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1. Introduction

The European project was originally conceived in a way that replaced “power 
with rules” (Kundnani 2023b), rooted in an evolving liberal civilian/normative iden-
tity (Duchêne 1973; Manners 2002) that has characterised European foreign policy 
since its inception in the 1970s. As Hans Maull (1989) noted, military power became 
a “residual instrument” with the focus primarily on civilian means and cooperation. 
The European Union (EU) was also imagined as a universal model that diffused mul-
tilateralism and a liberal, rules-based order into international politics, to be emulated 
by others. Thus, the EU became a major driving force of, and benefitted from, the so-
called international liberal order, with all its limitations and myths (Acharya 2017). 
Today, however, this identity of the EU seems to be experiencing a rupture. No 
longer is the EU imagined as “the antithesis of geopolitics” (Kundnani 2023b); on the 
contrary, the von der Leyen (VDL) Commission has proclaimed a “geopolitical EU” 
(von der Leyen 2023) and the High Representative of the European Union for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy, Josep Borrell, has argued on various occasions that 
the EU must relearn the “language of power” (Borrell 2020). The EU is also moving 
away from the civilian aspect identified by Maull, as it seeks to strengthen its shared 
defence and security.

An emerging literature and debate are grappling with what appears as a rupture 
in EU identity. An important part of this literature attempts to explain the ‘why’ of this 
rupture, typically through the loss of legitimacy the EU has suffered as its promise of 
“prosperity and peace” (Glencross 2021) has been undermined by the financial crisis, 
while “multiple insecurities” (Panebianco and Tallis 2022) have emerged over the EU’s 
inability to deal with a wave of refugees, thousands of whom have died in the Medi-
terranean. The EU arguably appeared weak and found itself in a crisis of representa-
tion and in need of a new “narrative” for itself. It is particularly in such moments of 
crisis that identity appears de-stabilised and identity politics emerges in which vari-
ous identity formations become possible; it becomes, for example, thinkable that the 
EU might increasingly buy into a narrative that has been promoted by populist voices 
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on the far right. The latter no longer seeks to exit the EU but rather to re-shape it as 
an “ethnoregionalism—that is, an ethnic/cultural version of European identity ana-
logous to ethnonationalism, which is closely connected to the idea of whiteness” 
(Kundnani 2023a), emphasising Europe’s “civilizational distinctiveness”. 

The VDL Commission seems to have at least partially embraced such a formation 
of European identity. While migration has been securitised in the EU since the 
1980s/90s as demonstrated by Huysmans’s (2000) influential work, it has now also ac-
quired central relevance in the identity of the EU with the “Geopolitical Commission”, 
where it has become a pillar of its very constitution as a commission. President of the 
Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, appointed an EU Commissioner for “Protecting” 
and later “Promoting our European Way of Life”, whose portfolio includes migration. 
This move, as Hans Kundnani argued, made “the EU’s civilizational turn explicit: mi-
gration is now seen not just as a difficult issue to be managed but as a threat to the 
European way of life” (Kundnani 2023a). While this identity formation currently ap-
pears dominant, it is also contested within EU institutions – in parliament, by mem-
ber states, and by European civil society – as it risks “exposing cultural divisions 
between EU countries” (Glencross 2021) and within European migration societies. 
This very contestation holds the potential for other identity formations. 

Rather than addressing the ‘why’ question, this article is interested in the ‘how’ 
question: How is the process of identity formation currently playing out in the 
European Union? Which “bundles of identifications” (Bucher and Jasper 2017) are be-
coming temporarily stabilised in a contested political discourse and enacted vis-à-vis 
others? What other possibilities and imaginations are evident in this process? To ex-
plore these questions, this article studies the evolving and politically contested pro-
cess of identity formation in the EU in the area of migration, as the latter has become 
increasingly central to identity politics in the EU. 

The article starts by examining the theoretical and conceptual framework, drawing 
on the work of David Campbell (1998) and adopting the approach of Bucher and Jasper 
(2017), which does not consider identity as fixed but instead explores “bundles of iden-
tifications” that might “acquire a temporarily privileged status within a specific dis-
course”. It also incorporates a more explicitly contrapuntal perspective (Said 1993) to 
listen to marginalised, silenced or ignored voices in the discourse. The article then iden-
tifies the case study – namely, the first “migration crisis” of the VDL Commission in 2020 
in the Aegean borderland of the EU – and outlines the methodology. It provides a con-
trapuntal reading of the crisis by investigating the discourse of EU policymakers, its 
contestation through civil society and the experiences and possible alternatives artic-
ulated by refugees in the broader Aegean borderland. The conclusions highlight the 
findings: EU policymakers articulate and enact the EU as deterrence, bundled with the 
EU as humanitarian compassion. EU civil society contests this discourse, articulating 
the EU as liberal and rules-based and insisting on the enactment of humanitarian com-
passion. The refugees mainly experience the EU as deterrence, less as humanitarian 
compassion and hardly as liberal and rules-based. They propose an alternative articu-
lation of the EU as part of shared humanity, which acknowledges their agency. 
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2. The contested process of EU identity formation

Constructivists widely accept that identities are socially constructed and, there-
fore, never fixed; they typically view identity as “mutually constructed and evolving 
images of self and other” (Jepperson, Wendt, and Katzenstein Peter J. 1996, 56). While 
identity is never fixed, constructivists often acknowledge some degree of stability in 
identities and have introduced the concept of “ontological security” (Mitzen 2006) to 
describe the sense of continuity and stability states require in their identity or self-
perception. The EU’s sense of continuity has certainly been deeply questioned in the 
past decade, particularly through two developments. Firstly, on the international 
level, the international liberal order, which has been dominant since the end of the 
Cold War and in which the EU has thrived, is no longer the only, or even the main, 
game in town. As Amitav Acharya (2017) has highlighted, the world is becoming a 
multiplex, with various films on offer. This development challenges the EU’s claim to 
universality, or more precisely, its assertion that the EU model is universally applic-
able. Secondly, the liberal model of the EU has been deeply challenged by the rise of 
Euroscepticism in the EU itself, promoted by nativist, ethnocentric, right-wing popu-
list parties, which led to Brexit in the case of the UK. Meanwhile, the Hungarian and 
Italian cases show that, once in power, these parties do not typically seek to exit but 
rather aim to change the EU (Henley 2023), primarily through influencing EU migra-
tion policies.  

Both developments have challenged the EU’s ontological security and represen-
ted a crisis for what has long appeared as a stabilised formation of EU identity, which 
converged around the (international) liberal order. The temptation arose to make mi-
gration policy one of the main areas to articulate and enact EU identity, particularly 
as – D’Amato and Lucarelli (2019) have found – “migration has been at the center of 
attention of the European public and policymakers” with an “increasing normalisa-
tion of extreme and anti-immigrant claims” in European public spaces. The discourse 
of EU policymakers began to “[give] way to a more civilisational discourse based on 
the uniqueness of its culture” and “European values” (Kundnani 2021). Migration 
policy – to paraphrase David Campbell – has thus become a political discourse and 
practice that is now “central to the constitution, production, and maintenance” 
(Campbell 1998, 8) of EU identity. 

Through migration policy, the EU demarcates what is inside/outside, self/other, 
domestic/foreign through a “stylized repetition of acts” that forms and maintains its 
identity; like foreign policy – with which it indeed increasingly intersects – it also acts 
as a “specific sort of boundary-producing political performance” (Ashley 1987, 51) 
both within the EU and in its borderlands. Campbell has pointed out that states have 
“no ontological status apart from the many and varied practices that constitute their 
reality, states are (and have to be) always in a process of becoming” (Campbell 1998, 
11). This is particularly true for the European Union, a much newer construct than the 
Westphalian state. More so than in the case of a nation-state, we might refer to a “con-
stitutive lack” of identity (Epstein 2011, 336). For the EU to maintain its raison d’être in 
the eyes of the European public, highly politicised migration crises might therefore 
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be rather useful as they provide a powerful instrument to maintain identification with 
the EU. While this helps us to understand why migration has moved to the centre 
stage of EU identity formation, it does not yet say much about how that formation 
evolves in a particular historical context and what specific form it takes. Given that 
the EU as “geopolitical” is a new articulation of EU identity, it is highly likely to be con-
tested by those actors who form the backbone of an EU identity rooted in the liberal 
(international) order, namely European civil society organisations. 

To better understand how “actors articulate, bundle and (temporarily and incom-
pletely) stabilise interpretations of the ‘self’” and how this is socially embedded in a 
process of contestation, this article adopts the approach proposed by Bucher and 
Jasper. They move away from the concept of stable or fixed identities to “bundles of 
identifications that acquire a temporarily privileged status within a specific discourse” 
(Bucher and Jasper 2017, 393) and view this as “a multidimensional process that is 
stabilised through the performance of political action vis-a-vis others” (Bucher and 
Jasper 2017, 396). Thus, the performance is not an outcome of a fixed identity but 
seeks to stabilise a proposed identity. This approach is helpful as it 

replaces the concept of identity with (multiple) acts of identification, which are 
bundled and temporarily and incompletely privileged (or marginalized) in the act 
of decision-making. Identification bundles thus appear as a multidimensional pro-
cess that is stabilized through the performance of political action vis-a-vis others. 
(Bucher and Jasper 2017, 396).

This approach gives space to contestation in this process, but it focuses on actors 
with a stake in the discourse, even if their articulations might be sidelined (e.g. certain 
civil society organisations with an authoritative voice). 

But how do marginalised or subaltern articulations enter into this process? This 
is a particularly pertinent question when studying migration. Migrants are not a face-
less mass (Bleiker et al. 2013) whom we can deny “their subjectivity and actorness” 
(D’Amato and Lucarelli 2019). Rather, migrants also resist by enacting “their right to 
leave, move, survive and arrive” (Stierl 2016, 566), and they provide alternative ima-
ginations of or identifications with the EU that can disrupt or destabilise what Bucher 
and Jaspers (2017) call temporarily and incompletely privileged acts of identification. 
Thus, studying their voices is crucial in migration societies. To address the challenge 
of inclusive ‘reconstruction’, Wolff et al. (2022) have proposed adopting Edward Said’s 
contrapuntality as a key methodological tool. As Said pointed out, a contrapuntal 
reading means “a simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history and of 
those other histories against which (and together with which) the dominating dis-
course acts” (Said 1993, 51). It includes what has been “forcibly excluded” (Said 1993, 
67). Contrapuntal accounts can “powerfully dislodge” – to use a term by Ruba Salih 
(2017) – hegemonic discourses. 

To read contrapuntally, Wolff et al. (2022) have suggested analysing the macro, 
meso and micro levels. The macro level refers to policymakers at the EU and member 
states’ governmental levels. The meso level, instead, can focus on civil society groups, 
the political opposition or other actors (epistemic communities, multinational com-
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panies etc.), depending on the topic researched. In the case of this research, civil so-
ciety groups have emerged as the most vocal counterpoints to EU policymakers. Fi-
nally, the micro level includes marginalised voices along various intersections, includ-
ing gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity. Their voices help us to reflect on a certain 
discourse. For example, in the area of migration policies, for most (but not all) 
European citizens, acts of identification are performative but still abstract. For the 
refugees, however, their enactment is experienced in a physical way; their human 
bodies “must endure the most tangible side of this ambiguous structural effect” (In-
nico 2021, 381) of European acts of identification. 

3. Reading contesting identifications with the EU contrapuntally

To read contrapuntally contesting identifications with the EU, how they are 
bundled and stabilised in (as well as experienced through) policies, and which al-
ternatives might destabilise them, this study focuses on the 2020 migration crisis in 
the Aegean borderland. This is of interest since it was the first “migration crisis” 
faced by the VDL Commission (in office since December 2019, thus being three 
months in office) and the new right-wing Greek government led by Kyriakos Mitso-
takis (elected in May 2019). As mentioned previously, such crises provide a political 
opportunity for policymakers to articulate and enact certain bundles of identifica-
tion with the EU. 

Furthermore, it is particularly interesting to study a “migration crisis” in the EU’s 
borderlands where EU acts of identification are especially pronounced as these acts 
are about delineating borders between “self” and “other”. Borderlands, as Raffaella 
del Sarto has pointed out, are areas “characterised by multiple and disaggregated 
borders with different degrees of permeability” (Sarto 2021, 3); borders are “institu-
tions that govern inclusion and exclusion through the establishment and mainten-
ance of different modalities of transboundary movement” (Sarto 2021, 15). However, 
the EU’s border is by no means fixed or static. Rather, it is “fluid and shifting” (Bram-
billa 2015) and in a “constate state of becoming” (Vaughan-Williams 2016). Thus, 
studying contesting identifications within the EU, its borders and their role as social 
institutions in EU identity formation is of particular interest.

Thirdly, owing to its geography, the Aegean borderland is also a significant space 
in this respect, where the borders drawn in the Treaty of Lausanne in 1947 created not 
only a specific geography for migration but the Greek-Turkish dispute over national 
sovereignty recently intensified, while the EU has effectively outsourced migration 
management to Turkey. This particular borderland is, therefore, also intensely fore-
grounding questions of human and state security (Panebianco and Tallis 2022). It is 
not only a borderscape, that is, a space that is “at the same time continuously tra-
versed by several bodies, discourses, practices, and relationships that highlight end-
less definitions and shifts in definition between inside and outside, citizens and for-
eigners, hosts and guests across state, regional, racial, and other symbolic boundaries” 
(Brambilla 2015, 19) but also one where thousands of migrants have lost their lives. 
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In this particular space, this article adopts a contrapuntal approach to examine 
competing articulations of what it means to be European for the “Geopolitical Com-
mission” at the macro level and for European liberal civil society organisations at the 
meso level present in the Aegean borderland. Although they are by no means the 
only actors in the European public space, they can be seen as the most vocal counter-
point in it. This analysis investigates central speeches and documents produced by 
these actors, responding to questions about what characteristics are central to EU 
identity, but also what borders and boundaries are drawn, who is represented as the 
other and how and what practices are articulated. The article then turns to the micro 
level to explore how a particular identification is bundled and temporarily stabilised 
in policies from the perspective of the “specific shapes” that it takes “in the livelihood 
of displaced people” (Innico 2021, 382). It questions how refugees experience the EU 
upon their arrival in Greece and how they resist and re-imagine what it means to be 
European from the margins. 

This part of the research draws on 30 interviews conducted as part of the Hori-
zon2020 Project ITFLOWS (another 60 interviews were carried out in Italy and Spain 
respectively, but this article focuses only on the interviews in Greece due to the 
chosen case study) between April and November 2021 by the Spanish civil society 
organisation Open Cultural Center (OCC) in three different locations in Greece (Poly-
kastro, Thessaloniki and Samos) (see Okyay et al. 2021)¹. The participants included 12 
women and 18 men from various age groups (Figure 1), marital status (Figure 2) and 
legal status (Figure 3). The majority of them were from Syria (9), Iraq (8) and Afgh-
anistan (6), with others from Iran (2), Pakistan (2), DRC (2) and Kuwait (1). Nine inter-
viewees had arrived in Greece in 2018, 11 in 2019 and 10 in 2020. The 30 interviews 
initially focused on the refugees’ experiences in their countries of origin, during 
transit and upon arrival. However, the analysis for this paper concentrated solely on 
their responses to questions related to their arrival in Greece. 
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4. Articulations of Europeanness: EU as deterrence, as liberal and rules-based 
and as humanitarian compassion 

The Greek-Turkish borderland had already been transformed into a highly forti-
fied area before the “migration crisis” of 2020. Concerning Greece, Zaragoza-Cristiani 
highlights that, in 2016, the 

EU and the western Balkans countries began coordinating their actions, not only 
without considering Greece (an EU Schengen member), but actually taking meas-
ures to turn it into a ring-fenced buffer state. These measures gradually produced a 
bottleneck effect in which fewer and fewer migrants were able to cross the borders 
of the northern countries on the western Balkan routes, while more and more mi-
grants remained stranded in Greece. (Zaragoza-Cristiani 2017, 68).

Similarly, with the 2016 statement, Turkey was also turned into a gatekeeper or 
buffer state for the EU (Huber 2023; Maritato 2021). The 2020 crisis, however, 
showed how these states have constituted themselves in this environment (Karadağ 
2019). In 2020, as Turkey and Greece engaged in brinkmanship in the Eastern Medi-
terranean over disputes surrounding their exclusive economic zones and as the con-
flict on the Turkish-Syrian border escalated, President Erdogan announced that Tur-
key would open its borders to allow refugees to enter Greece. Athens immediately 
securitised this situation, arguing that it represented an “active, serious, unusual, 
and asymmetric threat” to its national security (Türkeş-Kiliç 2023). Greece increased 
its border forces, suspended asylum applications for a month and, in a systematic vi-
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olation of international law, violently pushed back thousands of refugees attempt-
ing to cross the Evros River. 

During this first notable “migration crisis”, Ursula von der Leyen, the then new 
head of the Commission, visited Greece. Vice President Margaritis Shinas pointed out 
just before her arrival how the crisis was viewed as a political opportunity for the new 
Commission, in which identification with the EU could be strengthened through a 
specific articulation of its identity: “This is a crisis, but it can also become an oppor-
tunity for Europe”, “an opportunity that will allow us to defend collectively our ex-
ternal border” and “proceed with a broader reform of migration policy which is one of 
the most emblematic initiatives of the new Commission” (Schinas 2020). Once in 
Greece, at a joint press conference, von der Leyen (2020) described the situation as 
“extraordinary circumstances”, thanking the border and coast guards “for their tireless 
effort” and stating that “[o]ur first priority is making sure that order is maintained at 
the Greek external border, which is also a European border”. Thus, she did not men-
tion the systematic push-backs but implicitly justified the severe violation of 
European and international law as actions taken under “extraordinariness” to restore 
“order”. Furthermore, she used the incident to articulate identifications that por-
trayed the EU as unified in deterrence:

The situation at our border is not only Greece’s issue to manage. It is the responsib-
ility of Europe as a whole. And we will manage it in an orderly way, with unity, solid-
arity and determination. Those who seek to test Europe’s unity will be disappoin-
ted. We will hold the line and our unity will prevail. Now is the time for concerted 
action and cool heads and acting based on our values. Turkey is not an enemy and 
people are not just means to reach a goal. We would all do well to remember both 
in the days to come. I thank Greece for being our European ασπίδα [English: shield] 
in these times. 

This invokes the EU as a unity that had previously been in crisis, particularly dur-
ing the harsh austerity measures imposed on Greece. Furthermore, with “we will hold 
the line” and by framing Greece as the “European shield”, the speech articulates an 
identification of the EU with deterrence, supported also by military means. The same 
articulation is provided by the Greek Prime Minister, who, at the same press confer-
ence, argued that “Greece is also doing Europe a great service. The border of Greece 
is the external border of the European Union. We will protect it” (Mitsotakis 2020). 

Two principal others appear in the press conference: Turkey and the refugees. 
While neither Mitsotakis nor von der Leyen mention the flagrant violations of interna-
tional law by the Greek border forces, they portray Turkey as responsible for them, 
luring the refugees “through false promises into this desperate situation” (von der 
Leyen 2020) and violating the EU-Turkey statement/blackmailing Europe/being a 
“migrant smuggler” (Mitsotakis 2020). The refugees are framed as “an asymmetrical 
threat against Greece’s Eastern borders, which are also European borders” (Mitsotakis 
2020). Ursula von der Leyen, by contrast, expressed “compassion for the migrants”, 
which focuses less on framing the “other” and more on articulating an additional 
component of what it means to be European, namely being “compassionate”. While 
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remaining silent on the violent push-backs of refugees, she seeks to portray the EU as 
humanitarian, acting “based on our values” (von der Leyen 2020). Thus, she adds a 
performative humanitarian compassion to the bundle of identification with the EU. 
As Panebianco has noted, the humanitarian dimension contrasts with the “dehuman-
ization of migrants” and the “defense and closure of borders” and instead focuses on 
human security and “on migrants as individuals, in need of protection and searching 
for a better life” (Panebianco 2022). 

The identification of European civil society organisations (EUCSOs) is complex, as 
they challenge the identification of the EU with deterrence while strengthening the 
association of the EU with humanitarian compassion. A wide range of EUCSOs have 
emerged in reception, search and rescue (Cusumano 2017; Stierl 2018). To elucidate 
what it means to be European for them, a joint letter from 120 EUCSOs – entitled “Pro-
tect our Laws and Humanity!” and published during the crisis when these organisa-
tions were physically attacked by single Greek citizens – has been analysed (along 
with single statements by key CSOs within this group). The letter highlights how this 
particular contestation centres on the question of what it means to be European. 
Specifically, the letter challenges the portrayal of the EU as focused on deterrence 
with an articulation of the EU as liberal and rules-based; it associates the EU with hu-
manitarian compassion by seeking to shame the EU into compliance with its own 
performative discourse. The letter starts by recalling that

the EU should assume substantial responsibilities for the protection of people on 
the move in a manner that demonstrates respect for human dignity and lawfulness 
and as a matter of shared responsibility among EU member states in the context of 
managing what is, first and foremost, a European issue. (120 Organizations 2020).

The letter explicitly criticises the framing of “vulnerable refugees” as “asymmetric 
threats”, contests the deterrence logic (as also done by Amnesty and ECRE in separate 
statements) and insists on an identification of the EU with international law for the 
sake of the future of liberal democracies within the EU itself:  

We would also like to point out that the climate of panic and rhetoric of ‘asymmetric 
threat’—also promoted by the authorities does not reflect reality and seriously 
affects not only vulnerable refugees—but also our society and the rule of law as a 
whole. … Applying such a regulatory provision is inhumane and illegal as it violates 
the fundamental principle of non-refoulement, incurs international responsibilities 
for Greece and endangers human lives. It is beyond dispute that Greece has the 
sovereign competence to control its borders and to manage any crossings there. 
Nevertheless, the right to seek asylum is a fundamental human right enshrined in 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights. (120 Organizations 2020).

The letter closes by urging the EU “to respect the law and safeguard European 
democratic values. Any further backsliding will have major consequences on 
European societies, European democracy and the rule of law” (120 Organizations 
2020). Thus, the letter primarily addresses what it means to be European in the sense 
that a liberal, rules-based order generates broad consensus around which these 
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CSOs converge and which they seek to uphold in cooperation with international or-
ganisations that are pillars of the same order. Indeed, of the 120 EUCSOs, only a few 
(e.g. Médecins Sans Frontières) go beyond EU-defined norms and rules to argue for 
protection pathways. 

In conclusion, the CSOs form the backbone of a different identification of the EU 
with the liberal, rules-based order. Their bundle of identification is also stabilised in 
policies as they highlight the extreme violation of rights, providing evidence for hold-
ing the EU and its member states accountable, for example, in national or European 
parliaments. In other words, they have “possibilities to radically democratize bor-
derzones” (Stierl 2016, 574). At the same time, they are also part of the EU’s politics of 
care and control (Dijstelbloem and van der Veer 2021) in its “geographies of humanit-
arianism” (Pallister-Wilkins 2020), which will be analysed next. 

5. Experiencing and re-imagining Europeanness from the margins

In recent years, the Greek “hotspots” in the Aegean on Lesvos, Chios, Samos, 
Leros and Kos have been transformed into de facto detention centres with severe re-
strictions on the freedom of movement of refugees. In 2019, the new Greek govern-
ment began its plans to replace them with “closed facilities” and in November 2020, 
the “EU granted 121 million euros for the construction of centres” on Samos, Kos, 
Leros, Chios and Lesvos (European Council on Refugees and Exiles 2021). 

Image 1. New “closed controlled access centre” at Zervou here

Credit: Wasil Schauseil / CC BU 4.0
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These camps not only articulate but actually perform the EU as a combination of 
deterrence and compassion, control and care (Dijstelbloem and van der Veer 2021). As 
the Greek Prime Minister has argued, “if you go to Samos, you will find an impeccable 
tent with impeccable conditions funded by EU money with clean facilities with play-
grounds ... for the children to play” (Mitsotakis 2021). By contrast, civil society organisation 
have described these centres as carceral spaces, “prison-like facilities” (Statewatch 2021), 
which segregate refugees from the rest of the population. As criticism from civil society 
and international organisations mounted, the Alternate Minister of Migration and 
Asylum asserted that “Greece cannot be at the same time a shield and accountable” 
(Koros 2021, 243). The camps provide “the necessary conditions for life” and effectively 
manage “disaster on behalf of states, and a wider global refugee-regime” (Pallister-Wilkins 
2020, 1001, 999) but at the same time are spaces of exception where refugees are de-
tained in inhumane conditions and their right to the liberty of movement is denied. 

Beyond these official detention centres, there are also secret extrajudicial deten-
tion centres run by the Greek government to detain migrants before expelling them 
to Turkey (Stevis-Gridneff et al. 2020). While the Greek Prime Minister emphasises 
how many refugees have been rescued by Greece “every single day” (Mitsotakis 
2021), illegal push-backs became a systematic practice during the COVID pandemic/
crisis, when, “in near total invisibility” (Koros 2021), they witnessed an upsurge with 
1,072 mass expulsions reported (Kingsley and Shoumali 2020). The new government, 
as Koros (2021) has pointed out, has made it a central, systematic tool. In the 89 incid-
ents of illegal push-backs, affecting approximately 

4,500 persons, recorded by the Border Violence Monitoring Network in the 2020 
Annual Torture Report, almost 90% involved serious mistreatment and torture, 
while 52% of the victims were minors. More specifically, 89% of the incidents in-
cluded excessive and disproportionate force, 10% included the use of Electric Dis-
charge Weapons, 44% involved practices of forced undressing, 15% involved 
threats or violence by firearm and 19.7% inhuman treatment inside police vehicles, 
while the same treatment was observed regarding incidents where the victims 
were detained. (Koros 2021, 240).

In this, Greece was supported by the EU border agency. In 2022, OLAF, the 
European Union’s anti-fraud agency, uncovered how FRONTEX had “covered up and 
helped to finance illegal push-backs of asylum-seekers in Greece” (Christides and 
Lüdke 2022). Thus, while deterrence (Rosina 2019) and performative humanitarian-
ism (Pallister-Wilkins 2017) were already enacted before, in the 2020 “migration 
crises” they became systematic, as also evident in several journalistic investigations 
by The New York Times (Stevis-Gridneff et al. 2023).   

This can also be seen in the refugees’ daily lived experiences. The refugees inter-
viewed in Greece are all survivors of previous significant traumatic events in origin 
and transit: the violence of civil war, patriarchal violence, trafficking, displacement, 
flight and the separation of families. However, for the majority of interviewees, this 
subaltern condition does not end there but – as Iole Fontana (2022) has termed the 
“human insecurity trap” – also continues in the arrival context. 
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5.1 Experiencing the EU as deterrence

The EU as deterrence emerges as the most dominant experience of the EU in 
the interviews with the refugees, characterised by the following themes or codes: 
state violence, inhumane living conditions, bare life, racism and waithood. State vi-
olence, including pull-backs from Turkey, push-backs from Greece and police viol-
ence in Greece, appears frequently in the interviews (8 refugees). One Afghan single 
man recounts a previous attempt to enter Greece: “The Greek police beat us very 
badly and took our telephones. Their faces, everything was covered. And they beat 
us a lot, exactly.”

Almost all refugees report conditions contrary to humanitarian compassion, in-
cluding inhumane living conditions with a lack of basic medical assistance, even 
for children. Parents are particularly concerned about the absence of schooling for 
their children. Refugees describe living on the streets or in the so-called “jungle”, 
which is especially true for single men, but also families with children. An Afghan 
single man describes the “jungle” as follows: “They said, ‘Welcome to hell.’ This is hell. 
You have to spend time in the jungle. Because there is no way, no chance.” They feel 
insecure due to fights, fires or the threat of rape in bathrooms, and they report hav-
ing to eat inadequate or rotten food or food from the garbage. Particularly, they 
mention winter and vermin as extreme hardships, as well as the unsafety and lack of 
humanity they endure: 

There’s no humanity here. There’s no humanity because during the winter, we’re 
sleeping outside, it rains on us. There’s water running under us. Life is so hard. There 
are mice sleeping on me. There are no lights. (Syrian single man).

Children are particularly affected. Several parents reported that “our kids were 
scared” (Syrian mother) or 

We were actually afraid because there are a lot of problems. There was also a fire in 
the camp. The children were scared, they have problems, psychological problems. 
They’re afraid. Sometimes they pee on themselves. (Iraqi mother).

Indeed, how refugees survive this bare life becomes clear in many interviews, 
which reveal – as three refugees put it – an “everyday dying”: 

It’s better that you die in your country, under the fire of some weapon. But in this 
country, you’re dying every day ... Every day, when you see your children, your life, 
when you don’t have a job, when you don’t have money, no diapers, you’re dying 
every day. I’m dying every day here, really. (Kurdish-Iraqi father).

Ten refugees also link their experiences of this inhumanity directly or indirectly 
to racism. For example, a Syrian single man recounts another refugee’s encounter: 

He went to the camp manager and said, ‘What if my child died? You put us on the 
mountain, it’s a bad place.’ And the manager answered, ‘It’s not our problem. The 
cockroaches are Greek; you came to their place, they didn’t come to yours.’ He said 
it wasn’t his problem, that he and the son had gone to the cockroaches’ place, not 
the reverse.

Contesting Europeanness at the Aegean border: a contrapuntal reading
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Finally, another profound form of the experience of inhumanity is described as 
waithood, which takes various forms in refugee accounts, including waithood to 
leave the camp, waithood for food, waithood to see a doctor etc. The most burden-
some form of waithood, however, is the lengthy periods of not being registered, be-
ing unable to apply for asylum, waiting for an answer, receiving a rejection and retry-
ing, not obtaining a passport etc., all of which intensified during COVID. Particularly, 
single men are affected by thoughts of suicide linked to this waithood; thus, they are 
particularly vulnerable in a context where they do not meet the European criteria for 
vulnerability. One Afghan single man recounted: 

The asylum process. I know about two people who tried to kill themselves. They 
tried to kill themselves during the lockdown. … I was getting a lot of medicine, 
paracetamol, ibuprofen. I took a lot of them. I tried to do something to die. … And 
I’m still waiting. … I’m always inside the tent. I don’t go around with anyone. I just 
go to the sea. I stay in my tent because I’m waiting to receive the call from the 
asylum office. ... I feel that I’m not OK. … I need to move; my body needs to move.

5.2 Experiences of the EU as humanitarian compassion and as liberal, rules-based

The experience of the EU as humanitarian compassion appears rarely in the inter-
views, and the perception of the EU as liberal and rules-based is almost non-existent. 
Out of 30 interviewees, two women reported how experiences of compassion have 
been dominant since they arrived in Greece. An older stateless mother from the Gulf 
countries highlights, “To be clear and to be honest, I was a person without a light, 
without a future. Now I have a light, now my life is really different.” A young single 
mother from Central Africa noted that the “Greeks took care of me”. There are another 
five interviewees who report some positive experiences (better situation once they 
got a container, medical assistance, helpful Greek border police, good experience 
considering capacities in Greece and feeling safe), mixed with negative ones.

As for the EU as liberal and rules-based, this articulation appears in only two in-
terviews. A young adult man who converted to Christianity upon arrival points out, “I 
have freedom here; I feel free and safe.” A Kurdish-Iraqi father perceives the liberal or-
der in Europe as protective against even more outright violence but does not per-
ceive the EU as democratic: 

They will never say, ‘We don’t like you’ because they are scared, maybe of the EU 
Parliament or the European law. … No, they will fight with you, but not with 
weapons, with your mind, psychologically. … They use politics to make the refugee 
leave the country. … Is this democracy? Tell me if this is democracy.

5.3 Re-imagining the EU from the margins

The refugees were not prompted to respond to how they imagined a different 
EU. However, many of them referenced this on their own during the last, open-ended 
question (“We have informed you about this research project, which should also work 
to the benefit of migrants: is there anything you would like to share about how this 

53



54

project should benefit migrants?”). One common approach is to narrate their stor-
ies to the European public, to have their voices heard, including through interviews, 
even though refugees also express doubts about the potential impact of these 
efforts. As an Afghan single man pointed out:

Spread our voices. People outside need to know what’s happening in Greece. This 
is what I want. That our message is spread, to other people, about what happens in 
Greece. I hope that this message reaches everyone, so they will know what’s hap-
pening here in Greece.

Some refugees advocate for shared humanity and integration. This vision 
differs from humanitarianism as it does not view refugees merely as victims needing 
help but recognises their agency. For example, a Congolese single man suggests: “We 
need to learn how to love each other. Because the world is one, and we have to try to 
organise this world. Don’t fight. Don’t allow people to live in bad situations.” A Pakistani 
father proposed considering the potential of refugees to contribute to societies: 

If they legalise the illegal people here, it will be in favour of the Greek society and 
also in favour of a particular person like me or other refugees. They will be able to 
work legally. They will be able to pay taxes. It will be helpful for the society, as well 
as for them … a win-win situation.

Finally, refugees suggest addressing the causes of migration. A Syrian single 
man points out: “If we want to talk about helping migrants, maybe what we can do is, 
well, help them to not leave their countries and not to help them when they are in 
Europe. We should help migrants in their own countries.” This is interpreted some-
what differently by a single man from Congo, who provides more of a postcolonial 
reading: 

Many countries survive because of Africa; many things are not here but in Africa. 
They are getting from us. … It’s because some people come to create problems. 
And that’s why we leave our country to come here. […] Africa is gonna be a very 
good continent. Because we have everything. We can. But they […] don’t want us 
to be together.

6. Conclusion

This research has proposed a contrapuntal reading of how the contestation of 
what it means to be European is evolving in the EU with a specific case study, the “mi-
gration crisis” in the Aegean borderland in 2020. The EU as deterrence appears as a 
dominant articulation by EU policymakers, even though it is audibly contested by the 
articulation of the EU as liberal and rules-based by EUCSOs. The contrapuntal analysis 
of this research has been a powerful methodological approach as it has demon-
strated how the EU as deterrence is temporarily stabilised in European policies, which 
can be seen in the bodily lived experiences of the refugees. In these experiences, 
hardly any accounts (2 out of 30) depict the existence of a liberal, rules-based EU, 
while the experience of the EU as deterrence dominates all interviews. It manifests in 
the form of state violence, inhumanity, bare life, waithood and racism. Thus, through 
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its particular contrapuntal analysis, this article corroborates the findings of Fassi, Cec-
corulli and Lucarelli (2023), who “detect a general trend towards re-bordering, mean-
ing processes through which the control of borders is enhanced, and their exclusion-
ary meaning”, “a limes between those who access certain rights and those who do 
not, increased”. They also point out that “EU policies have been leaning towards one 
specific understanding of liberalism to the detriment of the others, which poses sig-
nificant challenges to the EU’s credentials as a pillar of the Liberal Word Order—and 
of its international protection regime” (Fassi, Ceccorulli, and Lucarelli 2023). Similarly, 
this research has also shown, while the identification of the EU with deterrence is 
temporarily stabilised in policies, identification with the EU as liberal and rules-based 
remains a powerful contestant. 

The EU as deterrence and as liberal and rules-based has been bundled together 
by policymakers and EUCSOs with the EU as humanitarian compassion but in diverse 
articulations. Policymakers employ performative humanitarian compassion while 
EUCSOs articulate it as enacted humanitarian compassion. The experience of the EU 
as humanitarian compassion by refugees is somewhat more frequent than the EU as 
a liberal, rules-based entity. The refugees also articulated an alternative identification, 
namely of the EU as part of a shared humanity, which contests both performative and 
enacted humanitarian compassion. While in the latter they are on the receiving end 
of protection and aid, in shared humanity, refugees instead have agency as they raise 
their voices for their rights and are framed as part of a win-win situation in terms of 
societal and labour integration in Europe. The concept is also applied internationally, 
where the refugees wish to see more thought going into the root causes of migra-
tion, including from a postcolonial perspective. 

As these conclusions highlight, a contrapuntal approach is a useful methodolo-
gical tool when studying contested processes of identity formation, as it helps us to 
understand and reflect on EU identity formation from the perspective of its effects, as 
well as resistance against it. In this dimension, this article also speaks to the larger 
emerging literature on practices of contestation of the EU (Sarto and Tholens 2020). 
In other words, it provides for the study of emerging alternatives in a particular time 
and space and, thus, for an approach that is more comprehensive when studying the 
“very processes of identification in historically specific, contingent relations” (Bucher 
and Jasper 2017, 408). More theoretical thought, however, still needs to go into how 
a contrapuntal reading can be more densely theoretically incorporated into such an 
approach. 
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