shared by these different types of actors. 
Given the diversity in size of the sets of links shared by the various types of 
actors, we decided to measure the difference (or the similarity) between the 
links to domains shared by the various types of actors using the overlap coef-
ficient (Vijaymeena and Kavitha 2016). Overlap coefficient is not affected 

Figure 7.4. Temporal evolution of links to external domains in the four countries. 
Source: Authors.

Figure 7.5. Temporal evolution of links to external domains shared by various types of 
actors. Source: Authors.
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by differences in size between the two groups we are comparing (opposite to 
other similarity metrics that are often used, e.g., Jaccard coefficient), and it 
is expressed as 

overlap(X,Y)=    X∩Y 
 min|A||B|.

Overlap coefficient measures the overlap between two sets of elements 
(domains in our case), meaning that if two groups of actors (e.g., institutional 
and semi-institutional pages) had shared only links to exactly the same set 
of domains, the overlapping coefficient between them would be 1. Figure 
7.7 shows the overlap of domains shared between the three groups of actors 
we are observing. The overlap is quite small between domains shared by 
institutional pages and those shared by semi-institutional (0.18) and even 
smaller with informal pages (0.17). The overlap is higher (0.32) between 

Figure 7.6. Top five most shared domains per each country and per type of page, over 
time. If a domain was shared by more than one type of page, it would appear twice in 
the visualization. Notice how semi-institutional and informal pages are mostly shared 
after 2016, and how the type of domain that is shared does not change. Source: Authors.
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semi-institutional and informal pages. This allows us to confirm and quantify 
our initial intuition. The three types of actors share links to different types of 
online resources with minimal level of overlap between institutional pages 
and the other two categories. The overlap, thus the similarity between the 
domains shared, between the two other groups of pages (semi-institutional 
and informal) is higher.

NETWORK ANALYSIS

As described in the previous sections, we perform network analysis on the 
projection of the bipartite network Pages-> Domains. Because the projected 
network connects two pages when they have shared the same domain, our 
RQ2 (What additional characteristics of the pages can explain the similarity 
between the online resources that are shared?) is equivalent to asking what 
characteristics of two pages can explain their being connected in the projected 
network (Figure 7.8). In network analysis, the problem of understanding 
which individual characteristics of the nodes of a network are driving the 
formation of connections (in our case, which characteristics of the pages 
drive the sharing of similar links) is framed as an attempt to understand the 
homophily of the network. Homophily is a well-known social principle that 
states that similar social actors are more likely to be connected to each other 
than dissimilar ones (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Cook 2001). While 
homophily has been observed in a wide range of social networks both offline 
and online (Halil, Agarwal, and Xu 2010), the actors’ characteristics that 
explain the homophily we observe might change from case to case.

In the context of this chapter, studying what drives the homophily in the 
network means to ask on which of the characteristics of the pages (Country, 

Figure 7.7. Overlapping coefficient between the domains shared by the various types of 
pages. Source: Authors.
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Language of the page, Type of organization) we can observe the tendency of 
connecting to similar pages in a higher degree than what would be expected 
by random connections (Coscia 2021). This property can be measured using 
the nominal assortativity defined by Newman (2002). Nominal assortativity 
returns a value from –1 to 1 where –1 corresponds to a perfectly disassorta-
tive network where actors only connect with actors that do not share the 
tested characteristic, and 1 corresponds to a perfectly assortative network 
where actors only connect with actors that share the tested characteristic.

Figure 7.9 shows the existing value of nominal assortativity within 
the network for Country, Type of actor, and Language for the years from 
2014 to 2017.

There are several interesting aspects to notice. Almost every year—with 
the exception of 2016—the characteristic with the highest level of nominal 

Figure 7.8. Projected network. When projected, the nodes that in Figure 7.2 were linking 
to the same online resources are now connected. Source: Authors.
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assortativity is for the page to be located in the same country. This means that 
pages managed by actors located in the same countries were more likely to 
share similar resources. This is expected and hardly surprising because most 
of the resources that target migrants apply, from a legal and bureaucratic point 
of view, to a specific country. Nominal assortativity for Actor type (institu-
tional, semi-institutional, informal) is negative in 2014, almost zero in 2016, 
and positive in 2016 and 2017. This means that in the first year of our data, 
the pages were sharing resources shared also by pages of a different type more 
frequently than resources shared by pages of their own type. This stops in 2016 
when assortativity for Actor type becomes clearly positive, meaning that pages 
of a specific type share more frequently resources shared also by similar pages. 
The evolution of the nominal assortativity value for the language used on the 
page is probably the most interesting aspect of this analysis. Starting from a 
value very close to zero in 2014, it rises to almost 2 in 2015 and becomes the 
highest type of nominal assortativity in 2016. It is worth remembering that the 
attribute language represents the main language used by the page in its activi-
ties, and it can be Arabic, domestic (when a page uses the language of where 
it is located), English, or multilingual (when multiple languages are constantly 
used in the posts). The growth of the nominal assortativity value for language 
suggests that language-specific resources emerged as a relevant destination to 
link between 2015 and 2016, and that the linguistic dimension was even more 
relevant than the country where the page was located to explain the co-sharing 
of resources. This hints toward the emergence, between 2015 and 2016, of 
language-specific resources (may be in Arabic or in English) that were provid-
ing useful information outside of the national border of relevance.

Figure 7.9. Nominal assortativity over type for country, type of actor, and language. 
Source: Authors.
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DISCUSSION

In this chapter, we have analyzed the resources that different types of actors 
shared on Facebook during the period surrounding the 2015 surge in migra-
tion toward Europe.

We tested the hypothesis that different types of Facebook pages (institu-
tional, semi-institutional, and informal pages) would share different types 
of resources. This hypothesis is supported by our quantitative observation 
that has observed only a small similarity between the resources shared by 
institutional pages and semi-institutional and informal pages. The similarity 
is higher when we observe the resources shared by semi-institutional and 
informal pages.

While this different level of similarity between the resources shared by 
the three types of pages is clearly observable in the data, we showed how 
there were additional dynamics at play. We observed how pages tended to 
share similar resources also on a geographical principle (pages located in 
the same country were sharing the same resources) as well as on a linguistic 
principle (pages communicating in a specific language were sharing the same 
resources).

Taken as a whole and combined with the temporal perspective, these 
results show quantitative evidence to understand what drives the sharing of 
information resources on social networking sites and, ultimately, shapes a 
considerable part of the digital migrant experience. We have observed how 
different types of actors provide access to different types of resources and 
how these differences exist along various dimensions: Country, Type of orga-
nization, and Language. This confirms the paradoxical situation where easy 
access to information production resulted in a large diversity in available 
information that must then be navigated by the migrants. The main challenge 
that migrants face is to evaluate the trustfulness of the sources they rely on, 
and this applies both to online sources (Dekker et al. 2018) as well as to 
offline situations (as Mollerup and Sandberg show in this present volume). 
Within this perspective, we observe how the emergence of specific sets of 
resources shared uniquely by pages communicating in a specific language 
seems to play into that perception of common background that both accord-
ing to Dekker (2018) and Alencar (2018) is necessary to trust unknown online 
actors. Hence, we can imagine that pages that write in the home language 
(e.g., Arabic) and explicitly mention a common background with the migrant 
population (e.g., Araberne i Danmark, The Iraqis in Malmo, the Syrian 
Community in Denmark) aim at facilitating the establishment of this relation 
of trust by providing the perception of a bounding capital technologically 
mediated (Lee 2013) even if in a foreign country.
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Nevertheless, it should be noted that the perceived trustfulness of these 
sources does not necessarily mean that they are trustworthy or updated. 
The difference in shared resources between institutional actors and semi-
institutional/informal actors suggests that these actors do not rely on the same 
information if not for a very small part. Whether both sets of information are 
reliable or if one is, willingly or not, unreliable is impossible to say with the 
analysis that we have performed, but it remains a key question for research 
and a key challenge for the migrant population.
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Chapter 8

“Fast Trusting”  
Practices of Trust during Irregularized 

Journeys to and through Europe

Nina Grønlykke Mollerup and Marie Sandberg

INTRODUCTION

The smugglers had lied. As Noor describes their deceit, his calm and pleasant 
demeanor was once again taken over by a palpable anger as when he spoke 
about Bashar Al Asad. They had promised there would be life vests for the trip. 
Yet when Noor stood on the beach of the Mediterranean Sea, the armed smug-
glers had given a bag with twenty life vests to a random man and told him to 
distribute them. The man had taken one for himself and given life vests to chil-
dren and the sick, though “not to the Africans,” Noor said, scorning the intrinsic 
racism he saw unfold so many times during his journey. As the hundreds of 
people settled into the much too small boat, a smuggler hit a man, who asked to 
sit next to his elderly father. Few others dared to dissent.

Irregularized migrants who travel to Europe do so unable to rely on safe, 
established infrastructures and modes of travel. Whereas regularized travelers 
can lean on their passports, flight tickets, and travel itineraries, these kinds 
of established infrastructures for international travel are suspended for those 
who are forced to travel irregularly. Instead, irregular travelers depend on 
illegalized modes of travel and cannot seek help if assaulted or threatened or 
similar. Therefore, as in the vignette with Noor, a Syrian refugee we inter-
viewed, irregularized migrants need to manage issues of trust, navigating 
between slender promises and potential lies. The establishment of trust is 
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essential for human, societal, institutional, and transactional interaction, and 
it needs to be continuously established—repeatedly and over time—for soci-
eties to function (Jimenéz 2011; Hynes 2003, 1). However, in the context of 
irregularized migration, regular ideas of trust break down. In an environment 
characterized by danger, uncertainty, and continuously changing realities, the 
decisions irregularized migrants make along the way regarding which route 
to take, which smugglers to travel with, and more can be a matter of life and 
death, yet it is rare that they have a reliable foundation on which to base their 
decisions (Khosravi 2010). In other words, trust in these situations is crucial 
for people to act, yet it is exceptionally difficult to establish continuously. 
Furthermore, with the suspension of conventional dependence on structures 
of mobility, trust often needs to be established in extremely short encounters 
with strangers. Irregularized migration, then, is dependent on what one of our 
research participants referred to as “fast trusting.” The question is therefore 
how is trust established in a context of its improbability, when lives are at 
stake, encounters are brief and superficial, and the situation is highly volatile?

In this chapter, we investigate the notion of fast trusting by focusing on 
the trust practices of irregularized migrants and solidarity workers who help 
them during these journeys. Following Jiménez, we do not pursue the task 
of defining what trust is, but rather examine what kind of work the notion 
does (Jiménez 2011, 178f). Taking the lead from Jiménez, we contend trust 
to be not only a cognitive category but an inter-subjective as well as an 
interobjective relational phenomenon established through practice (Jiménez 
2011, 178f). This means that practices of trust establish themselves not only 
in the interfaces between humans but also in the entangled relations between 
humans, materialities, and technology. Based on ethnographic fieldwork 
with previous irregularized migrants and solidarity workers carried out in 
the Öresund region encompassing the Danish-Swedish borderlands, in 2018 
and 2019, we show that there are different yet related trust practices enacted 
in the various ways irregularized migrants move through the European bor-
der regime. By way of our analysis of the complex stories about navigating 
irregularized, border-crossing journeys depicted in retrospective accounts by 
our research participants, we find that at least four different ways of prac-
ticing fast trust are significant in the ethnographic material. We term these 
relay trust, positional trust, institutional trust, and desperate trust. While we 
acknowledge the particularly challenged situations in which the irregularized 
travelers are positioned, we understand these different practices of fast trust-
ing to cut across practices of migrants and solidarity workers. In scrutinizing 
what the notion of trust does in a context of its breakdown, the meticulous and 
often taken-for-granted work of practicing trust is rendered visible.

We argue that trust is practiced not merely through interpersonal relations, 
but also through socio-material connections established between social media 
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platforms, digital devices, smartphones, solidarity networks, narratives, and 
information flyers—what we term hybrid alliance building. As we unfold 
these different heterogeneous trust practices, we engage theoretically with a 
socio-material understanding of materiality and performativity as suggested 
within the field of science and technology studies (Latour 2005) as well as 
recent studies within anthropology, migration studies, and related fields, 
which we here dub anthropology of uncertainty because they share a concern 
with the implications of crisis, borders, and precarity (Kleist and Jansen 2016; 
Janeja and Bandak 2018).

In the following section, we elaborate on our methodological approach and 
how we have encountered trust practices not only in our research participants’ 
stories but also in our own relations with them. Next, we give an overview of 
anthropology of uncertainty in order to place ourselves in relation to current 
research. In the following section, we develop our understanding of trusting 
as hybrid alliance building and introduce the four modes of fast trusting. 
Subsequently, we analyze a handful of concrete stories told by our research 
participants about their perilous journeys (cf. Mollerup 2020b) through the 
analytical lens of different trust practices. In conclusion, we suggest that the 
four different yet related modes of practicing trust can be used as a hopeful 
tool for understanding irregularized migrants’ navigation of the European 
border regime as well as provide more succinct explorations of the kind of 
work the notion of trust does.

METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS 
ON RESEARCHING IRREGULARIZED 
MIGRATION AND TRUST PRACTICES

Our analysis is based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out with Syrian 
refugees and solidarity workers of different nationalities in and around the 
Danish-Swedish borderlands, the Öresund region, mainly in 2018 and 2019. 
The refugees we spoke with arrived in Denmark and Sweden as irregularized 
migrants between 2014 and 2016 and had since obtained refugee status. We 
present the term migrant here in a general, not juridical, sense, and likewise 
we use the term “irregularized” to stress that these arriving migrants are 
unable to travel through normal, safe, established means, but rather they are 
forced to find illegalized and often highly dangerous routes to safety. During 
fieldwork, we were particularly interested in how migrants navigated during 
irregularized journeys to Europe, the role of solidarity workers in this naviga-
tion, and the significance of digital practices among our research participants. 
Therefore, we mainly used in-depth, retrospective interviews in which we, 
in the case of the refugees, looked back on their journeys and, in the case of 
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the solidarity workers, revisited their work to help irregularized migrants (cf. 
Sandberg 2020). While we introduced our interest in digital practices to our 
research participants and while we at times asked specifically about direct 
engagements with phones and other digital knowledge-seeking in interviews, 
we also made a point of emphasizing that our interest was broader than 
the digital. Therefore, the digital was absent or peripheral in large parts of 
our interviews. This oscillation between a direct focus on the digital and a 
broader focus on the journey and the reasons for fleeing has allowed us to 
place the digital alongside people (Mollerup 2020a) in boats, on highways, 
in smugglers’ houses, and more. In some of the interviews, we included what 
we term device tours (Mollerup 2020b, 98) in which research participants 
showed us old conversation threads, pictures, apps, and more on their phones 
and computers, allowing these to become focus points in the interviews. We 
established initial contact in a variety of ways, including through personal 
and professional networks and through contacting people on Facebook, 
based on their engagements in public discussions. Some interviews lasted 
half an hour; others lasted several hours and were woven together with meet-
ings and socializing with family members and others. We interviewed some 
people only once, whereas we interviewed others several times. We stayed in 
contact with most interviewees through different text-based communication 
channels and at times asked follow-up questions and received feedback on 
our analyses. We carried out the interviews in Danish, English, and Arabic.1 
In total, we did sixteen interviews with refugees and sixteen interviews with 
solidarity workers.

The topic of our research necessitated that we spoke with our research par-
ticipants about illegalized activities and deeply disturbing experiences. Thus, 
while trust was a theme in our interviews, it was also crucial for us to estab-
lish trust with our research participants, many of whom were traumatized by 
their experiences, both in the cases of refugees and solidarity workers (Hynes 
2003, 13). However, while the trust irregularized migrants and solidarity 
workers needed to establish in the context of irregularized journeys was 
characterized by severe precarity, transient encounters, and extremely high 
stakes, we were able to engender trust on very different terms. Spending time 
with people, returning to interview the same people several times, ensuring 
anonymity, and engaging in discussions about issues important to them were 
some of the ways we sought to create trust. We also asked our initial research 
participants to suggest and establish contact with other potential research 
participants. In this way, the trust we were able to establish with our initial 
research participants was passed on to new research participants, drawing on 
a mode of trusting that can also be relevant in the context of irregularized 
migration, namely what we describe later as relay trust. Interviewing differ-
ent members of family networks, we were given different accounts of shared 
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journeys, and this enabled us detailed insights into the significance of family 
members having gone before.

The retrospective nature of our research approach meant that we were 
bound to engage with re-collections of trust after it had been tested. That is, 
the uncertainty which our research participants experienced on their journeys 
was differently configured when they described their journeys to us, knowing 
when trust had been honored and when it had been broken. Our device tours, 
though complicated by people having acquired new devices, at times played 
a role in bringing up memories and emotions, which gave us glimpses of the 
uncertainty and fear experienced on the journeys beyond narrative accounts.

ANTHROPOLOGY OF UNCERTAINTY

As we aim to unfold the different practices of trust enacted by irregularized 
migrants and solidarity workers, we engage with various strands of research, 
which we here designate anthropology of uncertainty. This heading covers 
a broad range of studies mainly from within anthropology and the social 
sciences including refugee studies and critical border and migration studies, 
which take uncertainty as a point of departure rather than as an exceptional 
circumstance added to people’s livelihood. Whereas previous research on 
uncertainty in anthropology derives mainly from within forensic anthropol-
ogy and medical humanities focusing on insecurities and risk connected 
to health and medicine (cf. Samimian-Darash 2013) or magic and religion 
(Dein 2016), the studies included here all share a concern with living on the 
edges (of society, of welfare or prosperity), within crisis (economic, political, 
planetary), or at the Othered side (of the border, of normality). Muehlebach 
has called this research concern as engaging with the precarity of life itself, 
as “a shorthand for those of us documenting the multiple forms of nightmar-
ish dispossession and injury that our age entails” (Muehlebach 2013, 298). 
As Kleist and Jansen (2016) observe, research strands concerned with pre-
carious issues of uncertainty also contain dimensions of hope and working 
for bettering the future, for instance when migrants are leaving homes and 
family in order to make for a better living. Kleist and Jansen even identify 
a profound “hope-boom” within anthropology concerned with uncertainty 
and suggest that grounded knowledge on future-making is a necessary other 
side of the coin when researching despair and crisis (see also Khosravi 2017; 
Hage 2016). On a similar note, Bandak and Janeja (2018) confer that “where 
despair, ruin and pain all are prevalent figures in the contemporary world, an 
anthropological engagement ought to explore such situations as diverse forms 
of interacting with the world” (p. 9). By suggesting four different modes of 
fast trusting in this contribution, we aim to foreground not only the diversity 
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of trust in the practices of irregularized migrants and solidarity workers try-
ing to navigate the landscape of European bordering. We also aim to present 
a more hopeful account of the ways trusting is made possible in a context of 
its improbability.

In refugee studies, attention toward trust in relation to migratory jour-
neys has so far been limited. Lyytinen reviews the field of “trust research” 
in social sciences, emphasizing how social trust and institutional trust have 
been highlighted, yet with a main focus, on the one hand, on the question of 
the extent to which the “migrant experience” entails dimensions of mistrust 
due to high degrees of violence and conflict in the country of origin and, on 
the other hand, the degree of trust establishing in the country of exile (2017, 
491). Drawing on insights into the flight of Congolese refugees from the 
Democratic Republic of Congo to Mapala, Lyytinen has suggested a new 
analytical framework for examining refugees’ journeys from the perspective 
of trust (Lyytinen 2017, 491). Building on Brugger et al. (2013), Lyytinen 
proposes trust as an “emotion concept” defined as “a positive feeling about 
or evaluation of the intentions or behaviour of another” and “a discursively 
created emotion and practice which is based on the relations between the 
‘trustor’ and the ‘trustee’” (Lyytinen 2017, 489f). Yet in the context of irregu-
larized migration, trust practices are seldom divided neatly into roles of being 
either trusted or trustful. Furthermore, the assigning of roles is entangled 
with digital and material actors like smartphones, dinghys, life vests, lorries, 
and more. In the following, we will therefore show how trusting is not only 
either an interpersonal or institutional matter (social trust), but also a matter 
of building hybrid alliances between socio-material actors, including humans.

REGIMES OF MIS/TRUST—TRUSTING 
AS HYBRID ALLIANCE BUILDING

Trust is essential to democratic societies and a keyword for political and 
social sciences working in particular with social cohesion in civil society and 
national economy (Häkli 2008, 15). According to Häkli, interpersonal as well 
as social trust is center-stage in democratic deliberation processes in order 
to prevent social conflict (Häkli 2008). Trust is also considered intrinsic to 
efficiency of economic transactions, and often mistrust in market relations is 
associated with developing countries in contrast to so-called high-trust societ-
ies: “with higher trust, economic transactions become more efficient, as there 
is less need to invest time, effort, and money in establishing written contracts 
or other kinds of guarantees for business transactions” (Häkli 2008, 16).

Jiménez (2011) instead directs our attention toward the notion of mistrust 
as a foundational premise for neoliberal market societies. As he argues, the 
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markets’ obsession with radical openness and transparency builds on a politi-
cal epistemology of trust which presupposes that if you (or your corporation) 
are not willing to “show it all” then you are in principle suspicious. Assessing 
the trustworthiness of a person is thus intrinsically linked to global standards 
for accountability and transparency established in order to create trustworthi-
ness for corporations: “Transparency, accountability and trust (diaphaneity) 
have been mobilized against the dark forces of secrecy, uncertainty and risk 
(opacity)” (192). In Jiménez’s words, “[t]here is, in a sense, no trust in society 
except in an ‘after-trusting’ mode” (193). The contestation of trust is further 
sustained by what Peter Dahlgren (2018, 20) identifies as “an ‘epistemic’ 
crisis in public spheres that threatens to undermine political agency” related 
to the magnitude and speed of information spread in the digital age (see also 
Farkas and Schou 2019). With a similar sentiment, Matthew Carey (2017, 
8f) develops an ethnographic theory of mistrust. On the basis of fieldwork 
conducted in the Morroccan High Atlas, he explores reasons for assuming 
general attitudes of mistrust and the social implications thereof.

In the case of irregularized journeys, the idea of “high-trust societies” col-
lapses twofold when it comes to migrants arriving at the European border 
regime. Placed at the margins, they are suspended from trust, considered not 
trustworthy per se by European governments; a threat to the market and the 
welfare of European states. They participate in informal economies of smug-
glers and traffickers. The solidarity workers on their side are obviously not 
(necessarily) marginalized citizens, but they too need to navigate flows of 
information which can be seen as false, “weird,” imprecise, true, etc., and 
they need to maneuver between friends and infiltrators when using digital 
platforms for helping migrants on their journeys. In that sense, solidarity 
workers and migrants are both involved in practicing trust in related ways.

Promoting Danish philosopher Løgstrup, Pedersen and Liisberg highlight 
trust as “the original moral sentiment” which would form the basis for all 
human encounters (2015, 4). Yet, during irregularized journeys, we suggest 
that trust as a basic moral sentiment is challenged. Irregularized migrants 
during flight simply cannot rely on the ethical demand which would sug-
gest that any vulnerable life placed in another person’s hands will be taken 
care of (Løgstrup, Pedersen, and Liisberg 2015, 3). As we will illustrate, 
trust is neither a character disposition nor something installed in social rela-
tions. Rather, as we contend, in the context of irregularized migration, trust 
is a practice which means that trust needs to be continuously established. 
Speaking of trust in the context of asylum seekers in England, Hynes (2009, 
97) argues that “trust is an ambiguous term; it is complex and multifaceted 
and, once lost, it takes time to restore.” While we agree that time is crucial 
for trust practices, in the context of irregularized migration, there is seldom 
time to build relations of trust. That is, trust is rarely there to be lost. Instead, 
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trust mainly has to be continuously established within very short timespans, 
often with people with whom the irregularized migrants have had no prior 
interactions. Face-to-face encounters may be extremely brief and even when 
they last longer, they are often marked by danger and fatigue framing the 
human encounters. Concurrently, trust is fundamental to the very ability to act 
and make decisions. Pedersen and Liisberg argue that trust implies “a move 
toward the future that depends on the imaginary anticipation of the imminent” 
(2015, 1). We contend that this anticipation of the imminent is vital for the 
ability to act. Yet, in the context of these irregularized journeys, anticipating 
the imminent is extremely difficult and points toward potential death. Trust 
in the context of irregularized migration, then, is vulnerable, fleeting, precau-
tious, and essential.

We approach the study of irregularized migrants’ digital practices from 
a non-media-centric and non-representational point of departure (Moores 
2018). Thus, we wish to give primacy to practice and movement over the 
symbolic and the cognitive (Moores 2018, x). Accordingly, we use the 
term “digital-related practices,” drawing on Mark Hobart’s (2010) term 
“media-related practices.” Hobart uses the term to draw attention to the way 
the significance of practices related to media extends well beyond actual 
engagements with media, arguing that in order to capture the significance of 
media we must look beyond people’s direct engagements with media. This 
insight is particularly relevant when dealing with the digital, as conceptual-
izations of the digital have tended to disregard its emplacement. We do not 
understand digital practices as limited to direct engagements with digital 
media devices (cf. Dekker et al. 2018). Whereas Dekker et al. (2018, 9) call 
for a more extensive focus on which digital social ties are considered to be 
trusted, we are interested in how the digital folds into practices well beyond 
such engagements. Taking the lead from Meinert’s point that trust is “a tricky 
social achievement” (2015, 119), we further suggest that the repertoire of 
relevant actors in trust practices is broadened from interpersonal relations to 
also include engagements with environments, materialities, and technologies 
(Ingold 2000). Within anthropology, ethnology, and related fields, the mate-
rial turn has encouraged an analytical approach to studying meaning-making 
practices, which includes not only discursive levels but also the inclusion of 
objects and technologies in conceptualizing practices (Miller 2010; Hodder 
2012). Material objects are considered as not only inscription devices but 
are rather acknowledged for their transformative effect for meaning-making 
practices (Latour 2005). When we conceptualize trusting as hybrid alliance 
building, we are thus inspired by the performative point significant for sci-
ence and technology studies, in which discursive utterances along with the 
handling of material and technological objects co-perform the world. Science 
and technology studies has a long-standing research discussion on trust in 
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technologies (Jasanoff 2015), yet here we are more concerned with the socio-
material connections that enable decisions in/of fast trusting. We thus suggest 
an attentive look toward hybrid alliances between irregularized migrants, 
solidarity workers/activists, and digital platforms alike—each contributing 
to establishing the trust that enables the migratory decision of how to cross 
the border.

FOUR MODES OF FAST TRUSTING

We approach the complex relations of trust as hybrid alliance building in 
order to highlight that the trust irregularized migrants depend on to navigate 
through unknown, shifty, and often hostile environments needs to be estab-
lished over short timespans. Such modes of trusting cannot rely solely on 
relations and experiences established over a long period of time. Rather, it 
depends on a broader repertoire of actors and often involves digital-related 
practices. Based on our ethnographic research with irregularized migrants 
and solidarity workers who have helped them, we suggest four modes of 
trusting that are particularly significant in the precarious and uncertain situa-
tions on the journeys during which irregularized migrants continuously need 
to establish trust in order to navigate. Significantly, neither of these modes 
of trusting relies on reciprocity. Rather, they depend on very imbalanced 
asymmetrical trustiness in which one part has very limited opportunities for 
action if agreements are broken while simultaneously placing their very lives 
in the hands of the trusted person. We refer to the four modes of trusting as 
relay trust, positional trust, institutional trust, and desperate trust. We do not 
contend that the modes of trusting presented here form an exhaustive list of 
all kinds of trust practices, but we suggest that these four modes of trusting 
can help us understand better precarious border navigation. As irregularized 
migrants navigate to and through the European border regime, their various 
trust practices play into their navigational decisions. It is important to stress 
that while the four modes of trusting are established empirically, they are not 
ontological categories “out there.” Together, the four modes present a register 
of fast trusting so it is not possible to attach one mode of trusting to one single 
individual person or case. Rather, as we shall see, specific situations can be 
analyzed through several or a combination of the different modes of trusting 
suggested here. The four modes of trusting can therefore work ideal-typically 
as analytical strategies for creating more nuanced knowledge on what com-
plex decisions irregularized migrants face when navigating the European 
border regime.

Relay trust is a mode of trusting that can be “passed on” from one person to 
another, so a person can assume another person’s trust in a third person. It thus 
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ties into other modes of trusting and cannot stand on its own as it depends on 
previously established, reenacted trust. That is, relay trust depends on exist-
ing networks of trust in which some layers of trust have been established 
previously, often under very different circumstances, which can enable more 
durable relations of trust. As relay trust depends on previously established 
relations of trust, it is a mode of trusting that can be passed on quickly through 
different links in a chain. Relay trust can be granted to people, migrants, and 
solidarians alike, who through word of mouth have been established as reli-
able. Positional trust is a mode of trusting that relies on the trusted person’s 
reputation based on experience or background. Positional trust, then, can be 
granted to people regardless of personal relations though it does necessitate a 
recognition of (or trust in) the position enabling the trust. Positional trust can 
be established, for example, in people who have experience with the journey 
from having made it, people who have a certain reputation for instance as 
leaders of a solidarity network or similar, people who by virtue of their per-
sonal background are expected to be sympathetic, and people who perform 
certain practices, such as solidarity work. Positional trust, then, is a mode of 
trusting particularly focused on social roles that can be attributed by organi-
zational skills. Institutional trust is grounded in perceptions of established 
entities such as the United Nations, the police, or companies, which can 
enable trust in people and situations beyond these entities. Institutional trust 
is thus not about trust in institutions as such, but can also be directed toward 
digital platforms. This mode of trusting particularly takes into account prin-
ciples imposed by such institutions, such as established means of payment 
(e.g., in an app) and legal significance of signatures. Such measures “exist to 
guard against interpersonal mistrust” (Voutira and Harell-Bond 1995, 220), 
enabling relative trust between people grounded in trust in an institution. At 
times, institutional trust interestingly can make digital platforms work for 
new purposes. Lastly, desperate trust is a sporadic mode of trusting which is 
not based on relations with people or entities, but rather on a need for urgent 
solutions to basic needs and a lack of alternatives. It is thus a mode of trust-
ing that is less related to past experiences and in contrast to the other modes 
of trusting, this one proves foremost relevant for migrants and not solidarian 
practices. Desperate trust, then, is a mode of trusting that enables action in 
situations where it is hard to know or trust anyone or anything. And it might 
be fair to say that most decisions made by irregularized migrants during their 
journeys feature some element of desperate trust.

As illustrated in Table 8.1, the modes of trusting each enact a different 
kind of relationality and mobilize different effects. Together, the four modes 
of trusting suggested here emphasize that trust cannot solely be seen from 
a first-person perspective or merely be understood as an intersubjective 
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relationship, but should rather be conceived as hybrid alliance building mobi-
lizing a broad range of actors.

PRACTICING FAST TRUST

In the following, we aim to illustrate how fast trust is practiced in different 
ways and through different alliances between a hybrid set of actors in the 
context of irregularized journeys to and in the European border regime. As 
the analysis will show, in order to unfold particular situations of trust-making, 
we need to draw on all four modes of fast trusting. Further, we show how this 
repertoire of trust also plays into solidarity workers’ trust practices in situa-
tions when trust needs to be established quickly.

Wael

Wael,2 a young man traveling on his own, had made it safely across the 
Aegean Sea in a small dinghy and was hoping to make it to Denmark where 
his brother lived. Trust was not an easy currency to come by for Wael. As we 
were sitting down together in a café in the middle-range town in Denmark 
where Wael lived at the time, he explained to us again and again how fright-
ened he had been. In order to understand how he nevertheless made it across 
Europe’s borders, several modes of trusting need to be activated including 
a varied range of actors. Wael was traveling on his own but in the sense of 
building alliances along the way, he was never alone. Some of the people 
who had crossed the sea with him had relatives who had previously made the 
journey. During the journey they communicated digitally, and they had estab-
lished contact with a smuggler who offered to take Wael’s group to north-
ern Europe in the back of a truck. The relatives, who had previously made 
the journey, said that this man would not cheat them. Many irregularized 

Table 8.1. Main Features of Each Mode of Fast Trusting

Fast Trusting
Mode:
Feature: Relay trust Positional trust Institutional trust Desperate trust

Relationality Network Social Structural Individual
Mobilization
effect

Mobilizes a 
track record 
beyond 
the actual 
moment

Mobilizes orga-
nizational 
role, relying 
on reputation, 
experience, 
and/or skill

Mobilizes 
established 
juridical, 
political, 
technological 
measures

Mobilizes 
impulse

Note: Modes are organized into type of relationality and which kind of effect the trust practice mobilizes.
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migrants had indeed experienced being cheated in similar arrangements. And 
the high stakes in such arrangements are illustrated by the tragic incident in 
2015, when a large group of irregularized migrants suffocated in the back of 
a truck in Austria. We conceptualize the trust Wael established in the people 
he had traveled with as positional trust. That is, through acknowledging that 
they as irregularized migrants were in the same position as himself, literally 
in the same boat, he was able to trust them. Moreover, their trust in their 
relatives was passed on to Wael, which we designate as relay trust in them. 
This, in turn, enabled relay trust in the smuggler. The relay trust in the rela-
tives was strengthened by a positional trust in them, as they also had shared 
Wael’s position as irregularized migrants. Thus, by assuming a trust that had 
been established by other people previously, he was able to quickly establish 
a level of trust that enabled him to make difficult choices. So, though he was 
petrified to do so, Wael decided to pay the money for the smuggler and get in 
the truck. While the organization of irregularized traveling in the European 
border regime did not invite for much trust as an institution, there were cer-
tain measures that could at times be imposed to guard against interpersonal 
mistrust, allowing Wael a level of institutional trust. For instance, Wael and 
his fellow travelers agreed with the smuggler that they paid the money in 
installments along the way as they crossed various borders, reducing the risk 
of them getting left behind after having paid the full amount. In this way, the 
trust Wael was able to establish through his journey did not only tap into his 
relations with other people, but also depended on socio-material connections. 
For instance, the boat and the truck were part of the establishment of similar 
positions and thus of positional trust just as the payments in installments 
tapped into a larger system that ensured the value of money. Wael did eventu-
ally make it to Denmark though it was a scary and difficult journey. His fear, 
which he so carefully described to us, is important to consider as it points 
both to the limitations of trust and the trust that was nevertheless established 
on these journeys. The trust Wael was able to establish fast and on the spot 
enabled him to act, yet it did not enable him a security that allowed him to 
relax. Nor did it enable him to rely on Løgstrup’s original moral sentiment, 
discussed earlier, which would suggest that any vulnerable life placed in our 
hands will be taken care of. Rather, the trust Wael was able to build along 
the way was a fleeting and reserved trust that needed to be continuously 
established, enacting different, intersecting modes of trust, and a variety of 
socio-material actors.

Jens and Mahmoud

A while before the summer of 2015, that is, when the border between Denmark 
and Germany was still open, Jens was going home to Denmark from Germany. 
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He offered a ride through a German rideshare app, Mitfahrgelegenheit, and a 
young man named Mahmood booked a ride. Mahmood was from Syria and 
had asylum in Germany, so he said. He further explained to Jens that he was 
on his way to Sweden to propose to his girlfriend. When they had boarded 
the ferry, Mahmood confided that he did not actually have asylum but was 
traveling as an irregularized migrant and had needed help getting on the ferry 
without proper ID. This story was told to us by Jens, as we met him for a 
chat on his dedicated engagement in the European “refugee crisis” later to be 
dubbed the “long summer of welcome” (Karakayali and Kleist 2015), stress-
ing the many acts of solidarity with arriving refugees that also took place 
during 2015 (Sandberg and Andersen 2020). For irregularized migrants, often 
traveling with large sums of money and having little opportunity to seek help 
from police if robbed or assaulted, getting in a car with someone completely 
unknown poses a risk. However, in the case of Mahmoud and Jens getting 
in a car together, this risk was managed through institutional trust. That is, 
we understand the trust needed for two strangers to get in a car together as 
institutional, as it is initially established through the confidence in the app. 
This trust allowed for exchange of practical information while also setting a 
frame for the encounter between Jens and Mahmood, in a sense taking the 
irregularity out of the initial establishment of trust between the two. As such, 
institutional trust assisted in Mahmood becoming able to cross the border in a 
regular fashion. In this situation, Mahmoud’s smartphone, which enabled him 
access to the app, was crucially entangled in his trust practices. What is fur-
ther interesting, then, is that institutional trust in this case involves an appro-
priation of digital platforms for new purposes. Mahmood was enabled to get 
in the car, trusting that he would not be robbed or taken to the police because 
of the relation established through the app; an app which was not designed 
for the purpose of irregularized migration. Concurrently, Mahmoud’s narra-
tive about pursuing courtship could also be read as a tactic for establishing 
positional trust by emphasizing their human commonality through the known 
trope of romantic love.

Jens recalled how, as they shared a cigarette—and a human encounter—
on the ferry, Mahmoud thanked Jens for his help. Mahmoud said that he 
would make it on his own from here, saying he was worried that Jens could 
be imprisoned for helping him cross the border knowingly. However, Jens 
refused to let Mahmoud continue on his own, saying if there was one thing he 
would go to prison for, it was helping another human being to safety. When 
the ferry docked, they both entered Jens’s car again. Unlike the trust that 
enabled their initial shared ride, the trust that enabled their continued ride was 
differently temporally configured. That is, at this time, they had had the time 
to build up a relationship of trust beyond fast trusting.
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Ghada and Ziad, and Daham Alasaad

As we argue in this contribution, trust is a particularly important currency 
for irregularized migrants because they cannot rely on access to conventional 
infrastructures and modes of traveling. For this reason, institutional trust is 
at times challenged by the risk that institutions might work against irregular-
ized migrants, even when this undermines the customary purpose of these 
institutions, leading to institutional mistrust. Ghada and Ziad, a married 
couple, traveled together in 2015 aiming to reach Denmark or Sweden. They 
told us of their travels as we met them separately at their workplaces, Ziad 
entertaining their two-year-old daughter while we spoke. When they had 
arrived in Germany, they were told that all irregularized migrants should get 
on a specifically designated train. Under different circumstances, institutional 
trust in a railroad company would allow travelers to rely on a train to travel 
to its designated destination. However, having heard from other irregularized 
migrants who were apprehended on such trains, Ghada and Ziad did not trust 
that this train would take them to their desired destination. Instead, they made 
a point out of appearing like regular travelers, changing their clothes, which 
had become dirty and worn from the trip, and boarded a regular train. That is, 
their ability to enact institutional trust—and get on a train trusting it would 
take them to the train’s purported destination—was dependent on their ability 
to disassociate themselves from the category of irregularized migrants. Their 
trust practices were thus bound up with, among other things, their physical 
appearance, including their clothes.

Institutions are particularly known to work against their customary pur-
pose in the context of irregularized migrants’ sea crossings. Syrian journalist 
Daham Alasaad told us how he had worked on a story in Izmir for a European 
media outlet. As he sat with his European colleague at a café in Basmany 
Square, their camera placed on the table, a man with a badly burned leg 
noticed the camera and called Daham over. The man had been trying to cross 
to Greece by boat, he told Daham, but the engine had caught fire and the 
boat was forced to return. Though he had been burned, he could not go to 
the hospital, he explained, because the following day, he would try to cross 
again. He asked to exchange numbers and said he would write, if he made it. 
At five o’clock in the morning, Daham’s phone rang. On the other end of the 
phone he heard screams. Still half asleep, he thought he had a nightmare. Yet 
slowly awakening, he realized the severity of the situation. It was the man 
from the café who was calling; he was at sea again and the boat was taking in 
water. The people on the boat were fearing they would drown. Daham asked 
the man to send their location. As they were close to Lesvos, he looked up 
the number for the Greek coast guard and called them to alert them to the 
emergency. Their response was blatant indifference. He then called Refugee 
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Rescue, whose number he had saved on his phone. They asked for the loca-
tion and assured him they would send help. Later that day, Daham told us, 
he saw that the man had logged on to Viber, convincing him that the boat 
had indeed been saved. We see several intertwined modes of trusting at 
play here, implicating cameras, apps, and more. In the initial encounter, the 
camera supports the irregularized migrant’s establishment of positional trust 
in Daham in that he is someone who potentially has an ability to get stories 
out. Meanwhile, his Syrian background positions him as someone who would 
understand and care. However, while in the urgent and dramatic situation in 
water, it is just as much situational trust that makes the man call Daham. That 
is, it is a desperate situation with a lack of alternatives and does not allow 
for a careful assessment of phone contacts. Daham initially calls the Greek 
coast guard, at a time before stories of the Greek coast guard attacking and 
deterring irregularized migrants’ boats abounded, with an institutional trust 
that they will respond to people in distress at sea. However, this trust is sorely 
betrayed. While Daham is not a solidarity worker in a strict sense, this story 
also speaks to the similarities in terms of trust repertoires between irregular-
ized migrants and solidarity workers. Though there were significant differ-
ences in the reciprocity of trusting of irregularized migrants in smugglers or 
solidarity workers and between solidarity workers, we see a repertoire of trust 
practices enacted across the irregularized migrants and solidarity workers in 
situations when trust needed to be established quickly. And as the journalist 
experienced, institutional trust is complicated by the context of irregularized 
migration in which institutions often come to work against their declared pur-
pose. This was particularly visible through the shifting national approaches 
and the ambiguity of policies, which the next and final story aims to illustrate.

Kareem

Kareem, a solidarity worker from Sweden, explained to us how he had helped 
with reception of the unprecedented amount of people seeking asylum in 
Sweden. While he was not officially requested to do so by authorities, he did 
get an unofficial request for help from a friend who worked at the munici-
pality. The Swedish response to the wave of irregularized migrants arriving 
in Europe in 2015 was, unlike Denmark, initially an open-door policy, and 
Kareem and other volunteers had no perception of doing something poten-
tially illegal. As Kareem explained about the time, “I never thought about 
being wrong. Not morally and not legally.” However, as the situation shifted 
and Sweden changed its policy and started prosecuting people who had 
helped irregularized migrants crossing borders, the institutional trust of soli-
darity workers came to be challenged in the same way as that of irregularized 
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migrants. That is, national policies are not merely a context for trust practices, 
but ties into their very core.

In the uncertain and shifting context with occasional infiltrations by 
neo-Nazis and other right-wing groups, trust was crucial for solidarity work-
ers to establish. They were at times able to establish relations of trust through 
sustained engagements with the same people, for instance when working for 
longer periods at train stations or in Facebook groups. Kareem explained,

And we—the people that joined—were like strangers from the internet, and it 
was kind of hard to recognize who is a friend and who is not or who is some-
one not helping, or someone making the job more difficult. And in [the initial] 
phase, there was a lot of misinformation; it was a lot of information that if we 
say something that was wrong, it goes down through the network and to other 
groups to a lot of people, so it made the work really, really hard. And after a 
few days, you know which persons are serious, and you get closer and closer. I 
knew for my group.

That is, solidarity workers were able to establish trust over time through their 
sustained engagement, which allowed them to see who was actually doing 
the work to help. But they also found themselves in need of establishing 
trust quickly, for instance when urgently collaborating across borders with 
people they had never met. Kareem explained to us how such trust could 
be established in such situations, describing it as “fast trusting”: “If I know 
someone in Sweden that knows this person in Bosnia, for example, I can call 
my friend in Sweden: ‘Do you know him?’ ‘Yeah, I met him, da da da da 
da.’ And because of that, we can fast trust each other fast also.” He elabo-
rated how this would at times involve capricious connections: “I remember 
a woman in northern Germany, she needed help. And a friend, a guy I met at 
a party in Holland like a couple years ago, he called me. So the trust became 
like—it’s weird, it’s weird. I don’t believe in destiny or fate, or like that. But 
it was really weird.” In this way, solidarity workers were also able to enact 
relay trust, building on trust entangled in events that were seemingly discon-
nected from the moment of solidarity, such as a party taking place years 
ago. In this regard, relay trust could be embedded in digital practices which 
both facilitated direct connections with people, solidarity workers as well as 
irregularized migrants, in other locations “on the route,” but also because they 
allowed a tracking of people with whom relay trust could be built, including 
old acquaintances.
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CONCLUSION

In this contribution, we have argued that in the context of irregularized migra-
tion trust is something vulnerable that needs to be established not only con-
tinuously but also over extremely short timespans. During these precarious 
journeys, to put it simply, there is seldom time to build up human sentiment 
through interpersonal relationships as the “high-trust societies” hypothesis 
would have it. Face-to-face encounters may be extremely brief and social 
media provides only temporary connections. Spurred by the emic notion of 
“fast trusting” presented to us during fieldwork, we have explored the kind 
of work this notion does in a context where common infrastructures and 
the trust they enable are suspended. It is exactly the suspension of trust that 
renders visible the meticulous work of establishing trust and gives us the cue 
to further explore the kind of work trust does. By ethnographically qualify-
ing and theoretically refining the work of fast trusting, we have suggested at 
least four different modes of trusting: relay trust, positional trust, institutional 
trust, and desperate trust. These modes of trusting are not in any way exhaus-
tive, but when used together as analytical tools, they can offer a more subtle 
understanding of people’s precarious crossing of borders during flight as well 
as of the work the notion of trust does.

We have conceptualized trusting as hybrid alliance building that is not 
merely an interpersonal relation, but a socio-material engagement, which 
includes smartphones, digital platforms, institutions, networks of people, and 
more. We have done so by establishing four different modes of trusting as 
enacted by irregularized migrants and solidarity workers alike. Focusing on 
these different trust practices and the ways they intertwine helps us unfold 
how borders are navigated through migrants’ movements well beyond the 
physical realms of borders.

Further, as the analysis has revealed, “the digital” cannot be maintained 
as one singular or separate domain. Rather, digital relations extend beyond 
and weave into relations established between socio-material actors (apps, 
platforms, infrastructures). Approaching the meticulous work of trusting in 
this way as a hybrid alliance building shows that the more heterogeneous 
the repertoire of actors involved in trust work is, the better the opportunities 
are for fast trusting on the spot. For refugees during flight, it is not a matter 
of avoiding the breakdown of trust, because trust was not “there” from the 
outset. Rather, the work fast trusting does is to create momentary connections 
that make the next fragile move possible. This possible next move contains 
a hopeful step toward safer ground, sounder protection, a better future. 
As a contribution to anthropology of uncertainty we have thus provided 
grounded knowledge on future-making practices during extremely precarious 
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circumstances. Rather than merely documenting precarity of life itself, we 
contend that our ethnographically informed insights into fast trusting as 
hybrid alliance building will enhance the possibilities for keeping up the hope 
that despite states of dispossession, injury, and despair, trust is on the horizon.
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NOTES

1. The interviews in Arabic were conducted by Nina Grønlykke Mollerup in 
non-native, Egyptian Arabic, which is largely mutually intelligible with Syrian Ara-
bic. The interviews were recorded, and we are indebted to Alaa Almeiza for translat-
ing and transcribing these interviews.

2. All names of irregularized migrants and solidarity workers are made up for their 
protection.
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Emancipation of Space
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Chapter 9

Counter-Narrating the 
Mediterranean Border Regime 

and Reclaiming Rights  
Refugee Voices in Libya 

and Across the Sea

Sara Creta and Chiara Denaro

INTRODUCTION

In August 2018, dozens of Ethiopian and Eritrean asylum seekers and 
migrants commenced a rare protest in a detention center, twenty kilometers 
away from Tripoli, Libya.1 Trapped in a country devastated by civil war and 
at daily risk of human trafficking, they asked for help to get out of Libya, as 
their requests to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) were 
unheeded. Among them there was a twenty-one-year-old man who was kid-
napped, sold, and exploited before ending up in detention after escaping from 
traffickers. On Sunday, August 12, the group posted photos and videos of 
the protest on Facebook in the hope that they would be shared widely. They 
articulated their message using the same vocabulary as that of international 
organizations: “human rights,” “refugees,” “assistance,” “protection,” “jus-
tice.” In a few hours, their post reached a hundred thousand people around 
the world, including journalists and activists who have been mobilizing to ask 
for their evacuation. This protest was not an isolated event. Seeking for better 
conditions and for evacuation to safe countries, refugees in Libya have been 
performing embodied practices, and putting their bodies on the line to exert 
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political pressure on UN agencies and expose the violence of contemporary 
EU border practices of externalization. These struggles—regularly organized 
in detention centers in Libya—are an example of the many political struggles 
for rights undertaken by refugees, migrants, and activists across the world.

The autonomy of migration approach provides us with the theoretical back-
ground to understand how the struggles for movement—through a multiplic-
ity of practices and tactics—“escape and subsequently delegitimize and derail 
sovereign control” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2007; 2013, 12). Furthermore, 
it stresses how these struggles can create “other forms of life” which are 
defined as “mobile commons,” namely the ability to cultivate, generate, 
and regenerate the contents, practices, and affects that facilitate the move-
ments of mobile people (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 21). According to 
Papadopoulos and Tsianos, part of these mobile commons are “transnational 
communities of justice,” which take shape through forms of “thick everyday 
performative and practical justice” that make mobility possible (2013, 22). 
From this perspective, in addition to being definable as acts of citizenship 
(Isin and Nielsen 2008) and “acts of resistance” (Hess 2017), border cross-
ings became “acts of immediate justice” for sustaining migrants’ everyday 
life (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 17).

In Libya, like elsewhere, protests have become a new form of “contentious 
politics” (Ataç, Rygiel, and Stierl 2016) and justice claims-making question-
ing bordering policies and politics of visibility. Bordering and re-bordering 
policies are made of different components, such as externalization, search and 
rescue (SAR), asylum, reception, and detention policies (Kriesi et al. 2021).

Politics of visibility are at the core of bordering policies, in the Central 
Mediterranean region and worldwide. While on the one hand, some com-
ponents of the border regimes are intentionally ostentatious—through what 
De Genova (2014) has defined as “the border spectacle”—others are explic-
itly obscured and invisibilized, such as border violence. Beyond detention, 
torture, systematic rapes, and other human rights violations that take place 
every day in Libyan detention centers (United Nations 2018; Al-Dayel and 
Anfinson 2021), lethal sea crossings that migrants choose to go through are 
a meaningful expression of this border violence (Brambilla and Jones 2020).  
Part of this violence continuum, from detention to choosing to risk one’s 
own life, are the interceptions at sea and related pushback operations toward 
unsafe countries. So are those cases in which EU authorities are informed 
but choose not to intervene—known as “left to die boats” cases (Heller and 
Pezzani 2012).

As for Libyan detention centers, these sea crossings become battlefields 
(Denaro 2015; Mezzadra and Stierl 2019) in which visibility and fundamental 
human rights, such as among others the right to life, the right to leave, and the 
right to asylum, are at stake.
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In this chapter, after providing an overview of the invisibilization con-
tinuum that people on the move go through from Libyan detention centers 
and urban settings until sea crossings, interceptions, and pushback to Libya, 
we examine those practices of voice and resistance through which they refuse 
their forcibly imposed condition of “speechless emissaries” (Malkki 1996). 
We examine how people speak up by documenting, photographing, video-
ing, and sharing their own experiences of the border regime, as well as by 
reaching out to possible “listeners” (Couldry 2009), organizing protests and 
demonstrations, and claiming for rights and justice.

For this purpose, on the one hand, we explore the ways in which refugees 
in Libya strategically mobilize resources, claims, and networks and develop 
political strategies through digitally supported processes of (counter-)narrative 
and justice seeking; on the other hand, we analyze “voice through exit” pro-
cesses of people on the move in the frame of Central Mediterranean Sea 
crossings by examining the different tools, messages, and strategies that they 
decide to use to challenge their invisibility, asking for help, denouncing pos-
sible violations, and claiming for rights (Denaro 2020; 2021). Pictures and 
videos produced and shared by people on the move are mainly taken with 
smartphones, so they are of low quality.

In particular, we highlight how digital media, in combination with support-
ive social relationships with activists, journalists, and researchers, provide 
powerful tools for giving voice to agentive selves, mediated by digital inter-
action and connectivity. The conceptual framework brings together literature 
on critical border and migration studies with citizenship studies, and recent 
scholarship on narrative, identity, and digital media, with an eye toward 
agency. When it comes to the digital future and its consequences for refugees 
in Libya, multiple points demand our attention: The challenges to human 
rights and visibility that refugees encounter in the digital era cannot be cir-
cumscribed or analyzed without considering algorithms and platforms and the 
consequences that these technological assemblies can have on people’s lives. 
Exploring the use of digital technologies as tools for self-expression becomes 
a strategic tool by which to get to the other side of the Mediterranean, and to 
claim new forms of collective action in which resistance and daily struggle 
are required. In this battlefield for visibility, voice, and recognition, the rela-
tionship between political self-construction, digital storytelling, and identity 
needs to be explored further. There is a need to shape and advance the current 
debate on the relationship between the claim for rights, freedom, and dignity 
in countries of origin—especially in revolutionary contexts—and the attitude 
to documenting, counter-narrating, and denouncing experienced violence 
and violations during migration pathways as a part of “voice through exit” 
processes (Denaro 2020).
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In precarious spaces such as detention centers in Libya, where violence 
and abuse are widespread, how can access to communication or social media 
expand the practices of contesting power structures? And furthermore, dur-
ing sea crossings where human lives are at risk, often de-humanized, and 
confronted with violent bordering politics of (in)visibility, which tools can be 
used to claim for visibility, rescue to a place of safety, and access to human 
rights? And finally, how do the whole of these efforts for challenging the 
forced invisibility to which migrants are exposed, by showing the violence 
and violations which feature the central Mediterranean border regime, facili-
tate access to justice?

BORDERING PRACTICES AND THE VIOLENCE 
CONTINUUM: POLITICS OF (IN)VISIBILITY AND 
FORCED IMMOBILITY IN LIBYA AND BEYOND

The Mediterranean space has been characterized by structural migration by 
sea for more than two decades. Main routes are articulated around three main 
corridors, namely the Western Mediterranean, the Eastern Mediterranean, 
and the Central Mediterranean one. Jointly with Tunisia, Libya remains the 
main country of departure for migrants who attempt to reach Europe by sea, 
especially after the partial closure of the so-called Egyptian route to Italy 
(Ciabarri 2014; Denaro 2016a; Squire et al. 2017). Migrants’ situation in the 
country has been worsening over time, especially post-2011. Most of them 
are detained in formal and informal prisons, in which access to international 
organizations, journalists, and researchers is prevented. Tortures, rapes, and 
other forms of intentional violence are carried out on a daily basis, against 
women, children, and men. These kinds of mistreatment and abuse are final-
ized to extort money to detained people, who can be released only after a 
ransom has been paid by relatives and friends. Migrants report how they are 
often required to call relatives during the torture in order to make them listen 
to their screams and sufferings and to push them to find money to release 
them. In Libyan detention centers, which have been defined as places char-
acterized by a “state of impunity” (Beşer and Elfeitori 2018), migrants are 
daily imprisoned after interceptions at sea and are still exposed to the risk 
of deportation to countries of origin, in full violation of the non-refoulement 
principle, as part of what has been defined as a “deadly refoulement industry” 
(Andrijasevic 2010; Godwin-Gill 2011; Stierl 2019).

While scarcely addressed by recent literature, refugees’ living conditions 
outside detention, so in urban settings in Libya, are also worthy of attention. 
For years, migrant communities living in urban contexts have been facing 
multiple kinds of discriminations, abuse, and threats (Hamood 2006; Creta 
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2021). Full access to international protection for those who are in search of 
asylum is prevented as Libya is not a signatory of the 1951 refugee conven-
tion; even those who are registered with UNHCR as refugees have access to 
neither services, nor resettlement procedures. International organizations who 
manage resettlement procedures do apply very strict selection criteria which 
contribute to making legal migratory pathways a residual and unreachable 
opportunity. According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
and UNHCR, as of November 2020, at least thirty-two hundred people were 
being held in eleven detention centers—although many more were likely also 
detained in “unofficial” facilities in western Libya.

UNHCR statistics refer to 43,113 refugees and asylum seekers who are part 
of their “population of concern” and who live in urban settings. However, 
these numbers are scarcely representative of the whole refugee population 
in Libya, as some nationalities are not registered with the organization. 
Main recorded nationalities shift from the Horn of Africa (Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Somalia, Sudan, and South Sudan) to West Africa and sub-Saharan countries 
(Senegal, Gambia, Ivory Coast, Mali, Guinea, Cameroon, and many others), 
up to the Middle East and North Africa region (Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, and 
Morocco).2

The perception of Libya as an unlivable place is widespread among refu-
gees, and most of them dream of reaching safety in Europe. Unfortunately, 
due to the almost complete unavailability of legal pathways, lethal sea cross-
ings remain their only chance to do it (Scheel and Squire 2014).

Looking at Table 9.1, it is possible to grasp the relevance of Libya as a 
departure and transit country for those who want to reach Europe. In addi-
tion, the increase of interception at sea and pushbacks indicates the growing 
cooperation efforts carried out by the European Union and its member states 
to contain arrivals. EU-Libya cooperation dates back to the 2000s, but it has 
been progressively strengthened starting in 2009 and 2010, in the frame of 
the close relationship between the then Italian prime minister Berlusconi 
and the Libyan dictator Gaddafi, with the main aim of “outsourcing and 
off-shoring the borders of Europe” (Hamood 2008; Human Rights Watch 
2009; Bialasiewicz 2012).

Table 9.1. Central Mediterranean Sea Crossing

2018 2019 2020 2021–August

Arrivals Italy 23,371 11,471 34,134 37,260
Arrivals Malta 1,445 3,406 2,281 244
Pushbacks to Libya 14,949 9,000 11,891 20,799

Data Source: UN High Commissioner for Refugees, International Organization for Migration, and Italian 
Ministry of Interior.
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The “Treaty of Friendship” agreement had the containment of migration 
flows as a main goal, which was pursued through the reinforcement of Libyan 
shores surveillance, and the cooperation between Italian and Libyan authori-
ties in intercepting people at sea and pushing them back to Libya. Human 
rights violations entailed by the systematic pushback policy were acknowl-
edged by the European Court of Human Rights in 2012, with the renowned 
Hirsi case.3 Notwithstanding that and the relevant impact of EU-Libya coop-
eration on the respect of the non-refoulement principle and other human rights 
violations (Gammeltoft-Hansen and Hathaway 2014; Giuffré 2017), in 2017 
a three-year agreement was signed by Italy and Libya, and renewed in 2020. 
This Memorandum of Understanding4—being grounded on the recognition of 
a “Libyan Search and Rescue Zone”—implicated the training, funding, and 
equipment of the so-called Libyan Coast Guard.5 This externalization project 
should have included the creation of a Libyan Maritime Rescue Coordination 
Center, which has never been realized.6 At the European level, more efforts 
were made in the direction of preventing departures from Libya, as well as 
with the aim of strengthening southern Libyan borders, to reduce the pos-
sibility of entering Libya for those willing to reach Europe. Against a total 
budget of around seven hundred million euros, which the European Union 
dedicated to “supporting” Libya over the last few years through various 
funding instruments—including the EU Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF), the 
European Neighbourhood Instrument, the humanitarian assistance, and the 
Instrument contributing to Stability and Peace—the EUTF has mobilized so 
far €455 million, €57.2 million of which have been dedicated to “Integrated 
border management” activities.7

In this context, the European Union states exercise a “contactless control” 
(Moreno Lax-Giuffrè 2017) on Libyan authorities through externalized but 
EU-funded and-led border infrastructures. This kind of control may lead to a 
“contactless responsibility” of the European Union for violations carried out 
by Libyan authorities, according to what has been defined as extraterritorial 
jurisdiction. In this regard, the main critical point of the picture is the very 
nature of Libya which—as claimed by innumerable nongovernmental organi-
zations and international intergovernmental organizations over the years, and 
recently remarked by UNHCR (2020)—does not meet criteria to be consid-
ered a safe third country or a place of safety. Therefore, a rescue operation 
being considered concluded only after the disembarkation of people in a place 
of safety, which Libya is not, does not apply to Libyan Coast Guard interven-
tion at sea. Here, words such as interceptions, captores, and poshbacks, in 
full violation of the non-refoulement principle, look more appropriate. This 
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wording allows to partially unveil border violence experienced during sea 
crossings, as well as during sea interceptions in which people are forcibly 
returned to the place they fled from, meanwhile risking their lives.

Deaths at the border—and deaths at sea—are clear expressions of bor-
ders as violent entities, as well as more explicit recourse to violence by 
border surveillance authorities (Jones 2016; Pécoud 2020). However, while 
“regional solutions of migration management rest on a reified notion of the 
Mediterranean as a coherent regional borderland,” the solutions “obscure 
both the instability of this place as well as the violence that occurs there” 
(Mountz and Loyd 2014). This is particularly true in the Libyan context, as 
well as during lethal sea crossings, interceptions, and pushbacks: bodies and 
identities are invisibilized, violence is obscured and kept out from official 
narratives on migration and border management policies, as well as from 
reporting activities on how EU funds are effectively spent.

In particular, taking Libya as case study, and looking into it from our 
multiple perspectives of research, activism, and journalism, it is possible to 
highlight a (border) violence continuum, from detention to sea crossings, 
which can develop through circular and never-ending pathways if people are 
intercepted at sea, forcibly returned back to Libya and again detained.

However, people on the move do challenge their forced invisibilization—
and immobilization—every day through a multiplicity of tools, interactions, 
and messages, as well as collective and individual acts which make border 
violence finally visible and explicit. As suggested by Rygiel (2014), even the 
choice to risk life at sea can be seen as an act of “transgressive citizenship” 
that challenges the border regime. People on the move continuously find 
ways to challenge those borders that try to reduce them to speechless emis-
saries, and to speak up, showing themselves as political subjects and claiming 
for rights and justice. New technologies, social media, and instant messages 
play a key role in these processes, and smartphones, as well as other digital 
communication devices, have been recognized as primary needs good for 
people on the move (Leurs and Smets 2018).

In this chapter, we first outline the state of the art on social media and 
migration studies, with a focus on scholars’ contributions on refugees and 
new technologies as well as inspiration from postcolonial critique and citi-
zenship studies. Second, we provide an in-depth analysis of some responses 
by people on the move to what we define as a border violence continuum, 
from detention in Libya to lethal sea crossings, and possibly onward through 
interceptions and pushbacks.

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



172 Sara Creta and Chiara Denaro

REFUGEES’ DIGITAL RESISTANCE AND 
“VOICE THROUGH EXIT”: FROM “SPEECHLESS 

EMISSARIES” TO “POLITICAL SUBJECTS”

Refugees are definitely part of those “subaltern” populations whose right 
to speak was deeply questioned by Chakravorty Spivak in her essay “Can 
the subaltern speak?” The mainstream narratives on human mobilities often 
depict them as “speechless emissaries” (Malkki 1996), by obscuring their 
agency and political subjectivity and focusing more on them as “needy and 
vulnerable populations” than on their struggles, resistance, and voice.

In this chapter, while contesting the misrepresentation of refugees as voice-
less, we try to shed light on the processes, the contexts, the tools, and the ways 
in which refugees’ voices emerge, as part of interlocutions between them as 
“speakers” and a wide plethora of “listeners” (Couldry 2009). Moreover, we 
stress the relevance of new digital technologies and communication devices 
as key tools in these interlocution processes, both in conditions of “immobil-
ity” and while refugees are “on the move.” In particular, while the relevance 
of mobile communication for refugees, as well as the key role of smartphones 
and social media for those on the move, has already been underlined by 
the academic literature (Alencar 2020; Gillespie et al. 2018; Denaro 2016), 
less is known about refugees’ aptitude for documenting border violence and 
denouncing human rights violations (Denaro 2021). Likewise, less is known 
about how these practices—which take place in the frame of wider visible 
and invisible struggles for safe passages and claims for justice—can chal-
lenge the infrastructure of the existing border regimes, contributing to de-
bordering processes (Kriesi et al. 2021; Denaro 2021b).

Early studies suggest that the reduction of participation costs enabled 
by information and communication technologies can promote participation 
and challenge conventional collective action theories, but given that smart-
phones became ever more mobile and pervasive even in developing countries 
(Bennett and Segerberg 2012; Earl and Kimport 2011), little is known about 
how internet access can affect the ability of marginalized groups to be part of 
mobilization processes. In the last decades, the question of who has the “right 
to have rights” has become ever more important. The integration of digital 
connectivity into people’s lives, often celebrated as liberating and empow-
ering for marginalized groups, raises questions on how online engagement 
could bring about political change (Papacharissi 2015). New technologies 
and new forms of connectivity are enhancing the creation of digital publics 
where the paradoxically precarious, speechless emissaries and humanitar-
ian subjects (Malkki 1996) assume new forms of resistance practice using 
digital tools. This effort to understand active agency, access, and power 
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begins with the recognition that the existence and visibility of refugees in 
Libya in the “new media, cultural and socio-economic order” (Appadurai 
2006) allows the interpretation of new “forms of existence” that are shap-
ing political subjectivities from the margins. According to Papadopoulos 
and Tsianos (2013), these new “forms of life,” which they define as mobile 
commons, comprise four main aspects: the invisible knowledge of mobility 
that circulates between people on the move, an infrastructure of connectivity 
which helps share and distribute this knowledge, a multiplicity of informal 
economies, and transnational communities of justice. Beyond having a key 
role in the transmission of mobile commons (Trimikliniotis et al. 2015), Creta 
(2021) highlights how migrant digitalities can become what Arendt defined 
as a “space of appearance” (1958, 195) that allows people on the move to 
reclaim their narrative and to convey their struggles to exist in the European’s 
communicative order (Georgiou 2018). At the same time, social media plat-
forms like Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube have provided a space for civic 
engagement where the collective production creates a self-organized social 
system that can mobilize people (Lindgren and Johnson-Glenberg 2013) and 
offer opportunities to construct a “new distribution of power” (Borkert et 
al. 2009). Similar scholarship also found that exiled communities and activ-
ists play an important role in mediating political practices and mobilization 
(Andén-Papadopoulos 2013). In this global network of information flows, 
rethinking the public sphere concept is fundamental, as digital technologies 
have brought distant “others” into the space of deliberation. These develop-
ments have transformed many aspects of economic, social, and political life 
(Castells 2001; Silver et al. 2006), facilitating socioculturally marginalized 
voices to be expressed, heard, and shared in public space. Transnational 
media flows have mediated people’s participation in the public sphere, allow-
ing a deliberation of sociopolitical issues, developing transnational connec-
tions that create a sort of cross-border dialogue.

In discussing transnationalism, and the way exiled communities can use 
social media for “transnational justice” (Hodzic and Tolbert 2017), it is 
important to analyze how this can enable a process championing victims’ 
rights to truth and justice. Or ensure that systematic violence does not recur. 
Previous research has found that media and communication technologies are 
important both to the perpetration of mass rights violations and to the promo-
tion of transitional justice responses to them—as Price and Stremlau put it, 
they “often serve as both a weapon and a mirror of violence” (2012, 1078).

Questions of access, digital capabilities, infrastructures, platforms, and 
agency need to be discussed when developing new theories on how digital 
media and the ongoing struggles of people on the move intersect with new 
forms of freedom and agency in our global era, in particular in precarious set-
tings like in refugee camps or situations of forced exile. This is particularly 
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interesting for refugees in Libya as well as other groups living in exile 
outside of Europe. What does the new digital media ecosystem offer? How 
does it create collective identities and actions that can enable mobilization? 
In particular, it is interesting to understand how user-generated content has 
emerged as a key mode of mediation, allowing an eyewitness view of events 
taking place in worldwide locations (Andén-Papadopoulos 2013; Bruns 
2018; Meikle 2018). Critically, however, sustaining practices of bearing wit-
ness is fundamental to understanding how suffering and violence become 
an aesthetic presentation of the self-narrative. Zelizer (2002, 698) suggests 
that one of the key functions of bearing witness is that it helps return a com-
munity to a state of unity that existed prior to whatever trauma might have 
befallen it. Similarly, Chouliaraki (2006) has suggested that media coverage 
of suffering must be brought into a narrative—or else audiences will not be 
morally activated. In what follows, how do political self-construction, digital 
storytelling, and identity play a role in the formation of publics? And how can 
the political act of reclaiming voice expand the idea of “the political” through 
Arendt’s understanding of political action as narrative? Finally, how can 
refugee voices—aimed at documenting and denouncing human rights viola-
tions and border violence, in the frame of a wider claim for justice—work as 
de-bordering practices?

REFUGEE VOICES AS ACTS OF CITIZENSHIP: 
FROM LIBYAN DETENTION FACILITIES TO 

LETHAL SEA CROSSINGS AND PUSHBACKS

In this section, we analyze three examples of how refugees dealt with the 
southern European border regime, by challenging politics of (in)visibility, 
narrating violence, and claiming rights from Libyan detention facilities and 
urban settings, until sea crossings and pushbacks. In particular, we argue 
that their voices and practices of resistance to border violence emerged as 
transgressive “acts of citizenship” (Isin and Nielsen 2008; Rygiel 2012). 
According to Isin and Nielsen’s conceptualization, these acts consist of 
dynamic and relational processes of subjectivation, unrelated to national 
belonging to a determined country, in which people constitute themselves as 
citizens. Acts of citizenship can be made of overlapping and interdependent 
components, in which people claim for justice, rights and responsibility (Isin 
and Nielsen 2008, 10). They are moments of creative rupture that allow the 
social transformation and which “cannot be reduced to practices [of citizen-
ship] because to enact oneself as a citizen involves transforming oneself from 
a subject into a claimant, which inevitably involves a break from habitus” 
(Farnell 2000). Being grounded on the Arendtian definition of citizenship 
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as “right to have rights,” these acts of citizenship take shape through claims 
for rights, which in the analyzed cases are the right to life, the right to leave, 
the right to seek asylum, and the right to find adequate protection in a safe 
country. Lethal sea crossings from Libya to Europe, which are the main factor 
forcing refugees to go through detention and dangerous living conditions in 
Libya, are the only option to exercise them.

Finally, being inspired by more recent revisions of the autonomy of 
migration approach (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013)—which overcome 
the attempt to re-align migrants with the working classes (Mezzadra 2001; 
Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2007) and focus on the claim for freedom of 
movement by people on the move—we engage with the concept of “acts of 
immediate justice,” which seems useful to provide a deeper understanding of 
refugees’ attempts to make their voices heard, with the aim of documenting 
border violence, counter-narrating the border regime, and claiming for rights.

Detention Centers

While access to Libyan detention facilities remains limited for journalists 
or human rights organizations, social media platforms and phones become 
important tools (when available) for detained asylum seekers to connect with 
journalists, advocates, activists, legal representatives, and families. Access to 
social media networks has enabled detained asylum seekers and refugees to 
expose violations in an attempt to protest their situation and record human 
rights abuses. Considering the way “self-represented witnessing” (Rae et al. 
2018) is performed, circumventing the usual mediation of their stories, refu-
gees in Libya have documented their own suffering and communicate this 
directly to online audiences. This practice, similar to the strategy developed 
by asylum seekers in other places like Manus and Nauru (Australian-managed 
offshore detention centers), has enabled collaborative filtering that allows an 
effective engagement for the public. Their pictures and videos from detention 
centers and their attempts to protest their situation have been posted on social 
media platforms, such as Facebook, or their personal walls, to capture their 
experiences over time and create a community of support. This collective 
experience of shared feelings and traumas has also developed the path for a 
strong appeal to human rights claims and social justice.

“I am giving my words by putting my life in danger. I posted my pictures 
on facebook so the world can see our situation,” wrote an Eritrean refugee, 
held in Khoms detention center. This appeal on his Facebook personal wall 
was accompanied by a self-shot and edited video in which refugees’ bodies 
were seen on the beach nearby the detention center. Using a hidden phone, 
the Eritrean refugee who has been detained in Khoms for several months 
managed to go out to the beach and record a video of him digging up sand 
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in an attempt to cover the body of a dead migrant. With the main desire to 
expose and challenge the EU deadly border practices, as they are directly 
affecting their personal lives, detained Eritrean refugees in Libya have used 
social media as a platform to communicate their struggle and their experience 
in detention. A similar message has been posted by another Eritrean asylum 
seeker being held in Qasr Ben Ghashir detention center, south of Tripoli.

Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, from the Libyan detention center. WE 
REALLY MISS TO SEE OUTSIDE OF LIBYA. Would they resettle us from 
this hell this year? What will they tell us? Wait in dark, get torture, experience 
terrible sexual violence, rape or not? What are the European countries doing 
so far? What’s UNHCR’s aim? Dear new year, we have been going through 
an awful life. What will you say to us? We don’t know. We can try to survive 
because we have our family waiting for us.

An important element must be considered regarding how digital tools are 
affecting and fostering new networks to facilitate the diffusion of the Eritrean 
refugees’ claims, but also supporting their demands of visibility: the main 
request of tangible solutions, provided by States and by the UNHCR. Both 
examples hold the promise of storytelling but also a pressing matter domi-
nating the public sphere while addressing refugees’ storytelling. While for 
years, agencies such as the UNHCR have mediated refugees’ narratives, these 
self-represented refugees’ narratives offer a significant counter-narrative to 
the attempts to erase or flatten individual stories. At stake there are issues of 
ethics, power, and agency, which are all entwined in the refugee’s struggle to 
make their voices heard. “I have been looking for help after I was released 
from prison. But unfortunately, I didn’t get any help from the UNHCR. They 
did nothing more to me. Can you please help?” wrote another Eritrean refu-
gee on his personal wall.

By using the EU logo or UN representative Filippo Grandi’s picture to 
create a meme, as well as by writing “EU don’t give attention to the deaths 
of migrants in Libya, in legal detention centers, due to brutal daily biting by 
militias,” they define a space for claims-making; re-defining who is allowed 
to speak as a political subject. While at the national—and international—level 
the political and social rights of refugees are put into question, here they artic-
ulate their demands for recognition from the margins. The space in detention, 
therefore, witnesses the emergence of a practice of articulation, claiming and 
renewing group rights in and through the appropriation of a narrative as the 
act of posting and denouncing violations allows detained Eritrean refugees 
to capture their experiences over time to create a community of support (see 
Photo 9.1).
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This was the case in August 2018, when an Eritrean refugee, after an 
escape attempt from captivity conditions by human traffickers west of Bani 
Walid, Libya, posted the pictures of the people getting shot on his Facebook 
wall. He, together with dozens of asylum seekers and migrants, was wounded 
after trying to escape captivity and was referred to the General Hospital of 
Bani Walid. After a few weeks, while still in need of help and support, he 

Photo 9.1. Facebook post. Source: Facebook.
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publicly shared his story. “We are in Tripoli. Please share our problem and 
pray for us,” wrote one of the survivors while publishing the pictures on 
his Facebook wall. The Eritrean refugee explained the vital role the internet 
played in reaching out for help. “This was our true life. We decided to post it 
as we couldn’t get any help from UNHCR and we wanted to move from that 
hell,” he said. Other protests followed in Zintan, Tajoura, Zawya, Sabha, and 
Tariq el Sikka Sika detention centers in Tripoli. “In Zintan we organized a lot 
of protests. We urged UNHCR, Human right organizations, IOM and others 
to see our sufferings. It was heard and even some representatives from differ-
ent organizations like UNHCR and IOM visited us. They made a promise to 
see our case in priority. But no positive result on the ground,” said Yonas in 
an interview in Zintan in December 2020. 

Across the Mediterranean

In continuity with struggles and resistance practices that take place in Libya, 
refugees’ attempt to break their forced immobility and invisibility material-
ize during sea crossings. Requests for help and rescue when in distress are 
voices which are then amplified by their listeners. Starting in 2014, Watch 
the Med Alarm Phone network8 has progressively come to represent a key 
interlocutor for people on the move. After the end of Mare Nostrum opera-
tion, the space of intervention of EU SAR assets was shrunk up to thirty NM 
from the Italian coasts. This event was followed by the withdrawal of EU 
SAR assets, the increased delegation of SAR responsibility to Libya, and 
the increase of pushbacks to this unsafe country. For these reasons, even if 
refugees kept calling the EU coast guards, their trust in EU SAR authorities 
was deeply undermined, and the presence of an “independent” interlocutor 
to which address their SOS request—especially in case of protracted non-
assistance by the institutional actors—was very relevant for them. Nowadays, 
the Mediterranean Sea represents a transnational and political space, which 
is daily crossed both by persons and by individual and collective struggles 
to reach a safe place, to exercise their rights—to life, to fleeing, to asylum, 
to protection from violence—as well as to choose where to live. The inter-
locution between refugees and Alarm Phone during sea crossings is the 
infrastructure for refugee voices to emerge, both in order to “become visible” 
to EU authorities and those subjects who could perform a rescue, as well as 
to denounce possible lack of assistance and other forms of violence during 
sea crossings. Even if during Mediterranean Sea crossings from Libya, this 
kind of communication mainly takes place through satellite phones, which 
only allow refugees to claim for visibility through their own voice and by 
facilitating geo-localization processes, people on the move do often travel 
with smartphones, which help them document violence and violation through 
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audiovisual material and share it after disembarkation in order to plea for jus-
tice. An example of these processes are events that occurred between April 10 
and 12, 2020, to a group of 101 people9 on a boat in the Maltese SAR zone, 
which provided testimonies and footage of the dangerous maneuvers per-
formed by the Maltese Coast Guard after a failed attempt to force the people 
to go back to Libya. As reported by Alarm Phone,10 “instead of proceeding to 
immediately rescue those overboard, and as is visible in the video footage, the 
survivors state that the AFM drove dangerous manoeuvres close to people in 
the water, further endangering their lives and those still on the rubber boat” 
(see Photo 9.2).

After the resistance performed by those onboard and their refusal to invert 
the route and go back to Libya, reportedly Maltese authorities provided them 
a new engine and fuel, and indicated to them the route to Italy; they autono-
mously arrived in Pozzallo.

Pushed Back

According to the available data, the Mediterranean Sea crossing attempts 
from Libya which end up in pushbacks to the country refugees were fleeing 
from exceed the number of arrivals to Italy and Malta of boats that left from 
there. According to the mainstream narrative, operational activities carried 
out by the Libyan Coast Guard are defined as SAR operations; however, 
this definition does not properly correspond to reality. According to interna-
tional maritime law, a rescue should be concluded with the disembarkation 
in a place of safety, which—as underlined by UNHCR itself and other rel-
evant international bodies and organizations—Libya is not (UNHCR 2020). 
Therefore, it is more correct to talk about interceptions and pushbacks in 
violation of the non-refoulement principle because, as it is known, Libya does 
not meet criteria to be considered a safe country—neither of origin, nor of 
transit (UNHCR 2020). The frequently reported protests and suicide attempts 

Photo 9.2. Malta’s dangerous maneuvers at sea. Source: Alarm Phone (one of the 
authors).
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performed by migrants at sea after they realize that Libyan authorities are 
intervening to intercept them back to Libya are often related to testimonies in 
which they say to prefer to die instead of being returned to the country from 
which they were fleeing. Reports by people who are back in Libya after a sea 
crossing attempt show concern about the pushback operations themselves, the 
possible use of violence by Libyan authorities, the loss of lives before or dur-
ing the “rescue” operations, as well as the structural violence and deprivation 
they suffer in detention facilities.

Through these testimonies, they counter-narrate the “rescues” toward 
Libya, challenging the EU definition of Libya as a “third safe country” and 
documenting how the Libyan Coast Guard is quick to carry out interceptions 
of moving boats at sea. Coast guards systematically delay interventions when 
people are in drifting, their engine has stopped working, and their boat risks 
capsizing at every moment. Survivors speak up—supporting their narrative 
through audiovisual materials and allowing their “listeners” to spread their 
voices—which opens breaches in the politics of invisibilization of border 
violence by making it visible (see Photo 9.3).

A shipwreck occurred between August 14 and 16, 2020, when a boat 
carrying eighty-two people,11 after being shot at by a group of five men, 
caught fire.12 According to testimonies collected by Alarm Phone, forty-five 
people were killed, while the remaining thirty-seven people were found by 
a local fisherman and brought back to Libya. After the disembarkation, the 
survivors—including several injured and burned people—were brought to 
a detention facility without being granted prompt access to medical care. 
“There are some who are in the room, they can’t walk, some can’t see 
anymore, all their hands are burned,” a survivor says in the video. Despite 
the alert to all EU SAR authorities by Alarm Phone, and despite the lethal 

Photo 9.3. Shipwreck survivors speak up. Source: Alarm Phone (one of the authors).
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situation they experienced a long time of non-assistance was reported. “I 
can’t believe it. I can’t believe what happened to us. We drowned and there 
was fire everywhere! Nobody came! Some ships could have saved us! But no 
one came. Thanks to the fisherman who saved us, we are still alive.” These 
voices, which include denouncing of suffered violence and parallel claims 
for justice, often expose them to possible repercussions and punishments. In 
this case, the aforementioned Eritrean refugee’s words, “I give you my voice 
by putting my life in danger,” was particularly true, because the survivors 
who spoke up about the August 16 fire and shipwreck were arrested after the 
publication of the video.

CHALLENGING INVISIBILITY, NARRATING 
BORDER VIOLENCE, CLAIMING RIGHTS IN 

THE DIGITAL POLITICAL SPACE: VOICES 
AS DE-BORDERING PRACTICES

Despite the presence in Libya of agencies such as the UNHCR, who should 
have the role of “providing the means for [refugee] voices to be heard” at the 
core of its mandate, many refugees consider themselves voiceless individuals 
(UNHCR 2014). However, their “digital traces,” speaking up about processes 
and acts of citizenship, are able to deeply challenge the UNHCR narrative. A 
criticism could be that by focusing on their plight, UN agencies and humani-
tarian organizations may have been oversimplifying in their claims, while 
erasing vital geopolitical stakes, idealizing and representing refugees only 
by focusing on their vulnerability, and complicating the mediation of their 
lives. A few questions arise while observing the digital practices performed 
in Libya. Can this self-represented witnessing foster some common ground 
that allows for a better understanding of the other? Can these self-represented 
narratives manage to bring readers/audiences closer to the person whose life 
is often being retold by others? If these life narratives—broadly understood 
as memoirs or digital traces on social media to record atrocities—are geared 
toward denouncing injustice while calling for change, it is interesting to 
explore if they can also reveal an attempt to resist power, thus constituting 
borders in different forms and different spaces, in a logic of control, ques-
tioning restrictive migration regimes. The lived experience shared via social 
media provides a window into their personal being in detention that runs 
counter to dominant discourses and representation and can be considered 
“reclaimant narratives” to contest for rights under conditions of oppression 
(i.e., forms of activism from the margins).

To investigate the ways in which the visual is mediated by refugees in 
Libya, it is necessary to recognize why people want to “capture” or share their 
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lived experience. Although the practice of storytelling can become a “heal-
ing” aspect of narration, it can also be a collective identity frame being used 
to shape online political identity construction. At any level of analysis, from 
the individual to the collective effort to mobilize, narratives and visual ele-
ments play a central role in the formation of the ties that constitute networks. 
They become matters of vital necessity, offering visibility to ensure survival 
or to expand the visual and discursive modes of expressing politics. From 
these mediated performances of collective action in detention centers, refu-
gees have built their new forms of political interactions from the margins. The 
idea that human rights are shaped through collective action fits with Arendt’s 
(1958) view of human rights and political resistance. For Arendt, the most 
fundamental right, and a precondition for other rights, was the right to have 
rights or the right to membership of a political community. This membership 
meant having “a place in the world which makes opinions significant and 
actions effective” (Arendt 1958, 296).

Other tools to read the complex interconnection between struggles for 
mobility and claims for justice are provided by the autonomy of migration 
approach, as revised by Papadopoulos and Tsianos (2013). The conceptual-
ization of border crossings as “acts of immediate justice,” grounded on an 
immediate feeling and judgment about what is just and unjust in relation 
to everyday life conditions, is of great inspiration to read refugee voices in 
Libya and across the sea. Detention conditions, violence and torture, limited 
access to food and water, as well as sea-crossings conditions, where people 
are exposed to death and pushbacks, are all perceived as unjust. Therefore, 
the decision to document, denounce, and speak up can be considered “acts of 
immediate justice,” through which people on the move seek to change their 
situation by struggling against forced immobility, by trying to be released 
from detention, to be rescued at sea, and to access fundamental rights.

Looking at the previously analyzed cases of refugees speaking up from 
Libyan detention centers, as well as during lethal sea crossings and after 
pushback operations to the country from which they attempted to flee, it is 
possible to identify some common features. The first one is a smart and inno-
vative use of digital technologies with the aim to challenge the politics of (in)
visibility entailed by the border regime. Pictures, videos, audio recordings, as 
well as the phone calls to ask for help and rescue at sea (e.g., to Alarm Phone) 
are powerful tools of visibility, through which refugees’ voices emerge by 
showing their presence in places where their lives are at risk. These voices 
are able to counter-narrate Libya as a (not) safe country, the border regime 
as violent infrastructure instead of a tool for protecting people’s lives from 
human trafficking and smuggling, and the asylum policies, which far from 
facilitating access to safe countries keep people in detention, prevent them 
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from safely reaching countries of asylum and expose them to violence and 
forced immobility.

Moreover, testimonies by people on the move—especially when supported 
by audiovisual materials—provide the ground for possible formal claims for 
justice through strategic litigation processes13 and for a multiplicity of advo-
cacy actions, and political pressure activities aimed at facilitating their access 
to rights, such as to be released from detention, to be promptly rescued and 
disembarked in a place of safety, or to receive urgent medical assistance.

To conclude, what we argue is that all these de-bordering practices—which 
take shape through refugee voices, practices of resistance, and acts of citizen-
ship—could never take place without the essential intermediation of digital 
technologies.

CONCLUSION

Being inspired by the autonomy of migration approach and its assumption of 
human mobility as a political and social movement, the chapter has focused 
on how digital technologies are essential tools in refugee struggles for move-
ment and claims for justice. In particular, we argue that active citizenry and 
online participation among refugees in Libya and during sea crossings to 
Europe, mediated by smartphones and tempered by platforms, are valuable 
sites of production of counter-narratives on border violence and the border 
regime, which are essential components of a wider claim for rights and jus-
tice. As for a “physical” border crossing, speaking up for requesting help, for 
denouncing rights violations, and for narrating violence can maybe be con-
sidered what Papadopoulos and Tsianos (2013) define as “acts of immediate 
justice,” due to their intrinsic potential to challenge existing power structures 
by claiming rights.

These insights provoke questions about how new technologies enhance 
new forms of connectivity for people on the move and may contribute to 
challenge some of the border regimes’ infrastructures, such as mainstream 
narratives and politics of visibility, but also denied access to rights and jus-
tice. In particular, as provision of technology and/or media outlets does not by 
itself necessarily enable security, freedom, or emancipation, it is interesting 
to explore how refugees’ voices—often mediated by humanitarian organiza-
tions or media—and hence channeled in ways that perpetuate their image of 
dependency and powerlessness (Kisiara 2015, 163), become an opportunity 
to “potentially enable both new ways of being political and new visions for 
the type of politics we wish to imagine in the world” (Nyers and Rygiel 
2012, 9). More specifically, the chapter contributes to research on voice and 
citizenship by introducing collective digital performance as a way to speak 
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beyond expected voicelessness, and it suggests that any attempt to theorize 
and study connectivity, especially when refugees are trapped in abusive and 
violent experiences, should encapsulate a social justice lens, echoing Leurs 
and Smets’ (2018, 10) view on the “particular urgency to assert more firmly 
our social justice orientation” as researchers dealing with questions of migra-
tion. To a large extent, the social expectations associated with mobile connec-
tivity have only partly questioned whether and how refugees’ experiences go 
beyond precarity. If oppression, exclusion, and injustice are not researched, 
scholars can fall into what Georgiou (2018, 46) calls, “symbolic bordering,” 
and which she describes as “the hierarchical ordering of Europeans’ and 
migrants’ humanity that subjects migrants to danger, controlled mobility, 
and conditional recognition.” When focusing on struggles for mobility, de-
bordering practices, and how refugee voices are able to challenge politics of 
invisibilization of their bodies and identities, documenting border violence, 
counter-narrating the cornerstones of contemporary border regimes, and 
claiming rights and justice can be a necessary step in the opposite direction.
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NOTES

1. https: // observers .france24 .com /en /20180822 -libya -migrants -rare -protest -eritrea 
-ethiopia.

2. See https: // data2 .unhcr .org /en /country /lby.
3. https: // www .asylumlawdatabase .eu /en /content /ecthr -hirsi -jamaa -and -others -v 

-italy -gc -application -no -2776509.
4. https: // eumigrationlawblog .eu /wp -content /uploads /2017 /10 /MEMORANDUM 

_translation _finalversion .doc .pdf.
5. Intervention carried out in the frame of Memorandum of Understanding between 

Italy and Libya, consisting of interventions carried out through the EUTF, North 
Africa window, Libya, can be synthetized as follows: technical trainings to 105 
members of the General Administration for Coastal Security on issues like navigation 
skills and human rights, thirty sport utility vehicles and ten buses were delivered to 
the relevant Libyan authorities; two vessels belonging to the General Administration 
for Coastal Security have been rehabilitated. https: // ec .europa .eu /trustfundforafrica /
sites /default /files /eutf _libya _en .pdf.
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6. https: // www .statewatch .org /analyses /2020 /mediterranean -as -the -fiction -of -a 
-libyan -search -and -rescue -zone -begins -to -crumble -eu -states -use -the -coronavirus 
-pandemic -to -declare -themselves -unsafe /.

7. The other two pillars of EUTF-funded activities are “protection and assistance 
to those in need,” which is being pursued through a total of €237.3 million, and the 
“stabilization of Libyan Municipalities” to which €160.8 million have been devoted.

8. Watch the Med Alarm Phone was initiated in October 2014 by activist networks 
and civil society actors across the Mediterranean. The project established a self-
organized and volunteer 24/7 hotline for people in distress in the Mediterranean Sea. 
See also   https: // watchthemed .net and https: // alarmphone .org /en /.

9. People were initially reported to be eighty-five, while after their autonomous 
arrival in Pozzallo their number totaled 101.

10. The report is available at https: // alarmphone .org /en /2020 /05 /20 /maltas 
-dangerous -manoeuvres -at -sea /.

11. The initial information shared by Alarm Phone, which reported only sixty-five 
people onboard, was then rectified by survivors to eighty-two.

12. See report: https: // alarmphone .org /en /2020 /08 /23 /four -shipwrecks -in -one 
-week -off -libya /.

13. https: // sciabacaoruka .asgi .it /en /complaint -to -the -un -human -rights -committee 
-over -the -role -of -italy -malta -and -libya -in -violating -the -right -to -leave -libya -resulting 
-in -denial -of -the -rights -of -asylum -seekers / and https: // ecre .org /med -fight -for -justice 
-over -pushback -case -amid -continuing -deaths -rescues -and -pullbacks -to -libya /.
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Chapter 10

Autonomy of Migration in 
the Age of Deportation  

Migrants’ Practices 
against Deportation

Leandros Fischer and Martin Bak Jørgensen

INTRODUCTION

In light of the so-called refugee crisis, research in migration and critical 
border studies has emphasized migrants’ agency in resisting repressive 
border regimes. Some recent studies within digital migration studies have 
emphasized the role of information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
in these practices (Dekker et al. 2018; Gillespie et al. 2018; Smets et al. 
2019) and argued that the reconfiguration of platform and electronic devices 
has strengthened the agency of migrants, thus providing an argument for 
the “autonomy of migration” (AoM) approach. Most of these studies have 
examined movements from North Africa and the Middle East/Turkey and 
looked at migrants’ routes into Europe, investigating how the European 
border regime has sought to restrict access (Brinkerhoff 2009; Diminescu 
2008; Leurs 2014; Leurs and Smets 2018; Milivojevic 2019; Siapera 2014). 
In several European countries today, we can identify a paradigm shift from 
migrant integration to the securitization of migration and deportation (e.g., 
Banai and Kreide 2017). In Denmark, the government in 2019 changed the 
name of social benefits available for refugees from an “integration benefit” 
to a “return benefit” and has generally stepped up deportations. At the same 
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time, we see an expansion of the category of deportable populations. This 
politicization of immigration in Denmark has caused enormous insecurity 
among migrants. Similar tendencies can be observed in Germany, where the 
end of an institutional Willkommenskultur (politics of welcoming as illus-
trated by Chancellor Merkel’s statement “we can do this”) has been met with 
an increase of deportations to Afghanistan and the Balkans (Hamman and 
Karakayali 2016; Smolarski 2018). This means that potential deportees and 
undocumented migrants increasingly have to develop survival strategies for 
if and when they are deported. Furthermore, migrants are starting to share 
information and strategies online on how to return to Turkey and the Middle 
East. In the case of Denmark, we see a still increasing number of people dis-
appearing from the authorities and going to other European countries living 
as irregular migrants or trying to apply for asylum through loopholes in the 
Dublin agreement. We see, for instance, a larger number of rejected asylum 
seekers from Scandinavia applying for church asylum in Germany, Iraqi 
Kurds going to Italy, Afghanis going to France, and Palestinians going to 
Belgium due to networks or new policy practices (as informed and shown by 
solidarity activists in Denmark; also Bathke 2021). We are interested in how 
decisions to stay on the move and resist being deported are shaped though 
digital practices and how such practices form digitized sites of care. Our aim 
here is explorative. We cannot necessarily assume that the dynamics of ICT 
and digital practices are the same as when the same person or group made 
the journey to the countries that rejected their request for asylum. There may 
be other variables and risks at stake in this latter type of mobility and other 
types of knowledge involved, which may depend on other infrastructures of 
connectivity and (digitized) sites of care. Hence, our explorative focus in this 
article begins by investigating if the use of ICTs by potentially deportable 
subjects differs from those on the move. To this end, the methodology of our 
research consisted of both analogue and digital research.

This chapter is based on qualitative interviews with migrants within the 
asylum systems and solidarity activists conducted by the authors in Hamburg, 
Germany, and northern Denmark between late 2018 and the summer of 
2019. We have done six formal and informal interviews at different sites in 
Denmark and four individual interviews as well interviews with two fami-
lies in Hamburg. The contacts to our interlocutors were established through 
solidarity networks at both sites. In Denmark we also include one interview 
with a solidarity activist. The interviews were conducted by the authors 
of this chapter and research assistant Alaa Izzat Saleem Abu Almeiza. All 
names are anonymized. We deliberately include interlocutors from one city 
(Hamburg) and one region (northern Denmark). The sites represent different 
phases for people on the move. The selection of both case studies was based 
on the interconnectedness of their loci; during the “summer of migration,” 
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Hamburg was both a destination and a transit point for Balkan route migrants 
en route to Scandinavian countries such as Denmark. However, the closure 
of the German-Danish border in 2015 did not signal the end of all movement. 
Instead, we are witnessing movements (or desires thereof) in both directions 
and born out of various motivations. We therefore included interviews with 
interlocutors from Denmark being in the process of applying for asylum or 
having had their claims for such rejected to be able to examine how deport-
ability becomes a factor in their daily lives. In addition to this analogue 
fieldwork, we discuss the role of an online Facebook group, here called 
Platform—an information-sharing portal of migrants, both of those on the 
move as well as those wishing to relocate to other European countries—that 
was mentioned by different interlocutors. We do not include any literal mate-
rial from the group but will use examples of the same kind of topics that one 
will meet in the group. We did not make use of “media-device tours,” as 
well coined by Mollerup (2020), where the researcher gets the informant to 
show the researcher digital practices and applications on their smartphone, 
but had our research assistant discuss the Platform with people who had used 
it. We are not interested in the technical aspects of the Platform as such but 
in the meaning it offers as an infrastructure of connectivity and a digitized 
space of care. The group—and other groups like this one—are important to 
understand how migrants exercise agency within and against the European 
asylum regime. We discuss this kind of digital resistance and connectivity to 
explore the latent tension between balancing an ethical approach to working 
with vulnerable groups, on the one hand, and not playing down AoM’s focus 
on migrant agency, on the other (see in particular Fischer and Jørgensen 2022; 
Sandberg et al. 2022).

The chapter proceeds as follows. Initially, we discuss autonomy of migra-
tion in the age of deportation as an attempt to posit a theoretical and con-
ceptual framework to guide our analyses. In terms of analysis, we first look 
at the case of Germany and in particular Hamburg as a main hub for people 
on the move. Second, we look at the sites in Denmark and discuss how the 
latest political and policy developments have amplified the reactions against 
deportation. Third, we discuss the role of digital spaces as examples of digi-
tized sites of care, knowledge, and solidarity. We end the chapter with a brief 
conclusion.

AUTONOMY OF MIGRATION IN 
AN AGE OF DEPORTATION

Our investigation of anti-deportation strategies is largely based on ele-
ments from the AoM approach, and specifically the concept of the “mobile 
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commons” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013; Parsanoglou, Trimikliniotis, and 
Tsianos 2014). Influenced by the Italian autonomia tradition, AoM emerged 
as a direct response to a “methodological nationalism” (Glick, Schiller, and 
Wimmer 2002) in migration studies and corresponding perceptions of migra-
tion as an objectifiable process conditioned exclusively by structural “push” 
and “pull” factors. Migration is theorized instead as linked to the agency of 
migrants themselves, specifically the desire for the freedom of movement, 
“an elemental and constitutive force in the ongoing unresolved struggles 
that are implicated in making and transforming our socio-political world” 
(Tazzioli et al. 2018, 243). In addition, the desire for movement should not be 
simply conceptualized as merely the need for social mobility, but as one also 
motivated by a condition of “stuckedness” and a lack of “existential mobil-
ity,” the “sense that someone is going somewhere in life” (Hage 2009). Such 
conditions of stuckedness are proliferating within a context of deepening 
crisis, affecting both legal citizens and non-citizens alike.

Although early interventions by AoM stressed migrant autonomy against 
attempts by sovereign borders to classify them in legal categories, the 
European so-called refugee crisis has witnessed attempts at developing the 
concept further. Given a global turn toward the illegalization of migrants as 
deportable subjects, the latter are actively contesting their status as “refugees” 
as a form of “strategic essentialism” (Tazzioli et al. 2018, 245), denoting both 
a right to receive protection as well as the right to decide where to receive 
this protection; migrants do not simply desire the right to stay but want—like 
those enjoying full civil rights—to decide themselves where their place of 
settlement should be. This means that often migrants risk a secure existence 
in one state to live in another one, motivated by a sense of justice. The inher-
ent subversiveness of such autonomous practices must be viewed in conjunc-
tion with the creation of “global deportspora” (Nyers 2003) consisting of 
illegalized and/or deportable subjects, a process accelerated since the “war on 
terror” in the early 2000s and the exponential increase in “irregular citizen-
ship” (Nyers 2018) and threat of denationalization for unwanted citizens. In 
the case of Europe, some authors have located the creation of a “European 
space of circulation” (Karakayali and Rigo 2010) of deportable citizens, as 
co-constitutive of a growing tendency of externalizing borders (Casas-Cortes 
et al. 2015). As such, the production of deportable subjects must not be 
viewed as an aberration from otherwise liberal migration regimes, but co-
constitutive of the creation of new exclusionary collective identities in times 
of crisis by invoking a “spectre of migrant illegality” (De Genova 2013).

The most concrete example of externalization combined with an increase 
in deportability within the European context can be chronologically situ-
ated in the period following the “summer of migration” in 2015. On the one 
hand, humanitarian (and sometimes paternalistic) discourses of welcoming 
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deserving “refugees” were overnight transformed into their dialectical oppo-
site, positing the figure of the “illegal” and potentially dangerous “migrant,” 
resulting in an increase in the number of deportations in countries such as 
Germany. On the other hand, this process has gone hand in hand with mea-
sures, such as the 2016 EU-Turkey externalization agreement, the precedent 
of which can be found in similar agreements negotiated by the Italian govern-
ment and the deposed Libyan regime some years earlier. A clear example of 
this reconfiguration concerns the physical border between our two case stud-
ies, Denmark and Germany. Whereas a train ride from northern Germany to 
Denmark is a mundane affair, passport controls imposed by Denmark since 
2015 make the journey a stressful one, not just for migrants but also racial-
ized European citizens, more likely to be viewed with suspicion by border 
police. This combination of events has seemingly suffocated the room for 
the freedom of movement of migrants, enclosing them in an unwelcoming 
European space, whose legal configurations seem to condemn them into a 
state of constant and sometimes clandestine mobility from one European 
country to another.

While research on migrant agency within and against the European border 
regime before 2015 appears to posit the existence of a single European space 
of mobility, current events challenge this perception, as we are witnessing a 
renationalization of border practices within Europe. It is indeed our conten-
tion that the various creative practices of migrants on the move reconfigure 
our understanding of “core” and “periphery” in Europe, especially when 
perceptions of linear migration flows from the former to the latter have been 
instrumentalized by regimes to generate ideologies legitimizing the exclu-
sion of migrants, such as in present-day Hungary, where the government is 
using the specter of migration to present itself as a defender of “European 
values” (Kallius et al. 2016). Countries, such as Hungary or Greece, might be 
peripheral in our common understanding of geography, but in the context of 
the Dublin Regulation that condemns migrants to an existence at the margins 
of Europe, they can also represent a core one tries to leave from, or escape/
return to. In addition, we ask what the decision of some migrants to return to 
transit countries like Turkey or even to Syria tells us about the periphery-core 
linear migration paradigm. Contrasting dominant discourses of a “migrant 
question,” we conceptualize the practices of migrants as pointing to the 
existence of a “European question” (De Genova 2016) instead; new border 
restrictions within Europe respond to migrant agency, telling us more about 
“Europe” than about migration itself.

In exploring the way in which ICTs shape the various strategies of migrants 
circulating within Europe, we rely on the framework of the mobile com-
mons, a concept that needs to be continuously updated and extended, and 
that encapsulates
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the innumerable uncoordinated but cooperative actions of mobile people that 
contribute to its making. People on the move create a world of knowledge, of 
information, of tricks for survival, of mutual care, of social relations, of services 
exchange, of solidarity and sociability that can be shared, used and where people 
contribute to sustain and expand it. (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 190)

Digital “infrastructures of connectivity” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 
190) constitute a basic component of the mobile commons, providing those 
on the move with useful information, whether in the form of navigation apps, 
social media, online for a, or simply as “hardware,” such as battery-loading 
docks for smartphones present along the Balkan route prior to its closure. 
Likewise, they constitute digitized sites of care, where connections, safety, 
and knowledge are shared to offer alternative care structures for those in 
need. The digitality of the mobile commons points to the fact that border 
zones should not be understood primarily as geographically fixed points, but 
rather shaped by numerous power relationships, as well as the practices of 
migrants on the move (Tsianos 2015, 115). As such, agencies like Frontex 
make extensive use of data collection, biometric and otherwise, and surveil-
lance technologies as do national authorities (see Meaker 2018), to which 
migrants respond with their own digital practices, such as strategically 
switching phones on and off to remain undetected, or by using social media 
to create solidarity relations with local activists.

GERMANY: A BRIEF WINDOW OF 
WELCOMING CULTURE

The so-called refugee crisis unfolded in a number of places. However, 
Germany’s experience remains emblematic, owing to both the country’s size 
and its location at the heart of Europe. Refugees fleeing wars in Syria, Iraq, 
and Afghanistan began arriving in the country at the start of the last decade. 
Nonetheless, the expansion of the “Islamic State,” and the deteriorating con-
ditions in Turkey, the most important transit country for Syrian, Iraqi, and 
Afghan refugees, combined to produce a mass exodus that began in 2014 and 
culminated in the “summer of migration” in 2015. Important here was Angela 
Merkel’s decision to open the borders to refugees. This was probably after 
realizing that the Dublin II Regulation—requiring refugees to file asylum 
application in the first EU country they arrive to—was made null and void 
by their agency, specifically their crossing of the Balkan corridor. Merkel’s 
decision accelerated this movement, leading to an unprecedented wave of 
solidarity among the local population (Hamman and Karakayali 2016).
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However, the social repercussions, specifically a growing wave of racist 
attacks against accommodation centers, soon led Merkel to backtrack. Eager 
to win back conservative voters amid the rise of the right-wing populist 
Alternative for Germany, the government accelerated the pace of deporta-
tions, culminating in 25,375 deportations in 2016 (BPB 2021). This policy 
reversal reached a peak with the 2016 EU-Turkey agreement spearheaded 
by Merkel, and the forceful return of the paradigm of border externaliza-
tion. In this case, the institutional framework matters in two senses. On the 
one hand, asylum applications are processed through the so-called Key of 
Königstein (Königssteiner Schlüssel), a mechanism that allocates refugees to 
the country’s 16 states according to their population and financial capabili-
ties. On the other hand, deportations have followed the same pattern, with 
North Rhine-Westphalia, the most populous state, and southern conservative 
Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg leading in numbers (Bundeszentrale für 
Politische Bildung 2021). Nevertheless, deportation is a real and existing 
danger even for refugees in more liberal states.

The German case study of our research focuses on the northern city-state 
of Hamburg, the country’s second largest city, and a key transport link to 
Denmark and Sweden. Activists have made use of this geographical location; 
some solidarians mention knowledge of people who have transported people 
to the Danish borders in their cars, prior to its closure. Indeed, three of our 
interview partners mentioned the presence of a large number of volunteers at 
the city’s main station, providing northbound refugees with train tickets to 
continue their journey. Despite being a transit destination in 2015, Hamburg 
was for many refugees a final destination, but also a point of forced remigra-
tion. This is a trend rather than an absolute rule. Denmark is still a preferred 
destination for certain politically active refugees, such as those from the 
ethnic Arab minority in Iran, who cite a better level of protection for their 
community there than in Germany. However, the overall trend has been one 
of securitization in Scandinavia, with Germany becoming a default country 
of destination. This constitutes a significant shift, placing more responsibili-
ties on German solidarians, who in interviews mention their past admiration 
of Scandinavian asylum policies as more humane compared to those of 
Germany. In the following section, we focus specifically on the cases of Ali, 
Khaled, and Mohammad from Syria, as well as Khalida and two families 
from Afghanistan. Without extrapolating generalizations about the situation 
of all refugees in Hamburg, we wanted to find out the ways that led them to 
Hamburg, as well as the role played by ICTs in this decision.

While the Danish government’s decision to close the border ended 
Hamburg’s transit character, the different configurations of asylum policies 
in Scandinavian countries have forced some refugees to return to the city. 
The two Afghan families interviewed are symptomatic of this case. Both 
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live together under church asylum in Hamburg, having previously lived in 
Sweden independently from one another and having their asylum applica-
tions rejected there. At the beginning, Germany was a transit destination for 
both families. The first family said they thought that the further north they 
traveled, the better, indicating that if possible, they would even go to Finland. 
Passing through the northern German port city of Rostock, they eventually 
came to Sweden by ferry, where the authorities forcibly took their finger-
prints. The second family passed through Hamburg on their way to Denmark, 
which they avoided because they were told that their chances for asylum 
in Sweden were better. In both cases, knowledge of mobility as a mobile 
commons (where to go, where chances of asylum were better) fused with a 
cognitive geography of north as synonymous with prosperity and well-being. 
The prevalence of the second was strengthened by the families’ relative lack 
of experience with technology; they both acquired their smartphones on the 
move and were dependent on information by smugglers along the way. In 
addition, both mention taking no safety precautions when using their phones. 
The same inexperience with ICTs is observed in the case of Ali, who comes 
from Damascus. Barely eighteen at the time of our interview, he traveled 
with his uncle from Turkey by boat from Greece and via the Balkan route 
to Germany. During his trip, they were relying on others who had access to 
navigation smartphone apps for information. Settling in Hamburg, Ali did 
not receive refugee status but subsidiary protection, which makes the task of 
bringing over his parents from Syria more difficult. At the same time, other 
refugees from Afghanistan like Khalida were more successful. Despite hav-
ing relatives in Sweden, her family was told beforehand that the situation for 
Afghans was difficult there, so they arranged for a Schengen visa to Italy, to 
which they flew from Dubai, circumventing the Dublin system. From there, 
the family traveled to Hamburg, where they successfully applied for asylum.

In Sweden, the two Afghan families were sent to refugee accommoda-
tion centers while waiting for their applications to be processed. Eventually, 
the applications of both were rejected multiple times in the course of three 
years, on the grounds that not enough information was provided, in addition 
to Afghanistan being considered a “safe” country. However, they had spent 
a considerable amount of time in Sweden—three years—during which they 
had used their smartphones to navigate daily life there, even learning some 
Swedish. After being deported, they made their way back to Germany, where 
their applications were also rejected in two states, Bremen and Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern, forcing them into church asylum in Hamburg. Church asylum 
is an ambivalent term. Churches do not enjoy, nor do they claim, extrater-
ritorial status, and law enforcement agencies can theoretically access church 
premises anytime. However, church asylum supporters justify their actions 
with reference to the constitutionally guaranteed right to asylum, fighting an 
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uphill battle as the state has increasingly rejected the validity of church asy-
lum (MacGregor 2019). Nonetheless, it must be emphasized that the major-
ity of deportations in Germany affect rejected applicants from the Balkans, 
specifically Albania, Kosovo, and Serbia. Deportations to Afghanistan have 
gained more notoriety. Despite not listed as a safe country of origin, the 
protection rate for Afghans has dropped from 77.6 percent in 2015 to 42.5 
percent in 2020 (Flüchtlingsrat NRW 2021). Hamburg is known to deport 
Afghans solely in cases of crime, terrorism, or identity theft (ProAsyl 2019). 
The consequence for the two Afghan families is currently a life in limbo, 
where they have to tread extremely carefully in their daily lives amid a secu-
ritized discourse on migration, as to not be inadvertently criminalized.

Other refugees in Hamburg have been more successful with their goals, and 
some evidence suggests that this might be related to their greater proficiency 
in ICTs. Khaled from Syria came to Greece by boat from Turkey. His smart-
phone was his prime instrument of navigation. He mentions switching his 
phone off while on the boat to avoid detection, later switching it on every ten 
kilometers to download maps. His story is similar to that of Mohammad, also 
from Syria, who followed the same route to Germany, to avoid being drafted 
in the military. As a former employee at Syria’s largest mobile provider, he 
had expert knowledge on what apps to use and which to avoid, as he witnessed 
the Syrian regime’s use of surveillance technology firsthand at his workplace. 
Both interviewees had prior knowledge of Germany before embarking on 
their journeys. Khaled had studied there fifteen years ago and even had a job 
offer but could not get a visa at the German consulate in Istanbul. Mohammad 
did all his research on the internet while in Turkey and after being unable to 
find work in the Gulf states. Khaled mentions a mobile commons of knowl-
edge among people on the move, whereby the Scandinavian countries are 
considered best for family reunifications, and Germany is seen as the best 
country for career advancement. Some professionals like doctors had better 
luck in having their diplomas recognized in Germany, sometimes bringing 
family from Sweden. Others have reconfigured their initial plans for Sweden 
and Denmark, following the harsher policies adopted by these countries. As 
in the case of the Afghan families and Khalida, structural factors—restric-
tive migration policies in Scandinavia—have transformed Germany from a 
transit to a destination country for refugees. However, ICTs and the “infra-
structures of connectivity” can provide those on the move with agency and 
an advantage, the possibility to plan ahead, making knowledge ICTs a form 
of social capital.
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DENMARK: THE ARCHITECTURE 
OF DETERRENCE POLICIES

The “refugee crisis” arrived in Denmark the first Sunday of September 2015. 
Before that particular day, the crisis was something taking place on Greek 
islands, in Eastern Europe, or at German train stations. For the broad public 
and Danish politicians, it had little to do with Denmark. That perception 
changed abruptly on Sunday September 6, 2015. During the following week, 
fifteen hundred refugees entered the country, many of them with no intention 
of applying for asylum in Denmark as their destination was Sweden. This 
was the triggering event evoking the notion of “refugee crisis” in Denmark. 
The Sunday encounter had its own timeline and spurred different reactions 
from both the public and the authorities. That afternoon, the first large group 
of refugees and migrants arrived at Rødby on the island of Lolland. Five 
hundred refugees crossed the border within twenty hours and the situation 
was described as chaotic and out of control (Agustín and Jørgensen 2019; 
Róin 2016). The “long summer of migration” had also come to Denmark. On 
the following Wednesday night, the Danish police gave safe-conduct to all 
the refugees who stayed in Padborg and Rødby. They were allowed to leave 
the places they stayed to move on to Sweden, which was the desired destina-
tion for the vast majority of them. The police gave up detaining the hundreds 
of refugees refusing to cooperate and be registered. The refugees blocked 
trains and, in the end, the police issued a safe-conduct for people wanting 
to move on.

The decision to offer the Sweden-bound refugees safe-conduct to pass 
through the country led to criticism from other EU member states. The 
Swedish Prime Minister Stefan Löfven (from the Social Democrats) launched 
massive criticism, and the chairman of the Swedish Left Party (Vänsterpartiet) 
termed Denmark a “Hungary light” (Expressen, September 10, 2015).

The actions taken by the refugees refusing to be registered and insisting 
on moving where they want to in a post-Schengen European political reality 
(at the time) can be read through the AoM perspective. AoM makes mobility 
and migration the starting point of analysis and conceptualizes migrants as 
having agency. In this way, borders follow migration—and not the other way 
around—by constituting collective action that challenges institutional power 
to reshape the border regime. AoM “seeks to reinterpret the effects of seeing 
regular, irregular, transit and other forms of migration as constitutive factors 
of border policies, architectures, and practices” (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015, 
897). In the words of Angela Mitropoulos, the “concept of autonomy was a 
way of thinking of the act of migration itself as a political act” (2010).
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As mentioned in the introduction, different studies have shown how 
migrants circumvented the border regimes and managed to follow the dif-
ferent routes as they developed and transformed from Greece, through the 
Balkan corridor to Austria or Germany or further north to Scandinavia. In the 
interviews, we have several accounts on the role and use of ICT. Almost all 
of our informants used them to get access to smugglers. No one attempted 
to cross the Mediterranean without such. They have told us in detail when to 
hide your phone, when to turn it off, when to buy local SIM cards, and when 
not to. Often smartphones had mundane purposes, as they do for people not 
on the move (e.g., staying in touch with family and friends). Basically, they 
function as digitized sites of care. ICT becomes part of the mobile commons. 
They constitute “[v]irtual spaces such as chatrooms, Facebook, emails as 
well as the spaces of the camps and of migrant neighbourhoods [that] are the 
spaces that help one stay mobile, collect information about routes, possibili-
ties for survival and learn tactics of existence” (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 
2013, 190). What is interesting about the Danish case is that very few of the 
people we interviewed had the deliberate intention of ending up in Denmark. 
The first goal was reaching Greece or Italy. “When I arrived in Italy, I called 
many people and my friend. I asked which country was the best” (Amena, 
April 2019). Some of them arrived in southern Europe and when there tried to 
figure out where to go next—others had family in Sweden, which they hoped 
to connect to. Several of them were caught at the border and forced to apply 
for asylum in Denmark after the free-passage possibility had closed down. 
Knowledge of mobility is not static but always changing. The comments and 
experiences given here illustrate different dimensions—knowledge of mobil-
ity and infrastructures of connectivity—of the mobile commons.

Initially, thousands of people applying for asylum received it. However, 
looking at the rejection rate in 2018, it rose to 66.1 percent in Sweden and 
dropped to 44 percent in Denmark. However, the numbers of applicants 
vary between the two countries. In Denmark, 3,559 applied for asylum in 
2018 whereas 21,502 applied in Sweden (Nyt fra Danmarks Statistik 2019; 
Asylumineurope.org 2019). The rejection rates likewise differ for different 
nationalities, with some groups like the Afghans having a high rejection rate 
in both countries. The push by different member states to get the European 
Commission to force the Afghan government to accept rejected Afghan 
asylum seekers may see a new turn with the Taliban takeover of the coun-
try in August 2021. However, the political ambition of deporting rejected 
asylum seekers is strong, and just one week before the complete takeover 
by the Taliban the Danish government tried to get the Afghan government 
to accept the deportation of Afghans from Denmark (Høj et al. 2021). The 
consequence, regardless of the differences (of national background), is a 
situation with more than fifteen thousand applicants rejected just in 2018. On 
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top of these, we can add the undocumented migrants, the over-stayers, and 
other categories. We know from studies on irregular migration and studies on 
deportation regimes that people who have had their claim for asylum rejected 
rarely just return to their home countries. Hence, the emerging questions are 
the increasing threat of deportation (i.e., both the decision and the actual 
act of deporting): What kind of autonomy is possible under the deportation 
regime, and how do the mobile commons adjust accordingly?

Fast forward to 2019 and 2020. In the Danish case, a growing num-
ber of rejected asylum seekers are placed in deportation camps such as 
Kærshovedgård and Sjælsmark. The local deportation regime does not 
enact deportations as much as making conditions for the people placed here 
intolerable in order to make them accept return (Freedom of Movements 
Forskningskollektiv 2018). Rejected asylum seekers, who for different rea-
sons remain undeportable, have become the center of a series of repressive 
government policies aiming to “make their life intolerable,” in the words of 
then-Minister of Immigration, Integration and Housing Inger Støjberg (quoted 
in Skærbæk and Klarskov 2016), thus making forced deportation into volun-
tary return. Very few people placed in the camps accept this. In November 
2019, 419 deportees had disappeared from Kærshovedgård (Skærbæk 2019). 
Some 773 disappeared from Sjælsmark over a five-year period, amounting 
to one-fourth of the total number placed there (Søndergård Ingvorsen 2020). 
Not only people at risk of deportation are disappearing, though. We also know 
from our interviews that people still in the process, for instance with an open 
case in for appeal, are disappearing. For some people, Denmark was never 
the imagined end destination or has turned out to be impossible to remain 
in. The decision to disappear necessitates a different kind of analysis able 
to understand the changing dynamics of mobility and immobility and power 
relations within multiple intersecting geographic scales (Glick Schiller and 
Salazar 2013). The mobility regime (the right to enter a country and apply 
for asylum) here is defined by immobility (the rejection of the claim and 
placement in deportation camps), but for some met with practices of mobil-
ity. People disappearing do not reject the asylum system but use information 
to organize mobility and knowledge on where to re-apply. As such, follow-
ing Papadopoulos and Tsianos (and their reading of Rancière), this kind of 
politics should not be seen as “acts of resistance but as attempts to create a 
new situation that allows those who have no part—to enter and change the 
conditions of social existence altogether” (2013, 188). Here we see sharing of 
information being pivotal and ICT playing an important part as an infrastruc-
ture of connectivity. Our informants tell us about several families they know 
of who have left Denmark to seek asylum in other European countries. Some 
people have succeeded in getting asylum in England. A common statement is 
“in Denmark, there is nothing” (Reem, March 2019). These windows change 
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all the time as the mobility regime is reconfigured. For a period in 2018 and 
2019, a larger number of deportees made it to Germany where they sought 
church asylum on special humanitarian grounds. When this opportunity closed 
down during 2019 (MacGregor 2019), people changed strategies. In 2021, 
it again became possible to apply for church asylum in Germany (Bathke 
2021), and we have later heard of people going to Germany to try to avoid 
deportations in Denmark. One solidarian tells us how she helped a rejected 
asylum seeker to get from Kærshovedgård to Germany and later in 2019 got 
a call on Viber from the person who had been successful in getting asylum in 
Scotland (Grethe, February 2019). Living with the risk of deportation makes 
people plan to disappear from Denmark. Another informant told us in detail 
how her case was rejected five times and that she received deportation orders 
twice. Still she is in Denmark (Maya, February 2019). Last time the police 
offered to book her a ticket to Cairo and give her pocket money to make it to 
Gaza, where she is from. This was not a possibility for her. It is too danger-
ous to cross Sinai. Instead, she started gathering counter-information through 
her extended network and discovered that Belgium (in 2019) was taking up 
claims for asylum from Palestinians. If she could make it to Belgium and live 
there for half a year irregularly, it would be possible to get a new case opened 
in Belgium. She had planned everything and found a safe place to stay in the 
Palestinian network but ultimately had to let go of the plan as it required her 
to pay six hundred euros a month to cover costs.

The different stories show how the mobile commons—as knowledge, 
infrastructure of connectivity, solidarity and claims for justice, and digitized 
sites of care—are essential to navigate the mobility regime. Migrants like the 
ones we talked to not only follow the development of the policies, but their 
actions also shape them. It was autonomous acts and practices of solidarity 
that created the church asylum opportunity. The authorities (Federal Office 
for Migrants and Refugees) closed it down, but people find new ways of stay-
ing mobile and seeking protection.

THE PLATFORM: AS A MOBILE COMMONS

In the communication and interviews with our informants, it became evident 
that ICT plays different roles and purposes in different stages of one’s life. 
All of the informants had used ICT when they were on the move but often 
for very mundane purposes (e.g., keeping contact, chatting with friends). 
Mundane does not mean unimportant, but as an important aspect of these 
digitized sites of care ICT served a purpose of both providing information 
but also creating a kind of normality. Some informants told us about spe-
cific sites that they had used to gather information about routes, or finding 
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connections that could help them onward. Some had used social media sites 
to find information about destination countries. One such site, which we call 
Platform, was formed on Facebook in 2015. All posts are written in Arabic. 
As of early 2021, it had more than 330,000 members. According to one of 
the founders, it “relates to the fact that you don’t have a home, you’re lost, 
tired, etc. A group that only helps with finding a route/way to flee and not 
e.g., getting legal papers. It’s a closed group, as no human smugglers are 
allowed to join” (interview with founder, YouTube, October 2015; translation 
Alaa Izzat Saleem Abu Almeiza). The group is one of several that all have the 
aim of supporting people who need information and support to navigate the 
European border regimes. Other groups offer information on sea conditions 
(write and share about the sea, weather conditions), but the Platform is by 
far the biggest of such groups. The group has been mentioned in newspapers 
around the world and as such is no secret. Here we nonetheless refrain from 
mentioning the name or any source that would make it identifiable.

In the openly accessible without membership introduction text to the 
group, the “refugee crisis” is mentioned as the reason for having such a group 
despite being formed in 2014. Syrian refugees are mentioned specifically: 
“No embassy opened its doors to them, and none of them, except for pro-
ceeding in ‘illegal’ ways that pose many risks” and “many Syrians chose to 
proceed with these deadly risks, and full of dangers and adventures, but they 
are unaware of these methods and their steps, and it is necessary to advise 
someone who has tried this before them. From here came the idea of our 
group” (Facebook description 2020; our translation).

We are not members of the group ourselves, but got the information about 
the dynamics and topics discussed in the group from a member of the group. 
It seems that people use both their own profiles and profiles made for the 
occasion to post questions. Often a post is made to ask a question, and it will 
be deleted soon after answers have been given. The group is a closed group 
where one has to apply for membership that is approved by one of the admins. 
However, a group with more than 330,000 members is de facto open, and it is 
easy to see how anyone could gain access if they wanted to, including police 
and border agencies. This is probably a reason why the rules of the group 
stipulate that human smugglers have no access, nor may deals be made with 
smugglers or brokers.

The site is both a constantly evolving knowledge base of mobility and an 
infrastructure of connectivity. Often the questions relate to routes, “Good 
evening. Is there a way for a person to travel from Turkey to Germany or 
from Syria to Germany? It has to be a guaranteed way and not too expen-
sive.” Posts can receive hundreds of comments with experiences and sugges-
tions. Questions posted reflect the migrants’ perception of having the right to 
decide where to receive protection. Some questions, moreover, express the 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



           Autonomy of Migration in the Age of Deportation        205

stuckedness and motivation spurred by this to claim justice through mobility. 
As stated by Papadopoulos and Tsianos, people on the move create a world 
of knowledge, information, tricks for survival, mutual care, social relations, 
services exchange, and solidarity and sociability (2013, 190). Although the 
rules of the group stipulate that smugglers are not allowed, nor should the use 
of such be encouraged, many posts relate directly to getting access to people 
who can facilitate mobility (sometimes referred to as smugglers, sometimes 
in other terms “I know a person”), asking into the quality and integrity of 
specific smugglers, prices, speed, and security. The answers to these posts 
often warn against the proposed plan (e.g., answers like “it is too dangerous 
traveling on your own as a woman,” “that route is closed,” and “even if you 
make it there is no chance you will get asylum, go to Germany, brother”) but 
almost all support the decision to cross borders. Immobility and lack of secu-
rity is considered immoral—border crossing is not. The shared knowledge on 
routes, openings, people, and resources in the group is constantly updated and 
constitutes a mobile commons.

The borders of Europe are not only geographical and physical; they are 
also digital and expansive. The border authorities and agencies apply digital 
surveillance and screening tools as well as creating comprehensive databases 
shared between the EU countries. Although one element of these also is 
internal (i.e., making sure that the receiving countries keep the responsibil-
ity), other elements are external and set up to keep the borders closed and 
only penetrable by the ones assessed “worthy.” People on the move know this 
and seek to disrupt the system. The border struggles are also fought online 
through knowledge sharing and disruptive tactics. When the European Union 
and Frontex configure the access to the European Union in one way (as with 
the EU-Turkey agreement from 2015 and the establishment of the “hotspots” 
in Greece), people insisting on mobility reconfigure the border in another. 

Several posts on the platform relate to screening procedures and databases. 
Some examples could be posts like “if a person has a visa to country A, can 
he go to another country to seek asylum and which country can ‘break finger-
prints’ from country A?” and “does Spain break Greek fingerprints and accept 
asylum from Palestinians from Gaza?” Some posts inquire about low-tech 
strategies to counter high-tech border control (the passport and central and 
verified registration), whereas other posts ask query techniques, procedures, 
and legal frameworks. The answers often are followed by assessments of the 
country in question (e.g., “There is no country that can break country A’s fin-
gerprints. People in country A flee from there”). We hear that people are often 
given correct information (at the time of posting) but also misinformation. 
This type of organic knowledge bank collects both facts and experiences but 
also wishful thinking. However, the shared knowledge of the platform does 
reveal the cracks, loopholes, and counter-information. 
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The Dublin I–III Regulations are not flawless, and member states act dif-
ferently within the regulations. Such practices are notified and shared by 
the users here. At the time of collecting data, Belgium had opened up for 
re-assessing Palestinians’ claims for asylum instead of returning them to the 
member state where the asylum seeker had first claimed asylum. Or the fact 
that Belgium at the time had much higher approval rates for Palestinians 
applying for asylum made other Palestinians leave the country they were in, 
live irregularly in Belgium for the required months it takes for the prints to 
be deleted from the Eurodac database, and apply anew (see also Lemberg-
Pedersen and Halpern in this volume). Prior to this, Afghan deportees 
had sought to get to France and re-apply as France at the time had started 
re-assessing claims for asylum from Afghans. Others have tried to get to 
Spain where the regions have discretionary powers in regularizing irregular 
migrants if they have had a job and a place to stay for a specific period. These 
practices can from the perspective of the state be seen as illegal, but from the 
perspective of the poster and people denied mobility they are perceived as 
justifiable. Some were forced to apply for asylum in a country they had no 
desire to reside in; others had given up hope for a normal life and decided 
their claims for protection were better fulfilled elsewhere.

In late 2019 and the first months of 2020, we heard about an increase of 
posts relating to deportation and questions asked how to navigate within the 
deportation regimes. People seek information on what do to when deported 
(new routes, places to avoid, time to pass before it is possible to apply again). 
People share experiences of having been deported and now seek to return 
to Europe again. Europe’s borders do not start in Greece. For people on the 
move, they are faced strategically already in Syria. People here know of 
the dangers and risks and still pursue mobility. The existential immobility 
is harder to accept than the concrete dangers and risks. Connectivity and 
counter-knowledge help them navigate the border spectacle (cf. De Genova 
2013, 2016).

Similar dynamics characterize the choices and wish for mobility for people 
already being deported or facing deportation. There is a proliferation of posts 
inquiring into safe spaces, procedures, cracks, and loopholes in 2019 and 
onward. The Platform in this stage is a mobile commons comprising knowl-
edge, care, and connections.

As with examples of people asking about routes, procedures, and practices 
the previous years, the answers given to these contain both accurate and 
wrong information. As such, anti-deportation strategies and mobility in the 
“global deportspora” (cf. Nyers 2018) are an example of what autonomy of 
migration looks like in the age of deportation and how migrants are a consti-
tutive force in reconfiguring both the external and internal border regimes. 
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Mobile commons, like the Platform, play an important role for that type of 
agency in everyday strategies. Returning to Papadopoulos and Tsianos:

The mobile commons, that is the real world of moving people, is assembled and 
materialised in these fields of everyday life. . . . In fact, the autonomy of migra-
tion approach is only possible if it contributes to creating conditions of thick 
everyday performative and practical justice so that everyday mobility, clandes-
tine or open, becomes possible. This is a form of thick justice which creates new 
forms of life that sustain migrants’ ordinary movements. The sustaining of such 
forms of life is driven by the immediacy of the quest for justice. And from the 
perspective of migration justice is the making of daily social relations, connec-
tions and conditions that evade the control of mobility. (2013, 192)

CONCLUSION

In this contribution, we presented a brief outline of the contemporary experi-
ence of deportation by focusing on the experience of migrants in Germany 
and Denmark, as well as online. In doing so, we attempted to ask the question 
if the digital practices of migration differ qualitatively from those threatened 
with deportation. The short answer is that there is a tremendous degree of 
overlap between the two, because migration in itself is not a linear process 
leading from an imagined periphery to a center. “Center” and “periphery” lose 
their significance in the shadow of a permanent European regime of mobility 
and immobility that structures the lives of a growing number of migrants. 
Migrants post-2016 are caught within a continuously evolving and nationally 
structured border regime, where repression and deportations have reasserted 
themselves as the norm, following the aberration of the “summer of migra-
tion.” The German-Danish frontier is a perfect example of how an otherwise 
inconspicuous border has for migrants become an impenetrable wall one tries 
to cross or cross again in search of a better life. Nevertheless, migrants claim 
not only a right to asylum but also the right to choose where to receive this 
asylum. By reconfiguring their asylum and bordering practices, European 
states are reacting to the agency of migrants, not the other way around.

There are many continuities between the use of ICTs while making a jour-
ney to a desired destination and their use when threatened with deportation 
or seeking “escape routes” (Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos 2008) 
out of forced immobility. Whether crossing a border or “disappearing” from 
the authorities, migrants use ICTs as a mobile commons providing crucial 
information on the formulation of future survival strategies.

If there is a vital difference, it is quantitative: the growing sophistica-
tion with which migrants use ICTs after they have reached what is at the 
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time perceived as their final destination. Migrants do not only face restric-
tive border and deportation regimes, but additionally have to confront false 
perceptions (“the further north, the better”) as well as disinformation. The 
examples of the Afghan families in Hamburg and the Platform stand out as 
two chronically opposed extremes. Whereas the families acquired proficiency 
in ICT use during the journey, thus suffering from a lack of information that 
was detrimental to their quest of asylum, the Platform acts as an increasingly 
sophisticated community of mutual care.
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Chapter 11

Migration and 
Counter-Information Practices  

Enhancing Mobility while 
Subverting the Mainstream Media

Vasiliki Makrygianni and Vasilis Galis

FROM CORPORATE MEDIA TO COOPERATIVE 
GRASSROOTS MEDIA CULTURE

There is a growing critique within media studies regarding the democratic 
deficits embedded in a corporate-dominated, highly commercialized media 
system. Particularly, these deficits refer to inequalities of access, issues 
of representation and political/ideological power, economic and structural 
alignment with globalizing capitalism, and proliferation of consumer culture 
(Carroll and Hackett 2006). Moreover, mainstream media has been accused 
of reproducing migration critical and xenophobic discourses (d’Haenens et 
al. 2019; Titley 2019). At the same time and to counter these deficits and 
discourses, social movements, and people in solidarity with migrants, have 
taken advantage of the spectacular technological changes since the popular-
ization of the internet and digital media. They are early adopters of digital 
technology, and they use digital media in creative and alternative ways for 
inclusive organizing and to encourage alternative forms of participation in 
democratic politics (Uldam and Vestergaard 2015). Activists also build these 
digital media collectives in hopes of counteracting the commercial influence 
and racist politics of mainstream media and for creating a space for solidarity 
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actions (Downing 2001; Atton 2004; Fuchs 2010). In the same manner, digi-
tal media have been utilized by solidarians and migrants for the preparation 
of migratory trips as they are strongly linked to the decision of departure and 
facilitate aspects of organization (Gillespie et al. 2016).

There is a growing number of self-organized digital collectives created and 
used by migrants and people in solidarity to provide counter-information. 
Counter-information, that is, the diffusion of information on social struggles 
and solidarity from below, is among the most important and widespread 
practices of contemporary grassroots movements (Dalakoglou and Vradis 
2011; Metropolitan Sirens 2011). Various digital platforms, both commer-
cial and self-organized, that act as spaces of solidarity have been created or 
appropriated by solidarity communities that provide counter-information, 
and they challenge both discursively and materially the idea of borders and 
actively facilitate freedom of movement. In this chapter, we will empiri-
cally describe and conceptualize how counter-information digital platforms 
become a lens and a tool for shared decision-making, information spread-
ing, and navigation among solidarians and migrants crossing the borders 
and entering Europe through the Greek-Turkish borderland. Crucially, the 
ways in which migrants and people in solidarity appropriate and repurpose 
these platforms, rather than simply use them, have received less attention. 
In the following, we will present our theoretical framework focusing on the 
concepts of counter-information, detournement, and counter-citizenship, our 
methodological toolkit, and finally the analysis of our interview material.

THE EMANCIPATORY POTENTIAL 
OF COUNTER-INFORMATION

Counter-Information: An Act of Detournement

The concept of counter-information is not an officially recognized term, that 
is, corporate media and mainstream journalists do not accept this form of news 
broadcasting and information sharing as valid, orthodox, and reliable (even if 
they often and unofficially use counter-information as a source). On the other 
hand, counter-information opposes institutional ways of providing informa-
tion to the public sphere; therefore, it is a counter-praxis. There are grassroots 
movements that are competitive and hostile toward state control and organize 
their own channels of information to promote their own interests and com-
munication practices. Spreading the news on alternative channels, bypassing 
mainstream channels of information, and creating crucial knowledge for vul-
nerable groups are some of the main goals of counter-information practices. 
Often, counter-information derives from people’s mistrust of the official 
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channels that leads to “system avoidance,” that is the state where individuals 
choose unofficial or non-monitored channels and services over those that are 
official and generate data (Brayne 2014 in Latonero and Kift 2018, 7). Ever 
since such practices entered the digital sphere, solidarity has been greatly 
reinforced. According to Metropolitan Sirens (2011), counter-information 
consists of two basic elements: “[F]irst, it is organized from below and, 
second, it serves the needs of the movement that is competitive and hostile 
toward authority and by extension, it stands in competition with mainstream 
media since the latter serves the interests of authority” (134–35).

Moreover, counter-information relates to the ways technology can be 
adapted or shaped by activists to serve purposes other than those intended 
by its designers (Jordan and Taylor 2004; Coleman and Golub 2008). For us, 
this constitutes an act of detournement. The Situationists defined detourne-
ment as “rerouting spectacular images, environments, ambiences and events 
to reverse or subvert their meanings, thus reclaiming them” (Lasn 1999, 103). 
Regarding media culture, Holt and Douglas (2012) suggest that it is about 
“turning expressions of the capitalist system and its media culture against 
itself.” Grassroots movements have a long tradition of reclaiming media 
technologies, divorcing them from their corporate originators, and reinvent-
ing media’s uses in ways not intended by their designers (Croeser 2014; 
Rodríguez et al. 2014; Tufekci 2017). Thus, the praxis of counter-information 
also involves detourning media technologies to mobilize civil society across 
the political spectrum, organize protest, enable information sharing, com-
municate a cause, and deconstruct racist, authoritarian, and liberal rhetoric 
(Galis and Neumayer 2016). Counter-information is also an act of refusal 
to corporate news broadcasting (Metropolitan Sirens 2011), moving toward 
solidarity through information sharing.

Counter-Information: An Act of Enhanced Mobility

When it comes to mobile populations, counter-information practices not 
only facilitate people’s mobility around the globe, but they also deconstruct 
corporate media’s biases about the newcomers and challenge sexism and 
racist rhetoric (Gemi et al. 2013; Stolic 2019). They enforce the distortion 
of boundaries imposed by identity and place and question dipoles such as 
those of legality/illegality and migrant/refugee. At times, they act as a “digital 
lifeline” (Maitland 2018), that is, (a) the use of digital media by migrants to 
ensure their physical mobility in terms of getting informed, planning their 
journeys, and staying in contact with smugglers and solidarians (Newell 
and Gomey 2015; Gillespie et al. 2016; Dekker et al. 2018); and/or (b) a 
“hotline” for travelers who find themselves in emergency situations when 
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crossing borders toward Europe (see, for example, Stierl 2016; Heller et al. 
2017). Counter-information also entails dangers and problems. Broadcasting 
news from below does not always guarantee the validity of the informa-
tion or prevent the spreading of false information and fake news through 
corporate social media (Gillespie et al. 2018; McCabe and Harris 2021). 
On several occasions (2016, 2019), false information was spread about new 
routes to western Europe through Greece and the so-called Balkan corridor, 
leading to clashes between migrants and the Greek police.1 Another example 
is the propagandistic attempt by German right-wing websites to raise alarm 
that Germany was facing an alleged storm of sexual assaults committed by 
migrants, fueling panic about the recent influx of newcomers and the safety of 
women in the country. As we will show in the empirical section of the paper, 
migrants and solidarians have developed counter-information media projects 
not only to facilitate the migratory journey at every point of the journey—in 
their country of origin, along the route, or in the places where they hope to 
start a new life—but also to counter misinformation and racist propaganda 
(see also Farkas and Neumayer 2017). From a political economy perspective, 
digital media (especially corporate social media) recuperate solidarians’ and 
migrants’ production of content, which contributes to the social media indus-
try’s corporate power instead of challenging it. Consequently, radical and 
anti-hierarchical political and migrant projects demand creative and inventive 
appropriation of digital media to turn them into agents of political change and 
solidarity with migrants (Galis and Neumayer 2016).

Counter-Information: An Act of Resistance 
against Bordering Practices

In this context, counter-information constitutes an act of resistance through 
detournement of bordering practices, racialized spaces, and racist corporate 
media rhetoric as it enables transnational movement of populations and coun-
ters stereotypes built upon the identity of the migrant. According to Hands 
(2010, 97), “acts of resistance ensure the maintenance of a space of collective 
interaction, of coming together, of creating recognition and solidarity and 
thus enabling all sorts of other forms of multiple communication and collec-
tive action, and for ‘the scream’ to be spread.” In this respect, counter-infor-
mation as a resistance practice is about sharing and accelerating the spread of 
information among those in need. Moreover, counter-information practices 
are enabled to overcome “information precarity” (Wall et al. 2017) and mean 
to subvert the power of hidden information and misinformation. It is common 
that counter-information pursuit derives from people’s mistrust of the official 
channels that leads to “system avoidance,” that is the state where individuals 
choose unofficial or non-monitored channels and services over those that are 
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official and generate data (Brayne 2014, quoted in Latonero and Kift 2018). 
As solidarity practices very often entail a form of disobedience, it is about 
subverting the current state of affairs. Counter-information creates a digital 
space for migrants to navigate the complex landscape of information and 
border regimes en route to Europe (Borkert et al. 2018), an encounter and 
commoning (Trimikliniotis et al. 2014) formed by people in solidarity and 
people on the move. Counter-information practices enable people’s move-
ment and transform from a means of communication to a means of mobility.

Moreover, counter-information also subverts borders and enclosures 
paused by commodification processes. Counter-information practices ques-
tion the role of information as a commodity as very often they subvert the 
commercial purpose of the digital spaces and information itself. Thus, in our 
case, the social media engaged for counter-information processes transform 
momentarily from accelerators of the circulation of capital (see Manzerolle 
and Kjøsen 2012) into means of enhancement of human mobility. Both 
groups and individuals participating in the arena of counter-information stand 
against commodification of information, as they provide it in solidarity with 
refugees and not in exchange for money. All our informants made it clear that 
the sharing and circulation of information was not mediated by money or any 
other exchange currency. In a world where capital moves easier than certain 
people (Gillespie 2018), counter-information is not only a means of people’s 
unconditional transnational circulation but also a means of subverting the 
dominant role of social media platforms.

A NOTE ON METHOD

This chapter mainly draws from research conducted in the framework of 
the research project DIGINAUTS (2018–2020), which was accomplished 
by eight researchers of different disciplines based at the IT University of 
Copenhagen, the University of Copenhagen, and the University of Aalborg 
operating in three different sites (Danish-Swedish borders, Danish-German 
borders and Hamburg, and Greek-Turkish borders and Athens). While the 
wider research experience informed our data, this chapter focuses on research 
conducted on the Greek site. We conducted twenty-five semi-structured 
interviews in Athens, Lesvos, and Chios during the period 2019 to 2020 
and twelve semi-structured interviews during our preliminary research in 
Athens and Thessaloniki in the summer of 2016. In total, we interviewed 
forty-one people of different genders and sexual orientations. At the time 
of the research, the informants belonged to the age group of twenty to forty 
years old. Most of the interviewees had recently migrated from countries of 
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the Middle East and Africa; five of them (also recently migrated) had both 
conducted the trip and were actively involved in solidarity and counter-info 
grassroots groups and practices; six of them were European citizens, born and 
raised in Europe, who acted as solidarians with the mobile populations. We 
interviewed people who had migrated from Syria, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Palestine, 
Cameroon, and Afghanistan for various (and many times overlapping) rea-
sons, like gender violence, sexual discrimination, war conflicts, poverty, and 
racism. There are significant ethical and practical difficulties when conduct-
ing research regarding solidarity acts. Given the fact that such acts were and 
still are persecuted by state authorities, we carefully selected our questions 
in order not to draw any type of information that could ultimately endanger 
any vulnerable subjectivities, although in several cases the interviewees were 
more than willing to share information on their practices led by the belief that 
these practices were just. To protect our sources, we used pseudonyms and we 
filtered the information taken before it was exposed to the public view. We 
recruited some of our informants by meeting them randomly in public space, 
and we also used academic contacts to get in touch with people in solidarity 
and migrants participating in grassroots initiatives. Both sources led to more 
informants (snowball effect). In the beginning of the fieldwork, it was not 
difficult to find people on the move on the Greek site as during the time of 
the research most of them were using the Greek public space as a site of lei-
sure and as an escape from their residencies (nongovernmental organization 
[NGO] apartments and camps). Due to ethical concerns, we did not interview 
any people residing in public space (out of respect for their personal sphere) 
and we did not conduct any research with people detained. All our informants 
had access to information and communication technologies. They shared 
with us videos, pictures, and online pages as they were describing online 
counter-information practices.

COUNTER-INFORMATION PRACTICES: FROM MEANS 
OF COMMUNICATION TO MEANS OF MOBILITY

Counter-information in the digital sphere involves a set of human and non-
human actors: it consists of devices, cables, and antennas, and groups and 
individuals that position themselves in solidarity with mobile populations. 
In migrants’ case, smartphones are of the most used devices throughout the 
journey, and they are part and parcel of a set of tools and tactics that facilitate 
communication and enable migrants’ mobility. The summers of 2015 and 
2016 confirmed that digital media play a significant role in the management 
of migrants’ mobility (Sajir and Aouragh 2019). As Noori (2020) argues, 
“from the perspective of ‘via politics’ this is not merely an instrument but 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



           Migration and Counter-Information Practices        219

in itself a disobedient intervention and part of an irreducible zone of knowl-
edges, tactics and politics” (quoted in Walters 2016, 435).

Counter-information is essential for the migration trajectories, since it (a) 
facilitates navigation—for accessing and exchanging information on routes 
and destinations; identifying, mapping, and navigating safe/unsafe passages; 
and circumventing and resisting border controls—(b) promotes network-
ing and negotiating—for contacting various actors (smugglers, temporary 
contacts, networks of support, etc.); and (c) provides care and contact—for 
keeping in touch with family and friends; monitoring the routes of others; 
being able to access “digital care” by volunteers, solidarity workers, and 
organizations; and translation tools—(d) constitutes a lifeline during the 
trip—for sending alarms while at sea and for seeking protection from (or 
revealing) abuse.

Facebook and Twitter constitute dominant spaces of information exchange 
among migrants and of propaganda of solidarity acts, whereas WhatsApp 
is broadly used for direct communication between the mobile populations 
(Frouws et al. 2016; Sánchez-Querubín and Rogers 2018). Social media are 
key players in counter-info practices along with (self-organized) digital col-
lectives like those of “Lesvos Solidarity,” “Refu.com,” “Are you Syrious,” 
“Borderline Europe,” “Aegean Boat Report,” and the Watch the Med Alarm 
Phone Project. An assemblage of different technologies (platforms and 
devices, hardware and software) is used, depending on the geographic area, 
the accessible means by migrants and solidarians, etc. Alex, a member of the 
Alarm Phone group, explains:

We receive a lot of emergency notifications via Facebook, via WhatsApp. So, 
we use different technologies through which we can be reached although the 
front hotline is our main way to circulate our number . . . since October 2014 we 
have assisted in about 2,500 emergencies at sea and the majority came from the 
Aegean Sea, about 1,500 boats. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

Most of these groups and collectives in solidarity with migrants were formed 
to respond to the urgent need for information regarding survival and naviga-
tion for both the sea and land borders. Another informant who was involved 
in sharing news briefings for the “Are you Syrious” group notes that his group 
started by spreading information on means of transportation: “In the late 
2015, one of the founders of ‘Are you Syrious’ started to publish . . . I think 
it started with train timetables . . . of the trains that were going from Serbia 
to Slovenia, going through Croatia” (interview with John, December 2018).

At that time, there was an urgent need for information regarding different 
trajectories, ways, and means of transportation that these grassroots groups 
tried to fulfill by employing several platforms. In this effort to enhance human 

The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants /
Edited by Vasilis Galis, Martin Bak Jørgensen, and Marie Sandberg / Open Access PDF from Rowman & Littlefield Publishers



220 Vasiliki Makrygianni and Vasilis Galis

mobility, they attempted to trespass barriers of communication (often coming 
from institutional/mainstream sources) such as those of language, misinfor-
mation, lack of information, or even excess of information. Overcoming lan-
guage barriers is a crucial task to make information accessible to non-locals 
and to all non-English or Greek speakers as it seems that in the Greek context 
during the period of 2015 and 2016 there was a high demand of information 
in Arabic languages that formal institutions were not able to fulfill. Many of 
the groups and individuals that promoted counter-information practices dedi-
cated much time to translating news and documents to make them accessible 
to the non-western language speakers (interview with John, December 2018).

However, it is not only the movement toward Europe that is at stake but 
also the counter-/reverse-movement due to the numerous illegal pushbacks 
that take place in borderlands (Amnesty International 2020; Border Violence 
Monitoring Network 2019; Protecting Rights at Borders 2021). Such groups 
make use of migrants’ testimonies and personal stories to highlight racist 
actions (coming from state institutions) and deconstruct the anti-migration 
neoliberal rhetoric. These groups disrupt state misinformation, like for exam-
ple declarations of nation-state representatives denying the pushbacks (see 
European Council on Refugees and Exiles 2021) that even mainstream media 
report as false allegations (see, for instance, Stevis-Gridneff 2020). This 
means that by providing valuable information to those on the move and by 
revealing secret and violent pushbacks, counter-information tactics attempt to 
highjack the trajectories ordered by the hegemonic European regimes. These 
counter-information practices open the path for the detour of the directions of 
human movements in favor of migrants, whether this detournement concerns 
enhancing (and accelerating) movement toward the desired (for migrants) 
destinations or the obstruction of authorities’ attempts to perform illegal 
pushbacks (by raising the issue in the public debate).

Counter-Information in Action en Route to Europe

Counter-information is spread beyond borders and in various scales starting 
from a molecular level (e.g., someone’s device) and spreading to larger audi-
ences. Access to such information facilitates surpassing physical boundaries 
posed against human mobility. While migrants navigate, they need different 
types of information according to the different phases of their trip. Counter-
information sites provide help for those wishing to cross the borders but also 
for people reaching European territories either in camps or in urban environ-
ments. In a not necessarily linear sequence, information is crucial: (a) before 
the trip and during the decision-making process, (b) during the trip and the 
navigation, and (c) during settling down, either in camps and deportation 
centers or in the urban cores. One informant, Rosa, both a member of a 
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rescue team but also as a person who used these practices to cross the borders, 
describes the different people, types of information, and geolocations that 
were involved during the first days of her trip:

There is a team in Mytilene that provide the first aid . . . and if they need a 
lawyer. In my case, I contacted them because I needed a lawyer . . . and they 
told me “because you are a refugee in Greece and you live in Athens, we have a 
lawyer in Athens, we have a lawyer in Thessaloniki” and I was in contact with 
the lawyer. (interview with Rosa, April 2018)

As Rosa explains, different people are involved in rescuing actions, 
using social media to secure migrants’ survival. Moreover, in most cases, 
counter-information practices entail the simultaneous involvement of various 
geolocations when it comes to solidarians. Rosa explains that people who 
use the same type of technologies while residing in different geolocations 
manage to join forces and collaborate toward a common goal, that is, being 
in solidarity with people on the move (interview with Rosa, April 2018). This 
digital collaboration is also affected by physical space and its materialities 
as it involves devices, cables, antennas, groups, and individuals that posi-
tion themselves in solidarity with mobile populations. Technologies used 
in accessing and spreading information differentiate according to different 
geolocations. For example, when crossing different borders throughout the 
Mediterranean, access to networks varies according to reception availability. 
One of our informants, a member of the Alarm Phone group, described the 
ways they had to adapt to different conditions of the geographical sphere:

We work differently in the different regions on the Mediterranean Sea because 
just the modalities of crossings are so complex and different . . . in the Aegean 
Sea because of the reception is nearly everywhere. . . . It’s very different in the 
central Mediterranean where the distances are much longer so that you don’t 
have coverage in that area and so . . . most boats, although this has changed and 
now it seems like it’s more normal again to have a satellite phone on boat . . . 
so there are like different fluctuations. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

Demographics of the mobile population are connected both with different 
accessibility in technologies as well as with different levels of technological 
literacy and habits. Practically, that means employing different technological 
artifacts while adjusting to the different geographies of technology in the 
Mediterranean. As Alarm Phone Alex notes:

And it’s also different demographic mostly, like a lot of Syrians, people from 
Iraq, Afghanistan . . . they usually have smartphones or at least some of the 
people on the boats have smartphones so that they could reach out to us very 
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easily through Facebook, WhatsApp and phone calls. People coming from 
Morocco, they used to have old mobile phones so you couldn’t transmit a GPS 
signal. So, we had, like, to try and base our search for the location on the things 
they could see around them. The condition of the sea, whether they had used 
an engine or just paddles, when they had left, of course from where and so 
on . . . how many people they were on board . . . so that was a bit of a guessing 
game . . . this has changed because more and more people now use smartphones, 
also from Morocco, which is a really important shift. (Interview with Alex, 
November 2018)

Moreover, the spreading of counter-information is not exhausted in digital 
space but also relies on analogue modes of exchange. Leaflets and word 
of mouth are crucial and complementary to digital practices. The analogue 
sphere merges with the digital world creating a hybrid of digital/analogue 
routes and networks of information. Alex mentions:

A woman who came from Syria . . . had discovered our phone number written 
on the arm of another person wanting to cross and she didn’t know anything 
about the Alarm Phone but she just called the number because she could speak 
English . . . and so she reached out to us and we stayed in touch with her and 
then we basically followed her as she was walking along the Balkan route in 
2015 and then we met her in Germany. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

Geographies of counter-information spread in the analogue and digital 
spheres. In some cases, the digital connectivity promotes the geographi-
cal expansion of solidarity and counter-information projects. Such expan-
sions are curved and usually follow mobile populations’ trajectories. 
Counter-information sites not only spread accordingly to mobile populations’ 
primal routes but also flourish the moment these populations reach European 
ground. As we will show in the next section, on these sites information is 
still valuable to survive in racialized and exclusionary territories such as the 
camps and detention centers or the new to them urban environments.

COUNTER-INFORMATION: A SITE OF CONTESTATION 
AND A PLACE OF DIGITAL ENCOUNTER

Counter-information practices create a contestation site against mainstream 
politics as they promote autonomy and independence of mobile populations. 
In the current digital age, migrants not only have the possibility of arranging 
their journey more independently, but they are also empowered to conduct 
their everyday lives in the western context. In this respect, Zijlstra and Van 
Liempt (2017) mention the importance of knowledge of the availability of 
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welfare payments and services, such as unemployment benefits and state 
support for migrants. Basic everyday information such as city spaces and 
neighborhoods friendly to newcomers and shops that provide migrant-related 
supplies and services (such as telecommunication services) is circulated 
through counter-information networks that operate in their native languages.

One of our informants, Muhammad, in his forties, coming from Syria, 
along with three other migrant friends, created a Facebook page to facilitate 
migrants’ access in the job market. As Muhammad mentioned, his motiva-
tion was to create a space where Arab-speaking migrants could exchange 
information directly without having to be mediated by informal job agents. 
In his case, he found his first job through another migrant, whom he had to 
pay twenty euros. Thus, his motivation was to surpass such mediations and 
to self-organize one of his basic needs. In his own words:

I ended up having this page because of a situation that happened to me. When 
I had arrived in Athens, I met someone and I asked him about jobs, so he asked 
me “what is your profession?” and I told him that I am a tailor and the guy told 
me that “I know someone that could hire you but in order to connect you to this 
guy you have to give me twenty euros.” So, I gave him the money and I found 
a job and I thought that it is not nice to blackmail someone to find a job. So, I 
thought about making this group where the guy who has the job put his number, 
so people can find immediately what they are looking for, without people in the 
middle. (Interview with Muhammad, November 2018)

Muhammad and his friends attempted to surpass mainstream channels of 
information precarity in their effort to contest their precarious state as unem-
ployed migrants. They managed to some extent to surpass mediators that used 
to exploit them. In this case, mediators were not coming from state authorities 
or big corporations but were also migrants withholding (and commodifying) 
valuable information. Such counter-information practices contest actively 
power relations by promoting solidarity among the subalterns while breaking 
the circulation of the capital coming from blackmailing practices.

Issues of visibility and invisibility are also at stake within counter-information 
practices. On the one hand, gaining visibility and therefore being heard and 
present is a core issue among mobile populations. That includes visibility in 
the public sphere by spreading information regarding migration and break-
ing the monopoly of information held by state authorities. For instance, one 
of our informants, Petros, a Greek solidarian from Lesvos, describes how 
difficult it was for migrants and solidarians to share information before the 
wide use of smartphones. As he explains, there used to be very strict policies 
against spreading photos of the refugee camps before 2010 as migrants were 
deprived of their devices when entering the camp of Pagani in Lesvos, and 
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NGO workers were under strict surveillance from police officers and guards 
in order not to shoot photos. According to Petros, an incident in 2007 during a 
No Border camp manifestation was a viral moment for spreading information 
with the use of digital technology:

During the No Border during one of the first contacts between migrant prison-
ers and solidarians, the latter gave them from a window a camera . . . it was in 
the children’s space [a space in the camp where children were placed] . . . and 
this was the first time that images of Pagani came out, images from inside a 
cell. . . . So, a very good connection was made, and technology was used so to 
reproduce images to the world outside. . . . The video was very intense. . . . It 
went viral. (Interview with Petros, January 2019)

Petros’s narration shows that social media use that is nowadays often taken for 
granted was an issue at stake back in the day. While we do not perceive in this 
chapter media technology as manna from heaven, such cases highlight social 
media as a powerful weapon against authorities’ efforts to impose a totalitar-
ian control in spaces like migrants’ camps. In Pagani, people’s disobedience 
turned expressions of the capitalist system against itself as mobile devices 
were turned into “dangerous artifacts” for the cohesion of the nation-state and 
its racist propaganda. Visibility of counter-information processes and groups 
might also serve as a protection shield against persecution. It is a strategy for 
creating safe spaces and allies in the public sphere. At the same time, ano-
nymity provided by such practices offers the necessary invisibility to vulner-
able subjects that would be endangered if exposed to media. Accumulation of 
testimonies, images, and facts toward a counter-information project (personal 
or collective) might put at risk certain people or their relatives and friends left 
behind. However, as some informants point out, the social media sphere often 
creates an illusion of safety, and several people choose to expose their identi-
ties and cases. Another informant, a Greek solidarian named Sara, member of 
an LGBTQ group located in Greece, comments on the ways migrants often 
disclose personal information in social media and she describes the ways and 
strategies to surpass such dangers:

Members get confused . . . and write in the open group about their medical 
issues. . . . For example, a child went to the hospital in the emergency room 
and uploaded pictures from the ambulance. And we have told them countless 
times in the assemblies: do not upload these things when you enter the hospital. 
. . . That was one reason I blocked the group [as she was one of the administra-
tors] so as not being able to post such things . . . because they were confused. 
. . . So, I blocked the wall and check who is posting what. (Interview with Sara, 
November 2018)
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Due to such events, measures of precaution and control are taken to protect 
anonymity and personal data of the users. Moreover, Sara also explains 
how they are trying to deal with the constant change of members due to the 
dynamic character of such groups.

The LGBTQ group has two Facebook groups. . . . We have a Facebook group for 
all members who come to the meetings, to communicate and another that is open 
to members who have been at some point in the meetings. We did this so that 
previous members who no longer are active won’t read about the closed proce-
dures. Because when new members come who do not know the previous mem-
bers, a little chaos is created. The group is to post the minutes of the assembly 
and events and for us to get organized. (Interview with Sara, November 2018)

Such dialectics between the benefits of information sharing among 
counter-info processes (such as commoning knowledge) and the dangers that 
lurk behind the circulation of information reveal the asymmetries of power 
in the information terrain and in the digital space. Latonero and Kift (2018, 
7) explain that

it is important to interrogate, then, whether networks serve to proactively con-
nect and aid refugees or whether they instead (or also) make them dangerously 
accessible to harmful systems, policies, or individuals. . . . However, once 
collected, data on vulnerable populations can be abused at a later stage, after 
political winds have changed or public opinion has shifted.

Digital space is a battlefield where counter-information subjects fight against 
institutional and state mechanisms of enclosures like the official surveillance 
databases (such as Eurodac or Eurosur). In fact, digital space has largely 
been occupied by European authorities for discipline, control and surveil-
lance purposes, and migration management and control (see, for instance, 
Gammeltoft-Hansen and Sørensen 2013; Torpey 2000). Counter-information 
practices challenge risks and power asymmetries and create multiple sites 
of contestation. Many grassroots initiatives, aware of the dangers that may 
invoke exposure to popular digital platforms, take various precautions. John 
from “Are you Syrious” notes:

We are very careful with the sources that arrive to us. Like, if someone con-
tacts us through Facebook, we try to bring the conversation somewhere else. 
Everyone has their own way of doing that . . . and then we bring back on 
Facebook, I don’t know, the material that will be published or we think could be 
interesting, like we never publish names of the sources that we use. (Interview 
with John, December 2018)
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And while system avoidance or detouring of platforms are very common 
reactions, at the same time channels of counter-information are hosted in the 
digital space formed by corporations that empower this system. Corporations 
like Google or Yahoo2 have even developed technologies in favor of the 
mobile populations. Scholars like Latonero and Kift (2018) point to these 
contradictions and comment on the repurposed digital infrastructures of the 
private sector: “It remains to be seen whether a digital infrastructure that 
remains part of a global, privatized, and commercial space and is primarily 
geared toward making profit can, at the same time, be repurposed for the 
protection of fundamental rights.” Although via different technologies nowa-
days, it is not the first time that capital intends to recuperate counter-actions 
to commodify them. While our informants use to a large extent these cor-
porate platforms, there is a crucial repurposing when spreading and sharing 
counter-information. Moreover, these digital acts have at their core the nega-
tion of exchanging information with any sort of currency. 

We remain skeptical in the view of this site of contestation where, on the 
one hand, actors are the most prominent representatives of today’s “society 
of spectacle” (see Debord 1967) that tries to accumulate the efforts of numer-
ous activists and, on the other, vulnerable and precarious subjectivities who 
choose to fight against all odds. That said, issues of trust are of great impor-
tance to people on the move. In this vast terrain of contradictions there might 
be trust of information and a parallel mistrust of platforms. The distinction 
between useful information and fake news is a difficult task and the triangu-
lation of data to enhance the credibility sometimes seems almost impossible. 
People’s decisions are often based on rumors and are motivated more by 
hope and empathy than by reasoning processes of validation. At the same 
time, trust between people that were either on the move or participated in 
counter-information as volunteers had been growing strong. Rosa, comment-
ing on how she trusted the first person she contacted to get involved with a 
solidarity group, notes:

I didn’t know him, and he is not from my city . . . but I gained his trust through 
social media . . . and when we were taking the step to take the baleen boat from 
Turkey, the moment that I heard the sound of the wave I got a little bit afraid. 
But whatever happens I knew that there are my friends they are going to help 
me. Whatever will happen they will send the rescue team for me to be alive. And 
of course, I trust them. (Interview with Rosa, April 2018)

In this huge set of people, mutual trust was unavoidable. Digital space and 
counter-information practices enhance the trespassing of national boundaries 
and promote transnational synergies between migrants who choose or are 
forced to trust unknown individuals with their lives. Those who have survived 
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the border crossing owe their lives partly to this condition of random trust to 
unknown individuals. On the other hand, mistrust of social media platforms 
often leads groups and individuals to take certain precautions such as encryp-
tion and proxy systems. The private sector, state authorities, and counter-
information activists, which attempt to ensure their anonymity in the digital 
sphere, are playing hide and seek. Alex explains:

Most of our members are skeptical to digital platforms such as Facebook and 
WhatsApp. So, some of our own communication is encrypted so we use differ-
ent platforms when we communicate amongst ourselves. And then we have this 
phone number which seems fairly secure but obviously we change the pass-
words and so on regularly but, you know, we are such a big network. . . . Most of 
the people I know communicate via Facebook or WhatsApp and this is just how 
information circulates among migrant communities who do not belong to one 
place. Of course, we accept Facebook messages, and we must open a Facebook 
channel to be reached if this is the dominant way of communication. I mean, you 
cannot really encrypt Facebook, and WhatsApp is something in between. Ideally 
people do not give their names or like correct names. What we need is just the 
location, the accuracy of the informational receive mark which obviously you 
cannot verify in the first moment, but we can ask certain questions that are based 
on people who are crossing. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

However, most of our informants who had already accomplished the trip 
appeared to delegate a high level of trust to information sharing and the use of 
social media. Meanwhile, access to valuable information (like during border 
crossing) generates multiple power asymmetries. It is then that hierarchies 
and contestations between vulnerable subjects sharpen. Counter-information 
access appeared to be the breaking point while people were navigating in the 
Aegean Sea. Rosa describes her experience while on the boat heading to the 
Greek shores:

I was responsible at that time and I was in contact with my rescue team. And one 
person, he had a knife and he threatened me. . . . And me and my brothers sent 
my mum [to talk to him]. We tried to cool him down in a way that we said that 
“if you are going to do some mistake, foolish mistake, we are all in the sea . . . 
we cannot help each other. So we are going all to die, together.” . . . Generally, 
the smugglers that are on a boat don’t want a person to be in contact with the 
rescue team. (Interview with Rosa, April 2018)

Being involved in counter-information practices is also about questioning the 
dipole of legality and illegality. Many activists, even if they are aware of the 
illegal status of their actions, are willing to take the risk, and others do not 
consider even themselves performing illegal actions. After all, whatever is 
legal is not necessarily ethical and aligned with mobile populations’ survival. 
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As Rosa puts it: “I can say that the team it’s not something illegal. It’s a team, 
a rescue team. We have no one to support us. We are volunteers there. And we 
support them from our pocket money. Until now I didn’t get one cent because 
it’s a volunteer job” (Interview with Rosa, April 2018). These contestation 
sites have as a result persecution of solidarity and repression, coming from 
state authorities. Spreading the news, providing valuable information for 
those who wish to cross borders, and empowering vulnerable populations 
is often considered a criminal act. The last few years, both the Greek state 
and mainstream media launched a whisper campaign against solidarity with 
migrants. Self-organized collectives and counter-information projects were 
criticized, discredited, and criminalized by government officials and report-
ers/journalists who sympathized with the regime (Rozakou 2017; Gordon and 
Larsen 2020). Risks and threats come also from non-institutional sources. As 
John notes about the Croatian “Are You Syrious” site:

The Croatian group has been very active in reporting on police brutality on the 
border, publishing reports and stuff. . . . And their offices have been attacked a 
couple of times by fascists, throwing stones at the window, breaking the win-
dows of the vans so they had to do the work . . . and at the same time, we’ve seen 
that we’ve started to receive many racist and fascist comments or bad reviews 
on the website . . . on the Facebook page. (Interview with John, December 2018)

Despite the risks, threats, and contestations coming from multiple sites, 
counter-information practices have been forming a (digital) place of encoun-
ter of various subjectivities. The counter-information landscape is constituted 
by several pages, blogs, groups, and accounts on the web. Synergies between 
subjects in solidarity groups (like the Facebook group of which Rosa is a 
member) create hybrid subjectivities, that is people with floating identities 
between migration solidarity and activism while breaking the dipoles of refu-
gee and migrant, beneficiary and provider, solidarian and migrant. An infor-
mant coming from the “Are You Syrious” collective describes the process of 
information gathering that happens daily and involves various activists from 
around Europe who have been involved in various geolocations of contesta-
tion. In his words:

There are people from all over the place and we write about all of Europe so it’s 
people that have been involved in Greece, in the Balkan route or in France, in 
Paris, in the UK, in Scandinavia. . . . The info gathering collective goes through 
personal contacts and Facebook groups and Twitter and e-mail . . . sometimes 
people contact us to give us information about activists’ and volunteers’ groups 
in different parts of Europe. These are people that have been involved in solidar-
ity movements throughout Europe and then for different reasons got to know 
“Are you Syrious” and got involved. So we’ve got people living in Turkey, in 
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the US, in Norway, Sweden, in Spain. . . . This is how it works. (Interview with 
John, December 2018)

There are also significant synergies between individuals and groups. Alarm 
Phone Alex describes how certain individuals became an inspiration for 
collective solidarity work. These synergies resulted in the empowerment of 
individual solidarians and the strengthening of the collectives. In his words:

And the intention was to . . . in some ways, support individuals like father 
Mussie Zerai3 who has done this work individually but of course he couldn’t . . . 
you know, he had received calls every day from the center Mediterranean. 
. . . As the idea was really to support people like him. . . . And the intention 
was to have a way to be reached from the sea in all the different Mediterranean 
regions. . . . And then a lot of activists from various places in Africa and Europe 
came together and there we decided that we really wanted to have a more direct 
way to engage in the Mediterranean Sea and so for the first time the idea came 
up to maybe use a phone. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

Meanwhile, hybrid spaces are formed between semi-institutional and grass-
roots initiatives. However, such encounters face several issues due to the 
different nature of the participants. One of our informants, a member of the 
Alarm Phone collective, describes one of these coalitions:

I think Boats4People (an offline network that wanted to do solidarity work in 
place after many drownings in the Mediterranean) was composed of NGOs and 
activists. And then it, somehow, inevitably led to some issues, you know, we 
felt that some of the NGOs, although we trust them and cooperate with them, 
they had a different decision-making process which usually took longer than one 
activist had to make decisions. (Interview with Alex, November 2018)

Therefore, even synergies in good faith in crisis times do not always ensure 
fruitful and efficient collaborations. Structure issues, such as the level of 
self-organization or the complexity of the articulation of each group, con-
stitute differentiating factors regarding decision-making processes along 
with the management of practical issues. Furthermore, grassroots initiatives 
and solidarity processes differentiate from charity and philanthropy tradi-
tions. Counter to NGOs and institutionalized groups, they break the barri-
ers between beneficiaries and authorities and reestablish relations between 
people on the move and those in solidarity.
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CONCLUSION: COUNTER-INFORMATION—A 
DIGITAL PLACE OF ENCOUNTER AND SUBVERSION

Counter-information practices are about creating alternative channels for 
spreading the news, surpassing mainstream channels of information, and 
creating crucial knowledge for vulnerable groups. Within this spectrum, there 
is a double role of digital technologies of information and communication 
as they act both as persecutors of mobile populations and as facilitators of 
people’s mobility across the globe. As shown, technology can be adapted or 
shaped by activists to serve purposes other than those intended by its design-
ers. First and foremost, counter-information practices are about detournement 
as they subvert the mainstream politics of platforms like Facebook or Twitter. 
Groups and individuals use these social media platforms to facilitate human 
mobility and border crossing. In this way, they turn surveillance technology 
against itself as they appropriate infrastructures, recontextualize the distorted 
messages of power mechanisms, upgrade the characteristics of existing plat-
forms, and escape momentarily state control.

Counter-information also involves appropriating media technologies to 
mobilize civil society across the political spectrum, organizing protests, 
enabling information sharing, and deconstructing racist, authoritarian, and 
neoliberal rhetoric. Such practices empower vulnerable subjectivities like 
in the cases of the “sans-papiers,” LGBTQ people and so many others 
on the move. In this respect, they enhance human mobility as they either 
reverse the communication passages and thresholds of mainstream media 
(Facebook, Google, etc.) or use “underground” passages for subverting power 
structures and border crossing. While spreading the news, they question 
the dipole of legality and illegality, and they oppose the commodification 
of information while they enact empowering tactics that enhance people’s 
unconditional transnational circulation. For many on the move, counter-
information processes are a matter of life and death. All in all, digital space 
of counter-information constantly implies the creation of conditions of pos-
sibility for making the journey.
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lives. In 2017, he was under investigation accused of smuggling, in a state attempt 
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Chapter 12

Afterword  
Counter-Mapping the Technology 

Hype in Migration Studies

Martina Tazzioli

A political genealogy of migration controls cannot be disjoined, historically, 
from a genealogy of identification technologies. In fact, as the historian 
Adam McKeown has argued in his seminal book Melancholy Order (2008), 
the emergence of border controls in the nineteenth century went in parallel 
with, and has been consolidated through, the development of “photography, 
fingerprinting and anthropometric measurement” (McKeown 2008, 12). Such 
a historical insight into the longstanding intertwining of mobility controls and 
identification technologies enables dealing with the (partial) digitalization 
of the border regime without falling in the trap of presentism. Indeed, the 
implementation of algorithmic-driven systems in migration governmentality 
and the systematic use of biometric technologies at the border and in some 
refugee camps does not come out of the blue. In particular, as critical migra-
tion scholars we should be cautious, I suggest, in not reproducing states and 
private actors’ narrative on “digital innovation” in migration and refugee 
governance. Yet to avoid the trap of presentism in research on migration and 
technology does not mean stating a full continuity between past and contem-
porary modes of control. Rather, building on Michel Foucault’s understand-
ing of genealogy, it is a matter of foregrounding partial continuities alongside 
ruptures and transformations on the other (Foucault 2021).

The book The Migration Mobile: Border Dissidence, Sociotechnical 
Resistance, and the Construction of Irregularized Migrants follows a similar 
methodological approach, by not conflating the study of technologies at the 
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border with the high-tech and refraining from techno-fetichism. In their intro-
duction, Martin Bak Jørgensen and Vasilis Galis point to

the co-construction of border technologies, sociotechnical resistance to borders 
and (irregularized) mobility first can help us understand how the global migra-
tion regime is changing in the twenty-first century, and secondly to raise critical 
questions regarding the implications of those technologies and how they poten-
tially can remake migration and mobility.

Thus technology is taken in the book as an analytical lens for grasping the 
restructuring of the border regime and, at once, to question how through 
border technologies new migrants subjectivities and categories are made up 
(Hacking 1986). In order to carry on such a research agenda and counter the 
techno-fetichism that is growing both in academic and non-academic debates 
on migration and technology, it is key to reverse and disrupt the state-based 
gaze on migration, or to say it with James Scott, to “stop seeing like a State” 
(Scott 1998).

This involves, first, disjoining (reflections on) migration from the gov-
ernmental reason; that is, it entails not to craft migration as a “problem” and 
not assuming the position of states that interrogate how to govern migration 
better. Second, seeing like a state means not reproducing the technology 
hype enhanced by states, humanitarian and migration agencies, as well as by 
high-tech companies about the use of algorithmic-driven systems for control-
ling and supporting refugees (Valdivia and Tazzioli 2021). In fact, the border 
regime is (still) based on multiple papers and non-digitalized documents 
that asylum seekers need to keep and show upon request, to confirm their 
own identity and prove their right to stay. Hence, nowadays it becomes key 
to study the entanglements of paper-based migrants’ identity and the scat-
tered data doubles. How does our understanding of sociotechnical systems 
change if we overturn the gaze and start seeing like a migrant? What does 
it mean, methodologically, to take stock of the history of technologies at the 
border, on the one hand, and of the recent transformations occurred through 
algorithmic-driven systems and through systematic use of digital technology, 
on the other? Here I engage with these questions advancing what I call a 
counter-mapping approach to the technology hype in migration studies.

UNDOING PRESENTISM THROUGH 
COUNTER-MAPPING

A counter-mapping approach apt at challenging the technology hype in 
migration studies essentially consists in reversing the states’ sovereignty gaze 
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on border technologies. Importantly, counter-mapping should not be con-
fused with techno-pessimism nor with analyses that expose technology as the 
cause of migrants’ exclusion. More concretely, it involves undertaking four 
methodological moves. First, the “counter” of a counter-mapping approach 
in this context refers to an analysis that investigates what an insight on tech-
nology helps us seeing and what it partially invisibilized about the racialized 
bordering mechanisms and of border violence. For instance, an exclusive 
focus on “techno-humanitarianism” (Morozov 2012) and on the technolo-
gization of borders detached from the carceral economies in which these 
are embedded ends up overshadowing the heterogeneity of violent modes 
of migration containment. In fact, while asylum seekers might be surveilled 
and tracked inside refugee camps, their lives are simultaneously chocked 
by bureaucratic hurdles and by being turned into detainable and deportable 
subjects (De Genova 2020). Saying this does not mean downplaying research 
on border technologies nor the containment effects that these might produce 
on migrants. Rather, the theoretical and political stake consists precisely in 
findings ways of analyzing the entanglements between carceral spaces, digi-
talized modes of control, and bureaucratic violence and how they mutually 
reinforce each other.

Second, counter-mapping as a method entails shifting attention from how 
states and non-state actors uphold the technologization of migration gover-
nance and the care-and-control narrative they mobilize toward an inquiry on 
how biometric technologies and algorithmic systems do actually work, not 
work, and their outcome.

Elsewhere, I have introduced the concept of technologies of expulsion 
to foreground that digital technologies are mostly adopted in refugee gov-
ernmentality for obstructing migrants from claiming asylum and getting 
financial and humanitarian support: “an exclusive focus on how technology 
enhances surveillance, monitoring and tracking overshadows,” I argue, the 
multiple disruptions and forms of debilitation that asylum seekers experi-
ence as forced techno-users (Tazzioli 2021). Technologies are in fact used for 
both monitoring migrants closely and tracking them at a distance. And yet 
surveillance is not the only nor the major purpose, as this is often turned into 
a further obstacle or into a deterrence for migrants to get access to rights, asy-
lum, and financial support. A case in point is represented by the use of digital 
technologies in the field of asylum, where these work as forced technological 
intermediations between asylum seekers and humanitarian or state actors.

For instance, since 2016, in Greece people who seek asylum are obliged to 
book an appointment with the Ministry of Migration and Asylum through a 
Skype call system, in order to lodge their asylum claim. Moreover, in order 
to receive update from the authorities or to communicate with humanitarian 
actors, asylum seekers cannot but use apps—like Viber and, to a lesser extent 
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WhatsApp. These are often promoted by migration agencies as a way for 
streamlining the communication channels between asylum seekers and non-
governmental organizations or state authorities. In reality, they often become 
digital barriers that disrupt migrants’ access to rights and increase the physi-
cal distance with humanitarian actors.

Third, counter-mapping the techno-hype in migration studies involves 
coming to grips with the methodological quandary between the risk of 
de-historicization, on the one side, and the importance of studying emergent 
configurations of the border regime, on the other. In other words, how to trace 
a genealogy of technologies of migration control in history without overshad-
owing modes of control, exploitation, and exclusion that are enforced through 
algorithmic-driven systems or through technologies that where not used in the 
past? This question confronts us with the interrogation about how, to what 
extent, and for which purpose a “history of the present”—of contemporary 
migration governmentality—has to be situated within a genealogy of border 
technologies, foregrounding its colonial legacies.

In fact, a counter-mapping approach resists the flattening of the analysis 
of the current context into a homogenous past-present, which gives rise to 
another form of de-historicization. To the contrary, tracing a history of border 
technologies means unfolding the legacies of the current mobility regime and, 
at once, highlighting the moments of rupture, novelty, and subtle recombina-
tion enforced (also) through technologies that were not used before or that 
were used for other purposes. For instance, as a growing scholarship has 
pointed out, biometric technologies, and fingerprinting in particular, have 
a clear colonial legacy that traces back to the second half of the nineteenth 
century (Arora 2019; Browne 2015; Maguire 2009).1 Subsequently, at the end 
of the nineteenth century they started to be incorporated into border control 
practices (McKeown 2008). However, since then the function and goal of 
biometric technologies at the border has changed over time: as well explained 
by Brigitta Kuster and Vassilis Tsianos in this volume, migrants’ fingerprints 
are essentially taken in Europe for enforcing the Dublin Regulation, which 
imposes restrictions on migrants’ choice about where they can claim asy-
lum and stay. For this reason, as Ana Valdivia and colleagues have rightly 
remarked, “a critical questioning of the use of fairness in biometrics systems 
should also be focused on the historical, political and social contexts in which 
biometrics are deployed,” and not narrowed to struggles over bias (Valdivia 
et al. 2021, 2). Counter-mapping as a method does not only consist in forg-
ing methodological tools for analyzing border technologies without seeing 
like a state: It also pursues transformative goals. That is, the “counter” of 
counter-mapping does not exclusively refer to a deconstructive move; it is 
also about building up, creating, and re-purposing.
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Counter-mapping draws on, and is partly narrowed by, the epistemic 
structure and the original function of the map; for this reason, it can be 
considered a situated practice, that acts within and against the mapping 
codes (Casas-Cortes et al. 2017; Pickles 2012). As Martin Bak Jørgensen 
and Vasilis Galis observe in this volume, “migrants repurpose, rather than 
simply use these technologies.” Thus counter-mapping appears as the politi-
cal tactical tools par excellence in practices of tech-resistance, silent subver-
sions, as well as in collective mobilizations in support of migrants in transit. 
In particular, I suggest, it helps unsettling the techno-hype in migration 
debates from within—that is, by navigating the interstices and the leeway of 
maneuver of border technologies and, as Stephan Scheel argued in relation 
to biometrics, by “appropriating mobility” (Scheel 2018). Counter-mapping 
is in fact enacted by twisting, re-coding, and re-purposing scripts and tech-
nologies of mobility control. Far from implicating high-tech technology, 
counter-mapping activist practices, as other contributors illustrate in this 
volume, are based on technologies that are used daily (see Creta and Denaro, 
Galis, Makrygianni). More precisely, they are often enacted through non-
digital tools, including cartographic counter-maps, for instance, for helping 
migrants to move on by visualizing the dangerous crossing points and safe 
shelters. It is not the purpose of this chapter to disclose these cartographic 
counter-maps, and some of these are meant to remain secret. What matters 
is to highlight that counter-mapping is not only a method for unsettling the 
techno-hype in migration studies but also a practice adopted both by migrants 
and people who mobilize in solidarity, which consists in appropriating, twist-
ing, and re-purposing mapping technologies.

ON SEEING BORDER TECHNOLOGIES 
LIKE A MIGRANT

The border regime and the multiple bordering mechanisms it is formed 
of—asylum procedure, visa system, deportation processes, identification 
system, data circulation, etc.—are nowadays partly shaped by a series of 
sociotechnical assemblages. It is in fact not an exaggeration to say that in the 
present context we can no longer imagine border procedures enforced without 
technology. However, we cannot even imagine these without a multiplicity of 
papers, and paper-based documents that migrants are giving or are requested, 
as well as data shared on paper among authorities. Going back to Adam 
McKeown’s genealogy of the globalization of borders, the question to raise is 
“what do we mean by technology when we speak about the technologization 
of border controls?” In other words, if the history of the global border regime 
is also the history of technologies of identification and control, it is important 
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to incorporate both digital and non-digital technologies in present analysis 
of sociotechnical assemblages, as the diverse contributions collected in The 
Migration Mobile do. In fact, in order to de-fetishize techno-humanitarian-
ism, it is key to deconstruct the high-tech and the constellation of notions that 
pivot around “digital innovation,” taking into account assemblages of papers, 
biometric technologies, non-digital data, and human interactions that shape 
the infrastructures of migration containment. In place of narrowing down the 
inquiry to pilot projects and experiments of algorithmic-driven systems used 
at the border, it is a question of widening and re-framing the analysis around 
assemblages of routinized “low-tech” technologies, non-digitalized docu-
ments, and more “high-tech” systems. Undoing the techno-hype in migration 
studies entails, as I argued earlier, giving up and challenging a sovereignty 
gaze on migration. This is the case for any analysis of migration that deems 
to be critical, and more specifically for reflections about border technologies 
and the so-called techno-humanitarianism.

Indeed, a critical and situated analysis should refrain from endorsing and 
reiterating narratives on technologization of the border regime and of refugee 
governmentality promoted by both states and non-state actors. Narratives on 
techno-humanitarianism do mobilize a state-based gaze on migration even 
when they are crafted by non-state actors such as humanitarian agencies 
or high-tech companies, because they center on three main aspects. First, 
they assume a governmental gaze on migration by debating the extent to 
which digital and biometric technologies allows managing asylum seekers 
and migrants “better” and identifying “suspect” subjects. Second, new bio-
metric technologies and artificial intelligence automated decision-making 
systems are promoted as part of a problem-solving logic apt at tackling the 
so called migration crisis. Third, algorithmic-driven systems are assumed to 
be efficient and to streamline identification and asylum procedures, as well 
as to facilitate the work of humanitarian actors. A critical analysis of border 
technologies should be careful in not surreptitiously or involuntarily replicat-
ing ideas of efficiency, better migration management (through technology), 
and problem-solving. So does not seeing like a state imply reversing the gaze 
and start seeing like a migrant (Hardt and Mezzadra 2020)? Seeing like a 
migrant is not conceived here in abstract terms of an ideal positionality, but 
as an analytical gaze that pays attention to the claims that migrants raise for 
and against technologies and that is grounded in the materiality of struggles 
for movement.

Both academic and non-academic contentious debates mainly focus on 
surveillance, data collection, and privacy. Instead, an insight into migrants’ 
struggles and claims reveals other priorities and thorny problems connected to 
intrusive technologies, such as the multiplication of techno-bureaucratic hur-
dles they encounter to claim asylum, the disruptions and delays in receiving 
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the monthly financial support, and the digital barriers they face for renewing 
the permit to stay. Indeed, after being fingerprinted for the first time in a 
European country, migrants are aware of the digital trap enforced through the 
Dublin Regulation and the Eurodac database. For this reason, being tracked 
within or outside refugee camps or being an object of data extraction is often 
not the main concern and struggle of migrants stranded at Europe’s borders. 
Therefore, I suggest, seeing like a migrant involves re-articulating the debate 
on border technologies building on the contestations, collective claims, and 
silent refusals that those who are racialized and governed as “migrants” enact 
within and against the infrastructures of mobility containment. The “tech” 
of migration governmentality is only in part made of cutting-edge high-tech 
systems and only partly used for surveilling and tracking. Thus, if the goal of 
critical knowledge on migration is to support struggles for “mobility justice” 
(Sheller 2018), acts of re-purposing and twisting need coming to grips with 
a heterogeneity of paper-based, digital, and non-digital technologies that dis-
rupt, delay, and hamper migrants from staying, moving, and accessing rights.
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NOTE

1. As Marck Maguire pointed out, it is notable that biometrics “offered 19th-century 
innovators more than the prospect of identifying criminals: early biometrics promised 
a utopia of bio-governmentality in which individual identity verification was at the 
heart of population control” (Maguire 2009).
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