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Abstract: Over the last years the EU border regime has undergone a remarkable shift
towards political technologies that act in growing disregard towards the suffering and possible death of migrants on their way to Europe. Especially since the EU-Turkey Deal in
March 2016 this development has once again drastically deteriorated the situation on the
Aegean islands. The ›hotspots‹ have been transformed gradually into open air prisons, in
which lives are put on hold, different forms of violence overlap and an enclosed population
is exposed to disproportional epidemic risks. Combining perspectives of a political and
engaged anthropology as well as of Critical Border and Europeanization Studies this dialogue discusses the shape and effects of processes of spatial fragmentation at the ›margins
of Europe‹. What does daily life look like in these politically produced zones of exception
in times of COVID-19? How are they linked to the imperial and colonial histories of Europe, on the one hand, as well as to global regimes of controlling mobilities on the other
hand? Which political rationalities and modes of governance overlap here? And taking the
growing relevance of »necropolitics« in these border regimes into consideration: Should
we assume that the era of »humanitarian reason« has come to an end?
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The European border regime in the Eastern Mediterranean has steadily tightened over
the last years. It has brought about different forms of spatial fragmentation serving the
purposes of regulating and repelling migration. The »hotspots« on the Aegean islands
stand out as politically created zones, in which life is put on hold, different forms of
violence overlap, and an enclosed population is exposed to disproportional epidemic
risks of Covid-19. Taking into consideration the growing relevance of different political technologies that act in disregard towards the possible death of migrants on their
way to Europe: should we assume that the times of »humanitarian reason« have come
to an end?
Jens Adam: Over the last years, you have followed as an ethnographer as well as an
activist how the military base close to Moria has transformed into a hotspot camp
for the European border regime. My first question is: what do you know about the
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current situation? How did Covid-19 affect the daily life in the camp and its relations
to the surrounding social, spatial and economic contexts on and off the island?
Valeria Hänsel: The Covid-19 pandemic highlighted further the reality of the situation on the hotspot islands. On the one hand, it made the disenfranchisement of
people on the island even more obvious. On the other hand, however, it facilitated
the covering-up of severe rights violations, after it became increasingly difficult to
monitor the constantly deteriorating situation. Overall, the threat of the pandemic
exacerbates and accelerates previous disenfranchisement, which we witnessed since
the conservative Nea Dimokratia government came to power in Greece in July 2019.
The Covid-19 pandemic is not the direct cause of these rights violations; the pandemic merely facilitates their implementation under the cover of a state of emergency
where basic rights can be suspended for »security reasons«. For example, systematic
pushbacks have been carried out from the beaches of Lesvos, Chios and Samos, and
they have been covered-up by the need to implement quarantine precautions (Legal
Centre Lesvos 2020a). Above all, the pandemic has facilitated the implementation
of detention measures, and therefore it paved the way towards migrant incarceration
that has been, for a long time, an adopted policy by the Greek government.
In this context, the Covid-19 pandemic has also played a crucial role in the events
of September 8, 2020, when Moria burned to the ground. Since March 2020, a curfew
had been imposed on the camp amid a severe lack of supplies. While there were only
very loose Corona prevention measures implemented for the local population, many
people living in the Moria camp were trapped without enough food. The Greek state
prevented all non-repressive handling of the pandemic in the camp. For example,
Médecins Sans Frontières had to close its corona clinic located next to the camp
after a threat of imposing a huge fine for being an »illegal clinic« (Médecins Sans
Frontières 2020). The pandemic facilitated the success of measures that had failed
before. In the first months of 2020, the Nea Dimokratia government tried to erect new
sealed-off prison-like facilities on the hotspot islands of Lesvos and Chios. However,
massive riots by the local population prevented the implementation of the project (Are
you Syrious 2020; dm-aegean 2020a). Eventually, the Covid-19 pandemic allowed
the implementation of the policy of lockdown and segregation of migrants from the
local society using the already existing camp facilities.
Around the time when the first positive Corona tests appeared, the government paid
more than 800,000 C to a private company to fence the Moria camp with NATO wires
and install surveillance technology (StoNisi 2020). Only days after that, on the night
of 8th September, the first fire broke out, and over three days Moria burned down in
multiple fires. After inhabitants of the camp had been tested positive with the Corona
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virus and were to be brought into quarantine facilities, fear spread in the camp that
everyone would be locked up. Then a fire started and quickly spread throughout the
camp (Legal Centre Lesvos 2020b; dm-aegean 2020c).
Within less than a week, a massive new camp was set up in a former military area
on the island. Most people who had stayed in Moria before were forced to go to
the new facility. The government used several tactics to move the asylum seekers to
the new camp. It advertised incentives for those who register, pressured police operations, and threatened to close the cases of asylum seekers who did not register in
the new camp. The authorities later also evicted the solidarity refugee accommodation facility Pikpa, and moved their residents to the new camp, which was set up to
serve as a semi-closed facility. In practice, it turned out that the supply within the
new camp is even worse than it was in Moria. There was not even enough water and
toilets, since only tents have been built. With the first heavy rain, many of these tents
were flooded with water and became unusable (Refocus Media Labs 2020). At the
same time, munition and toxic soil from the former military base was found on the
campground (Aegean Boat Report 2020).
Zooming out from the latest events, it is important to observe that the policy of confinement that is based on the pretext of a state of emergency is not entirely new. The
recent events in Moria are only the peak of the policies adopted long before. Under
the EU-Turkey Statement of the 18th of March, 2016, flight-migration was strongly
securitized as an alleged threat, and it was governed under the motto of emergency
response. The EU-Turkey deal was introduced as »a temporary and extraordinary
measure which is necessary to end the human suffering and restore public order« (European Council 2016). The opposite was the case: the hotspot islands were sealed off
and people were trapped for months or even years on the five Greek islands (Lesvos,
Chios, Samos, Leros and Kos) close to the Turkish shore (Hänsel 2019). The hotspot
camps were transformed from registration centres—designed also to enable relocation—into detention facilities for long-term confinement. While they were officially
planned as border zones regulating the entry into the European Union, they have in
fact been transformed into spaces of abandonment.
Jens Adam: You just recalled the zones of exception that the EU has created to control and repel migration at its external borders. I would like to dig deeper into the
possible effects of such zones on the epidemic. In one of his articles, Didier Fassin
refers to historically and politically created »environments« in order to explain why
HIV hit the Black population in South Africa so much harder than other communities
(Fassin 2009a). In brief, he argues that a history of land confiscation and expulsion
of the Black population, the creation of exploitative labour regimes, the segregation of

108 | Jens Adam, Valeria Hänsel

Black mine workers in overpopulated barracks, the virtually systemic recourse to sex
work, and some further dynamics give rise to environments in which the virus could
»thrive«. Thus, Fassin relates the massively unequal distribution of HIV in South
Africa—as much as the deadlier course of the disease once it had broken out—to the
socio-spatial surroundings in which people were forced to live. Are these observations in any sense informative for the zones of exception of the EU-border regime?
Do we have evidence that the politically created environments in which migrants are
forced to live propel the infection with Covid-19?
Valeria Hänsel: It would be very interesting to apply this analysis to the situation
in the hotspots. The camps deliberately create an environment that can quickly lead
to the suffering and death of thousands of migrants trapped inside. The Covid-19
pandemic affects everyone regardless of nationality but it also exposes the basic principles on which the current hotspot system is built: when it comes to a real threat,
those left behind and abandoned are the people marked as others. Packing 15,000
people in the camp makes it impossible to implement any safety measures: there
is neither enough clean hygiene facilities, nor enough soap, disinfectants or masks.
Densely packed, people are forced to queue for hours for basic food needs.
Already before the virus, the number of deaths among the residents in Moria was
extremely high because diseases were insufficiently treated (Médecins Sans Frontières 2017). People were allowed to go to a hospital only if they got a special permission to leave the camp. Covid-19 spreads at a much higher rate within the camp
than among the locals living outside of the camp, for whom prevention measures were
implemented (Pantelia 2020). Also, because of the severely limited access to health
care within the camps, the impact of the virus is much worse inside the camp than for
the local population.
The different values of life established through the encampment system, the »bioinequality« (Fassin 2009b), create condition for suffering and death. Environments
in places such as the Greek islands, with their particular role in the European border
regime, are not only given geographies; they are also politically created zones serving
the purpose of regulating migration and organizing inclusion and exclusion. Building
on Jason de León’s work on the US-Mexican border (2015), Elizabeth Dunn (2019)
recently recalled that the instrumentalization of the surrounding environment—such
as in the Mexican desert or, in our case, the Aegean Sea and the eastern Aegean
islands—can be an integral part of bordering practices, using certain geographies to
secure national borders. Furthermore, the death of migrants is tacitly accepted as not
active killing but »something more than letting people die and something less than
killing them«, as we saw in Greece in March 2020, when several people were shot at
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the Greek-Turkish land border, and in early July when four people died in a pushback
operation in the Aegean Sea. There is furthermore a fine line between the creation of
deadly spatial arrangements and forms of active killing.
In this context, I would like to point out the general trend towards the fragmentation of the European border regime. The hotspot islands play a key role within this
process and we describe them as an »extraterritorial space« (Hänsel/Kasparek 2020).
Despite their location on EU-territory, they form a border zone that is removed from
the surrounding system: firstly, the islands became a geographic buffer zone restricting the movement of people. Secondly, they became a »special legal zone« (Hänsel
2019). A special transit procedure—the fast-track border procedure—is exclusively
implemented within the hotspots. And thirdly, a situation with a severe lack of accountability has been created. For example, the EU border police, FRONTEX, and
the EU asylum office, EASO, are not subject to the local judicial system. There is
neither sufficient control by the European or national parliaments nor a clear system
in place how they can be held accountable for rights violations. We argue that this
setup leads to a situation where basic rights are effectively suspended for migrants,
since it is in practice nearly impossible for them to validate their own rights.
Jens Adam: While listening to you, I had to think about discussions about the »margins« as—politically, economically, and socially—produced zones, in which different
forms of violence overlap and where the exposure to physical violence becomes more
likely. Some colleagues traced the relationships between systematic exploitation, environmental degradation, the exclusion from social infrastructures or continuous disregard and the proliferation of interpersonal violence at the »urban margins« of the
Americas (Auyero/Bourgois/Scheper-Hughes 2015). They have shown how, under
such circumstances, physical violence can become a relevant resource for daily survival or for social mobility (Auyero/Kilansi 2015; Karandinos et al. 2015). On a
conceptual level, they propose a notion of violence as a »subterranean undercurrent«
permeating these spaces designated as »the margins«, »spreading laterally« or as a
»concatenated« process (Quesada 2015).
I was wondering to which extent such perspectives can shed light on what is happening on Lesvos. The violent transformation of the Mediterranean into a »death
zone« (Mbembe 2019a; 2019b) or a »deathscape« (De Genova 2017), as an effect of
the militarization and externalization of the EU-border policies, has already been
documented and criticized by many researchers (Andersson 2017; Heller/Pezzani
2017; Stierl 2017). But do you see above a similar concatenated presence and overlap of different forms of violence in Moria? And could it make sense to speak of the
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hotspots as politically produced »European margins«, in which violence spreads and
gets a creeping presence?
Valeria Hänsel: The discussion of entangled and overlapping forms of violence at the
»margins of Europe« can shed light on many aspects of the events we are currently
witnessing on the Greek islands. There is a variety of forms of violence and discriminatory practices at play that interact and often cause each other: the structural
conditions of confinement—that is visible in the martial setup of the camp structures,
making them look like high security prisons instead of accommodation centres for
refugees—join the lack of goods and facilities for basic needs. This comes together
with the violence that people already experienced in their home countries and along
the flight route, which follow them even after they reach the camps. Networks imposing violence on the camp inhabitants could easily spread in camp structures, such
that of Moria, where hardly any protection was provided for migrants.
Currently, one of the most dramatic forms of physical violence are pushbacks in the
Aegean Sea. Since March 2020, they became a new normal. Most people who eventually manage to reach the Greek islands have suffered several violent attacks by the
Greek or Turkish Coast Guards and illegally been pushed back from the Greek waters
into the Turkish ones. Some of those who managed to arrive on shore have simply
»vanished« from the beach and were brought back to Turkey (dm-aegean 2020b;
Legal Centre Lesvos 2020a). On top of this, migrants are criminalized; some of
those who were not pushed back and eventually arrived between March and April in
Lesvos, were charged with the alleged offence of »illegal entry« (HIAS 2020; dmaegean 2020a).
The violence then continues in the next stage, in the Greek hotspot camps. There
is no safe environment to process any of the experiences made on the flight route and
beyond; instead, people face police violence, violence of neo-fascist groups, as well
as intercommunal violence (Voices of Freedom 2020). In their desperation, many
people also harm themselves or commit suicide.
Regarding exploitative structures within the camp, I will briefly outline an example: several people in the Moria camp were stabbed to death with knifes, sometimes
because they refused to give their phones to gangs trying to rob them. There is a
strongly racialized dimension to this—victims were often Black. And perpetrators
were often minor refugees who were traveling alone and were then drawn into criminal structures established in the camp, in a desperate attempt to secure their own
survival. As minors, they do not get cash assistance from NGOs and often do not
even receive a tent, because they are required to stay in an especially protected and
supplied minor section. But in reality, they have no chance entering this section,
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because it is constantly overcrowded. So, they are left without any assistance and
become an easy target for criminal networks that offer them protection. The police is
not particularly interested in stopping these activities, probably because these violent
structures kept the Moria camp under control. There were even incidents, where it became clear that the police directly made use of migrant networks violently oppressing
others, using them to search the camp for people for whom the police had an arrest
warrant.
Beyond the forms of direct physical violence, the bureaucratic process of the asylum procedure puts an enormous pressure on the people in the hotspot camps. Above
all, hangs the sword of Damocles, rejection of the asylum application and deportation.
This causes a gruelling state of limbo and fear, where affected people live in a constant state of detainability and deportability (De Genova 2019). On top of this, there
are experiences of everyday racism and neglect within the lengthy asylum procedures
and its bureaucratic apparatus, which lead to strong frustrations. This is also due to
the specific legislative context of the islands as a border zone of the European Union
with differential treatment of different groups, based on nationality and gender.
As far as I know, you conceptualize violence as a relational phenomenon. Can you
explain how far a relational concept of violence can help us understand the situation
on the hotspot islands? How can we connect it to the post-colonial dimension of
bordering practices?
Jens Adam: Thinking about violence relationally implies, first of all, expanding a
probably more established narrow understanding that conceives of violence as an intentional physical act that harms a respective victim (Riches 1986). For that purpose,
we can build on different contributions that have led to grasping »invisible« forms
of violence (Bourgois 2009): Pierre Bourdieu’s »symbolic violence«, for instance,
highlights the widespread »misrecognition« of the in fact permanent violence that
underlies many social hierarchies and forms of domination (Bourdieu 2001; Bourdieu/Wacquant 1992). Similarly, different reflections on »structural violence« emphasize the massive economic inequalities that continue to result from (colonial) histories
of exploitation, the shape of international trade relations or the structurally uneven
access to resources, education, health services or protection (Farmer 2004). Additionally, normalized »everyday violence« has been pointed out in public institutions
or bureaucratic acts (Scheper-Hughes 1992; Basaglia 1987) as you just described
them. From these perspectives, violence cannot be limited to the outbreak of physical
force; it rather constitutes a steady condition or capacity of societal as well as global
relations.
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To avoid an undifferentiated and rather unproductive lament about the deplorable
omnipresence of violence in our world, I would propose addressing violence from the
perspective of its effects: that leads us, on the one hand, to threatened, denigrated,
damaged, shortened or full scale destroyed lives, and on the other, to spatial forms
and geopolitical zones of exception, where violence can spread and victims of violence often become further brutalized. Consequently, damaged and neglected lives
or such purposefully created or tolerated spatial forms can be our analytical starting
points to explore and criticize the violent undercurrent of geopolitical and societal
relations. As far as I can see, in places like Moria, we are confronted with both
types of effects. Quite obviously, these zones of exception are products of political
decisions and political protraction, of the collective irresponsibility of European and
national decision makers. And we should not hesitate to qualify the manifest forms
of detention, interruption and rejection as violent, as they obviously harm lives or inhibit their unfolding. Moreover, a relational concept of violence calls on us to link the
»European margins« to the zones of war or environmental degradation from which
refugees were forced to escape in the first place, in addition to the violence in all
its forms along the migration routes. And then, we must talk about the postcolonial
character of our world order, of course.
Valeria Hänsel: In your book »Decentering Europe« you propose to study contemporary Europe from its geopolitical, epistemological and postcolonial margins. Could
this approach enable us to include the Greek hotspot islands in our analysis? On the
other hand, what do the hotspot islands tell us about the configuration of European
modernities?
Jens Adam: Indeed, this book relates quite well to what we just discussed, as it
argues for an understanding of Europe as »a heterogeneous, multiple and incomplete project, a product and producer of its global entanglements and post-colonial
relations« (Adam et al. 2019: 7). In doing so, we aim at overcoming a »methodological and conceptual Eurocentrism« (ibid.: 14) that can be identified as a rather
normalized rationality in many of the political, academic as well as journalistic approaches towards »Europe«. We argue that the »question of Europe« has so far been
dominantly debated as an »internal affair« involving the relations between European
states and societies and the supranational institutions that have been created as part
of European integration over the last decades. Consequently, this well-established
perspective somewhat systematically disregards the global entanglements that have
substantially contributed to bringing about contemporary Europe, and which are of
major importance to understanding the current processes of geopolitical reconfigura-

After Humanitarian Reason? | 113

tions. Against this background, the culminating crisis of the European project, which
we have been observing over the last fifteen years or so, should, at least partially, be
conceived as a sequel of this denial. In other words, to renew the European project,
we have to address it as a global question, a global problem, and a globally entangled
formation.
With regard to places like Moria, I would like to point out three analytical perspectives that would take up these conceptual reflections and that could be combined
quite productively with partially similar approaches elaborated within critical border
studies (Hess/Tsianos 2007; Hess/Kasparek 2010; Hess et al. 2015):
First of all, our approach suggests working on alternative genealogies of the European border regime that becomes so manifest at the hotspots on the Greek islands. In
this spirit, we can decentre hegemonic discourses on »Europe’s borders« and the alleged necessity to protect them by examining the present situation as just one, rather
awkward, historical moment in a centuries long history of political and cultural
trans-Mediterranean entanglements (Römhild/Knecht 2019: 73). This allows us to
analytically reposition the contemporary camps on the Greek islands by re-centering
the Mediterranean as an extensive and mutable, transregional and transcontinental
space that has been created most of all by the manifold mobilities, relations and exchanges between its shores and beyond. Only then, the arbitrariness and brutality of
the current border regime will come even more clearly to the fore.
My second point is closely connected to this interest in alternative genealogies and
draws on our understanding of the »imperial« as a constitutive component of contemporary Europe (Adam et al. 2019: 28). From my point of view, the involved practices
of detaining and controlling, of interrupting the movements of some and enabling
the mobility of others, of classifying people according to their origin, worthiness,
usefulness or vulnerability, should all be closely examined as re-enactments of imperial rationalities. If nothing else, this will show that these practices would hardly
be possible without building on the old colonial divide between »us« and »the others«, between those who allegedly »belong« to Europe and those who do not. In one
of our previous conversations, you described Moria as a micro-space that prevents
people from leaving a (post-)colonial constellation. I think this statement catches it
quite well as it makes clear that Moria is not only a purposely created hotspot of EUborder policies but an ethnographic hotspot that allows us to trace currently ongoing
global dynamics of securitization, of racialized classifications and redistribution of
wealth in their historical embeddedness. In this spirit »Decentering Europe« can
imply bringing Moria in line with the many spatial arrangements and processes of
borderization that aim at denying or interrupting the entanglements that colonialism
has brought about.
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This directly leads to a third perspective: it is »Europe as such« that is at stake in
its border zones. These daily practices of categorizing, interrupting, detaining and
repelling that one can observe on the Greek islands point to the question in which
Europe do we want to live: in a »postcolonial racial formation« (De Genova 2014:
294) that aims mostly at defending the wealth of its elderly, and predominantly white
population, or in a globally entangled cosmopolitan democracy that drops its claim
for exclusiveness?
But let me ask one question that might contain a component of hope about a possible future: can we conceive of the camps as cosmopolitical sites? Here, I am not
thinking about the rather normative understandings of »cosmopolitanism« that consciously appreciate cultural or religious difference, or the need to learn how to deal
with the very co-presence of difference. I have no doubt that the inhabitants of Moria
had to undergo that kind of learning process in their daily coexistence. What I have
in mind are perspectives that underscore that the very composition of the world might
be at stake in these zones, on which different fault lines of a postcolonial world order
overlap (Adam 2018: 317; Latour 2004). Can we examine Moria as a site where
political struggles about the future shape of the world, about rights of access and
movement, and about forms of conceiving and sharing the planet are taking place?
Or is that perspective too far away from the more basic struggles for subsistence that
constitute the daily life in the camps?
Valeria Hänsel: For sure, the Greek hotspot islands form places that assemble and
reinforce global struggles. Located at the very frontier of the EU, the hotspot islands
have become a laboratory where anti-migration policies are implemented in order to
contain migration. However, we still see the impact of the autonomy of migration.
Even if people were several times attacked and detained on their journey to Europe,
many eventually succeed in crossing to Greece. Seeing how much money, staff and
equipment is spent on preventing this migration, the tenacity with which people fight
for a better life trying to reach the EU is remarkable. As you also pointed out, this
situation shows that the islands are in fact a culmination point where struggles around
global inequality, exploitation, racist exclusion as well as the sovereignty of nation
states and the European Union materialize within a small border area. The very movement to cross the border symbolically dividing the global north from the global south
is in itself a political act that challenges the system of global inequalities.
At the same time, the small islands themselves are cosmopolitical sites where a
variety of different actors cooperate or struggle against each other: there are asylum
seekers from numerous countries, and activists, NGOs, international and EU organisations from different European countries and beyond. There have been countless
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self-organized protests by migrants on Lesvos, sometimes also supported by activists
from Greece and from other EU countries. In a way, new political alliances are forming and cosmopolitical networks are emerging. While these networks have become
more solid since 2016, the direct struggles, such as protest marches, are however
often violently oppressed. Those who suffer most from this are migrants forced into
subaltern positions. The peak of self-organized protests on Lesvos was in 2017, when
hundreds of people from all the different nationalities protested in a well-organized
manner against the EU-Turkey deal and for the opening of the islands. They also
blocked the port and prevented deportations. However, the protests were repressed,
the camp was raided, and people were sweepingly detained, deported or convicted in
court. Since then, the protests weakened (Amnesty International 2017; Legal Centre Lesvos 2018). The measures of dividing people through a selective asylum and
detention regime also fuels intercommunal conflicts and makes it difficult to unite
movements on a bigger scale. Nevertheless, the fire that destroyed the Moria camp
was no coincidence; it was a form of resistance in a desperate situation where people’s
voices were systematically ignored. These developments have an impact on the EU
level as well. The EU cannot entirely ignore the situation it created in the hotspots.
But let me come to another question I would like to discuss. While the islands play
a significant role within the European border regime, several authors have pointed
out that the phenomena of spatial fragmentation, including the formation of particular sovereignties, security and legal systems, are not particular to European territory
and migration control; they are globalized and closely bound to the age of neoliberalism (Sassen 2006). You recently mentioned that Achille Mbembe—reflecting on the
Palestinian situation—argued that »large sections of the world are becoming Gaza«
(2017). How can we understand this claim and to which extent does it shed new light
on the Greek hotspot islands and their role within the European border regime?
Jens Adam: Indeed, Achille Mbembe has discussed Gaza as paradigmatic and as a
laboratory for contemporary modalities of rule that he designates as the »the normalization of abandonment«—thus the spread of a form of domination that is hardly
if at all concerned by the damage and destruction it exerts on the lives and living conditions of a given population (2017). From my point of view, two components of this
argument can inspire our attempts to understand what is going on at the European
margins.
Firstly, Mbembe argues that the present situation in Gaza points to a recurrent
problem of rule, with which many colonial, expansionist or state projects had to grapple: »What should we do with people who happen to be in our midst, but whose very
existence is a threat to ours« (2019b)? He recalls quite different »spatial exclusion-

116 | Jens Adam, Valeria Hänsel

ary arrangements« (ibid.) that were created as an answer to this question over the
last centuries. Gaza represents a particularly salient contemporary example of this
longer history.
We could claim that this specific problem of rule has further gained in importance
in our times which Mbembe characterizes so convincingly by a close »dialectics of entanglement and separation« (ibid.). From this perspective, the erections of walls and
fences, the fragmentation and enclosure of territories, the exclusion and encampment
of specific groups of people and comparable practices we can observe all around the
world are tightly linked to the increasingly unavoidable fact that our lives are, on
a planetary scale, »inextricably exposed to each other« (2018). Consequently, the
hotspots can be read as reactions to a contemporary version of the above mentioned
question: »What shall we do with these people that knock on our doors, that are with
us, but not of us« (ibid.)?
Secondly, Mbembe calls our attention to the overlaps of quite different political
rationalities and modes of rule as part of contemporary border and security regimes
(2017; 2019a). With regard to Gaza, he observes a »modulated blockade« that decides who and what might enter or leave under which conditions; military interventions that can be ramped up at any moment; different forms of extrajudicial killings
and collective punishment; all that combined with humanitarian strategies that still
aim at reducing some of the suffering. As an effect, a »peculiar carceral space« is
created, »in which people deemed surplus are governed through abdication of any
responsibility for their lives and their welfare« (2017).
Even though I recognize certain political and methodological risks of exposing the
case of the Israeli occupation as the paradigm of contemporary state violence, I still
believe that this perspective on Gaza as a prefiguration of »what is yet to come«
(2019a) enables us to ask urgent questions about the character as well as about the
historic and geopolitical embeddedness of the spatial arrangements created as part
of EU-border policies on the Greek islands. I am especially intrigued by Mbembe’s
suggestion to trace, in a detailed way, how different political rationalities overlap in a
respective site such as Moria, and how this interlacing might create a rather specific
socio-spatial arrangement. As ethnographers we should be able to document how
the »ingredients«, the respective combination of techniques and modes of rule, can
differ from site to site. In that sense, Moria will turn out to be specific and therefore
different from Gaza—without denying the broader dynamics and links, as well as the
translocal circulation of techniques of surveillance and modes of rule.
These remarks lead us to a final aspect that is already implied in our title: »After
humanitarian reason?« I think that many of us share the impression that something
has changed over the last years, that the frames of reference and central moral and

After Humanitarian Reason? | 117

political coordinates have substantially shifted. Even though Didier Fassin argued
that »humanitarian reason« has always combined »compassion« and »repression«
in governing precarious lives (Fassin 2012: 5), it looks like the repression-part has
mostly taken over in the meantime. A sober account would need to take notice of the
continuing militarization and externalization of the EU-borders, the criminalization
of refugees’ protest as well as of refugees’ supporters, the steady expansion of denied
rights, the habitual encampment of a growing number of people under untenable
conditions, the increasingly open recourse to necropolitical modes of abandonment
and letting die on the Mediterranean, the narrowing down of the »compassion slot«
and of the willingness to alleviate even the most obvious suffering—What is your
impression? How do these components assemble? And what do these developments
tell us about the current state of humanitarian reason at the European margins? And
what might come next?
Valeria Hänsel: I would agree that the modes of rule on the hotspot islands have
shifted towards abandonment. While in 2015 and right after, the humanitarian discourse was a central frame of reference, it has since then lost significance. Still,
a variety of NGOs provide different sorts of assistance within and outside of the
camps. They literally save lives but at the same time enact control and contribute
to maintaining the current form of the hotspot system. The asylum law following
the EU-Turkey deal, for example, still included humanitarian exceptions that lead
to exempting those designated as »vulnerable« from the fast-track border procedure
and transfer to the mainland. Speaking with Fassin, already in this period, the shift
»from right to favour« (Fassin 2016) was obvious, since only some were spared from
deportations because of humanitarian concerns. Since then, the humanitarian notion
has not entirely vanished but became less significant. For instance, the humanitarian
exception within the asylum procedure was removed from Greek law. Beyond that,
NGOs and activists were put under strong pressure by some neo-fascist and rightwing inhabitants of the islands, and some are even criminalized by the Greek state.
Most NGOs either refuse to work in the new camp on Lesvos, citing the terrible
conditions, or fail to get required government permissions.
Simultaneously humanitarian discourses are increasingly instrumentalized to justify the rising significance of the carceral system. On Kos, we see, for example, that
all people arriving since January 2020 are detained directly upon arrival in closed
camps, including families and children. On Lesvos, the humanitarian crisis, after the
fire in the Moria camp, enabled the swift erection of huge new space of confinement
that lack basic living facilities. This way, »humanitarian reason« serves to implement
repressive detention policies.
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This is the rise of »necropolitics« (Mbembe 2019c). It is an era when it has become
normal to let those perceived as »others« die in border spaces deliberately created as
deathscapes, provoking virtually no public outcry. Still, I would not say that it is a
post-humanitarian era—actors such as Solidarity Cities and Seebrücke still struggle
to evacuate the islands and small numbers of people have been relocated to other
European states. But measuring their effects in numbers, this is a drop in the ocean.
As Fassin outlines, allowing for humanitarian exceptions has always been part of
humanitarian governance that is, at the same time, used to affirm the precarious state
of the masses and to prevent them from leaving their position.
I cannot foresee the future, and I do not know if these developments continue or if
the world will become Gaza. However, within the current political developments with
the New Pact on Migration and Asylum and the reform attempts of the Common European Asylum System—which are strongly driven by the German state—we see the
intention to systematically use certain geographies and spatial arrangements within
Europe and beyond as zones where groups of people cannot access basic rights. The
reforms follow the rationale of exclusion and confinement through pre-checks, filtering and fast-track procedures within transit areas. This is why we argue that
the hotspot islands serve as blueprint for emerging broader EU migration policies
(Hänsel/Kasparek 2020). The New Pact on Migration and Asylum will strongly influence the process of spatial fragmentation within the EU, and it will manifest global
inequalities through preventing people from even entering the asylum system.
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