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FOREWORD
On a clear, blue-sky Monday afternoon I am walking down the sidewalk at Las Canteras
Beach in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria. The comfortably warming sunlight impinges my skin,
while I am glimpsing at a board with the following information: “When visitors arrive in Las
Palmas, the first sight they fall in love with is this beach. Here they quickly feel at home, there
is such a mixture of cultures that nobody is a stranger, nobody loses his or her identity. Las
Canteras is the place where to have a rest, where to relax, where to fall in love and enjoy
wonderful experiences. The sea dispels stress, relaxes people and makes us feel like enjoying
life. Las Canteras provides us with an injection of vigour and elation”. Even though I can
indubitably identify with these sounding lines, first doubts arouse: Is actually anyone welcome
here? Or does this seemingly egalitarian space presuppose the existence of a certain identity?
The fact that this beach is inhabited by a layer of the bygone shady sides of FRONTEX
operations and EU/Spanish anti-immigration policy is not worth mentioning. For, thirteen
years ago there was indeed a strict differentiation. Between the rich, morally faultless migrants
from Europe who sought after the same warming sunlight that I am seeking today – and the
barbaric and criminal migrants from Africa, who illegally tried to invade the European
territory. While the former brought money and happiness, the latter only intended to spread
their questionable moral values in our society and steal our jobs. Does the abovementioned
description of Las Canteras therefore imply, that this precarious differentiation was spotted
and disposed, or is it merely a hypocritical redundancy?
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INTRODUCTION
The gaze of the people around me is directed towards the deeply blue ocean about ten
kilometers below. I am sitting in an airplane to Las Palmas, Gran Canaria. By looking into
the faces of my fellow passengers I can derive the sedative and cheering sensations this – for
most of them unrecognized but privileged - point of view arouses. Expectations to soon take a
dip in the fresh and salty water of the Atlantic let the people daydream of the comfortable
hotels in Maspalomas, the cocktails at the Sahara Beach Bar and smoked fish at the
restaurants close to Playa del Ingles. We are moving from the African continent towards
Gran Canaria and while we cross the African-European border, people in the first rows are
consuming champagne. The scenes ten kilometers down from us are somewhat different. For,
the European Union has established the deadliest border in the world. Unaware but
undeniable, we are travelling across the graveyard of thousands of migrants. What
differentiates the European border from borders like USA-Mexico is its material element.
Unlike the USA, the EU operates through a far more sophisticated system, which does not
only rely on physical barriers but is rather constituted upon a set of oppressive practices.
Often invisible or even disguised under the veil of humanitarian action the European border
regime has become not only responsible for thousands of deaths, but also a widely accepted
and unquestioned perpetrator of evil.
That is precisely the reason, why I am going back to the place where everything
started: The Canary Islands. Geographically, the islands are located in immediate proximity
to the African continent. Approximately a hundred kilometers lay between Morocco and
Fuerteventura. Almost natural is therefore the fact, that the first settlers who arrived at the
Canary Islands came from North Africa in the 4th century BC. Because the Crown of Castile
conquered the islands in the 15th century and wiped out the indigenous society, the territory
became associated to Europe. Since Spain entered the EU in 1985 immigration from North
Africa has ascended again. Unlike in the 4th century, African migrants in these days are
denied access to the beautiful paradise due to the fact that they were born at the wrong –
even if spatially closest – place. What they face instead, is a comprehensive and oppressive
border regime, which the EU established on the African territory.
The interesting phenomenon this work aims to investigate is how this regime came
into being. Illuminating this process helps to understand the paradox of how a society which
is based on freedom, democracy and Human Rights established a system which directly runs
counter to these values at its external borders. As a point of departure for this genealogy I
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chose the events which took place in 2006 on the Canary Islands. The arrival of a couple of
hundred small fisher boats was exaggerated beyond comprehension and led to a multilayered anti-immigration policy including FRONTEX operations and readmission
agreements. Even though it is reported and well known, that such policies lead to gross
violations of Human Rights and unimaginable conditions and suffering for migrants, the EU
vaunted the reduction of arrivals as success and continuously engaged in such politics. By
now, the EU is responsible for the deaths of thousands of people not only in the Atlantic but
also in the Mediterranean Sea. This leads to the following question I want to address in this
thesis: How did a couple of hundred small wooden boats initiate a comprehensive policy of the European
Union to establish the deadliest border on the planet?
In order to answer this question, I divided the thesis in different parts, which I shall
shorty introduce below. At the same time, I am using – like the title suggests - a very radical
but simple metaphor in order to make my argument more understandable. I argue, that the
EU border has become a full spread cancer disease. Cancer works through the reproduction
of damaged cells. Such a damaged cell is a very local phenomenon and usually not a big
problem for the body to deal with. Only if it reproduces sufficiently, it can turn into a fatal
disease. Similarly, the Canary Islands case 2006 was a very local phenomenon. Through the
way in which was dealt with migration back then, a cell got damaged. Because there were no
imminent consequences on a global scale, the damaged cell was overseen, and a diagnosis
neglected. Today, we are confronted with the fact, that it had turned into a full spread cancer
disease which accounts for countless deaths of innocents around the borderlands of the EU.
In Epistemology and Theory I will introduce various concepts of theorists and thinkers
which I should later connect and apply to actual events and situations. First of all, it is
important to stress, that this thesis is structured according to Kuhn’s and Feyerabend’s ideas
of scientific progress. Therefore, I will firstly elaborate on the terms paradigm, anomaly and
paradigm shift, which build the foundation of the main chapters. Afterwards I will introduce the
empirical approach to the topic, which is mainly based on Foucault’s conception of
power/knowledge, Derrida’s deconstruction and Haley, who applied these ideas to the field
of Human Geography and paved the way for critical cartography. Finally, the theoretical part
ends with an overview of Arendt’s and Agamben’s work. These scholars coined important
concepts, which address questions of sovereign power. As I shall argue, the EU border regime
is a manifestation of sovereign power and shares a lot of similarities with the regime Arendt
analyzed and described as banality of the evil. Agamben on the other hand completes this
concept, because he shows in his Homo Sacer, how even modern democracies bear the
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possibility to drift towards totalitarian structures. Through the analysis of the homo sacer (an
ancient Roman law figure), paradoxes like the commitment of the EU to Human Rights and
Public International Law on the one hand and its action in the sea and external borders on
the other hand are better understandable. Furthermore, I shall elaborate on his claim, that
the contemporary paradigm is the emergence of camps and support it with a personal
experience of a visit in an asylum camp.
The second chapter, Methodology, aims to familiarize the reader with the research
process. Ever since I started to engage with the topic, I am writing a master’s thesis diary, in
which I list the literature I review as well as thoughts and ideas about the topic. In order to
collect data and observe the (pre)dominant discourse at the Canary Islands, I conducted field
research in Gran Canaria. This chapter serves as a self-reflective process in which I disclose
the reader the most important insights of this diary as well as personal experiences before and
during my field work. That is, to provide the reader sufficient information in order to
comprehend how I came to argue in a certain way.
The Illuminating the Anomaly chapter serves as the first core chapter, in which I set out
the research problem and elaborate on why the Canary Islands case can be understood as a
damaged cell. Metaphorically, a tumor cell evolves from a discrepancy between should and is.
If the DNA in a cell is different than it should be, a mutation had taken place and the
potentiality of cancer emerges. The Canary Islands case can be understood likewise, because
the same discrepancy between should and is can be detected. In a first step, I therefore analyze
the should – or so to say the legal framework of Human Rights and Public International Law
with the main focus on the rule of non-refoulement. Secondly, I will illustrate the is - or what
exactly happened on the Canary Islands in 2006. Namely, that the EU firstly engaged in
border externalization and readmission agreements in a very broad dimension, which is
directly running counter to the legal norms and principles, that were established.
This discrepancy shows why it is appropriate to consider the Canary Islands case as a
damaged cell. The actual research question then derives from two different points in time: (1)
2006, in which a very local peak in migration was reached at the Canary Islands and (2)
today, when the EU has established the deadliest border on the planet. Or – symbolically how the damaged cell could turn into a full-scale cancer. It shows how the practices to deal
with migration at the Canaries became the non plus ultra (ironically, already in the 17th century
these words were inscribed to the Straits of Gibraltar and refer to: “[let there] not[be] more
[sailing] beyond”[Oxford dictionary, non plus ultra]), reproduced and spread across the
whole European borderland, that is responsible for countless deaths of innocent migrants.
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After introducing the research problem, the thesis continues to its very core chapter: Identifying
the paradigm. This is where I will answer the research problem and thus sketch and identify the
practices that nourished the soil for the deadliest border. My continuous argumentation is
threefold and thus the core chapter is divided into three sub-chapters. Sticking to the cancermetaphor the first two aim to explore different mechanisms of the damaged cell. Concretely,
they investigate two phenomena about the Canary Islands case (disguised violence and
illegalization). The third one argues, that the EU border cancer emerged through the
reproduction of these phenomena. As a starting point, I shall argue, that oppressive regimes
engage in disguised violence and embed my argument in a historical context. How Spain
portrays its colonial achievements and conceals the associated cruelty discloses this important
and similar mechanism of the EU border regime. Furthermore, it gets obvious why the
Canary Islands were the hot bed of the disease, if the still present feeling of cultural
superiority, which is conveyed through public places of history-telling like the Museo Canario
and the Casa de Colón is considered. Conclusively, this sub-chapter uses a Foucauldian
argumentation, in order to sketch the transformation of border regimes and argues that
disguised violence can be spotted in the new way of securing the borders of Europe (through
readmission agreements and border externalization).
In the second sub-chapter Security, I will pinpoint how an irrational fear of the migrant
was created through security discourse and how he was consequently illegalized on the
Canary Islands. The use of various maps and discursive practices shall supplement my
argument.
Finally, in the last sub-chapter Reproduction I argue that it was precisely the
reproduction of disguised violence and illegalization that created the EU’s border cancer. For,
the methods and mechanisms, which originate from the Canaries were consequently
reproduced at other bordering places like Greece-Turkey and Italy-Libya. It is important to
note that I am not able to provide an exhaustive analysis of every single reproduction of these
phenomena since 2006 – yet the selected examples support my argument and perfectly
illustrate the emergence of the deadly EU border disease. Through this argumentation I not
only satisfy the research question but also hope to provide transformative discourse. In
Foucault’s terms, I try to alternate the discursive practices in order to establish a different
regime of truth – one which considers all human beings to be equally important, regardless of
their place of birth.
With the intent to do so, I could not withhold two particular stories from this thesis,
which I shall present in the last chapter, The Necessity of a Paradigm Shift. To mention these
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stories is generally based on the ideas of Erich Fromm and Michel Foucault. Different stories
of migrants need to become more dominant, in order to foster social change. I therefore try to
counter the illegalization-discourse with an empathy-discourse. The first story is a personal
one, I experienced at the visit of an asylum camp in Austria in 2015, which shaped the way I
think about Agamben’s claim that the contemporary paradigm is the emergence of the camp.
It was a pivotal experience that led me to comprehend the oppressive and disguised structures
of evil, and the injustice migrants had to face. But in another way, it also enlightened me to
supplement Agamben’s claim with a possibility for change. Even though I acknowledge, that
the camp is the (outcome) of the contemporary paradigm, I will argue that at the same time –
provided that there can be interaction between the migrants and outsiders – it delivers an
opportunity to feel empathy towards the migrant and to question the sovereign power. The
second story is an anecdote about a friend, who escaped from Afghanistan as an underaged
teenager a couple of years ago. I met him in Austria. He is now fluent in German and told me
about his past, his escape from Afghanistan and about the problems he faced on his journey.
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EPISTEMOLOGY AND THEORY
WHAT IS A PARADIGM?
Every good research needs to position themselves epistemologically and treat questions of
how to acquire knowledge. In The Structure of Scientific Revolution (1962), Thomas Kuhn
essentially deals with such questions. Even though his work was heavily debated and often
accused to result in relativism, I nevertheless want to apply his concept to this piece of work.
Since I not only find it personally appealing, but also because I believe that this mode of
thinking can counter the globally spread unacceptance and intolerance for other cultures and
lead to a moral pluralism.
Kuhn combined his interests of philosophy of science, history and physics to articulate
a profoundly elaborated epistemological theory. Through the analysis of the past he came to
the conclusion that the acquisition of scientific knowledge is a cyclic undertaking. At first,
scientists engage in what Kuhn calls normal science, which is like a puzzle-solving process. What
constitutes normal science is a commonly accepted set of theories. Knowledge is extended by
their continuous application and complementation of empirical evidence like observation and
experiments. The reason, why normal science is practiced is twofold: its achievements are
“sufficiently unprecedented to attract an enduring group of adherents away from competing
modes of scientific activity. Simultaneously, it was sufficiently open-ended to leave all sorts of
problems for the redefined group of practitioners to resolve” (Kuhn, 1962, p. 10).
This leads Kuhn to establish the term paradigm for a set of thinking, that is constituted
by these two characteristics. Kuhn’s paradigm sometimes appears ambiguous throughout his
work and was criticized by Masterman (1970), who hinted that Kuhn uses it continuously
with different implied meanings. Nevertheless, I consider his idea groundbreaking. For
pragmatic reasons and not to lose myself in the ongoing debate, whether the paradigm is a
logical construct, in which it is rational and reasonable to believe in, I shall elaborate on my
personal interpretation of it.
A paradigm differentiates from the shared rules, methods and problems in normal
science for the fact that it is a concept of something more fundamental. Thinking inside of a
paradigm requires shared a priori assumptions, that is, a common ontology, epistemology and
axiology. Whereas different rules and methods can derive from the same paradigm, it sets the
reasons and justifications for these.
According to Kuhn, normal science is practiced as long as the discoveries made in a
paradigm are compatible with it. New discoveries – or anomalies - often force theorists to
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implement exceptions, novelties and adaptions. If anomalies are consistent and severe,
scientists tend to lose faith in their modes of thought. This is when a shift of paradigm can take
place. In order to deal with the problems caused by the anomalies, a new paradigm can be
accepted at the cost of abolishing the old one. Kuhn calls this shift of paradigm the scientific
revolution (Kuhn, 1962).
What characterizes different paradigms is that they are “not only incompatible but
often actually incommensurable” (Kuhn, 1962, p. 103). The fact that new paradigms emerge
from old ones, is responsible for a common set of vocabulary and conceptual framework. Yet,
seldomly the relationship between these concepts and terms is maintained – a new way of
thinking dissolves their connection and two schools of thought remain competing. (1962,
Kuhn). For the idea of incommensurability Kuhn was criticized by Watkins (1970), who
argued that the assumption of incommensurability and incompatibility is internally
incoherent. Yet, Kuhn’s idea is more nuanced than one might assumes upon the first
impression. Continuously, he clarified his argument1, so that eventually incommensurability
should be understood as local incommensurability, that is “The claim that two theories are
incommensurable is then the claim that there is no language, neutral or otherwise, into which
both theories, conceived as sets of sentences, can be translated without residue or loss […]
Most of the terms common to the two theories function the same way in both; their
meanings, whatever those may be, are preserved; their translation is simply homophonic.
Only for a small subgroup of (usually interdefined) terms and for sentences containing them
do problems of translatability arise. The claim that two theories are incommensurable is more
modest than many of its critics have supposed” (Kuhn, 1982, pp. 670-671).
Whereas Kuhn’s conception of incommensurability is not as radical as it appears,
Paul Feyerabend took it to the extreme, when proclaiming that “science is an essentially
anarchic enterprise” and “the only principle that does not inhibit progress is: anything goes”
(Feyerabend, 1975/1993, p. 5). Throughout the thesis I shall follow the radical assumption of
incommensurability – that paradigms are not comparable at all. Albeit I am limited in a
certain way. At least I have to find promising arguments for what I am trying to propose.
This thesis is structured according to the epistemology of Kuhn. Firstly, I will illuminate an
anomaly, afterwards I will identify the paradigm and eventually I will argue that a paradigm
shift is required.

See: a very comprehensive summary of “Kuhn’s Changing Concept of Incommensurability” (1993) by
Howard Sankey.
1
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POWER/KNOWLEDGE AND FOUCAULT
If - like Kuhn and Feyerabend imply with the incommensurability of paradigms - knowledge
is not objective and universal, what distinguishes a good argument from a bad one? To
answer this question, I want to introduce the concept of power/knowledge, coined by the
French philosopher Michel Foucault. In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975) he
claims, that we should distance us from the thought, that knowledge can be found outside of
power-structures. Rather he promotes the view that power and knowledge are deeply
interlinked and connected, and that power brings forth certain knowledge. Every knowing
individual is inherently embedded in such a power-relation and therefore cannot acquire
independent (or objective) knowledge (Foucault, 1975/2016, pp. 39-40). But what does power
denote in Foucauldian terms? It should not be understood as an oppressive force but rather as
a productive force, which is consistently under flux and negotiation. This leads to an ongoing
battle for truth, resulting in regimes of truth (Foucault, 1975/2016, p. 33), which can be
discovered through the analysis of discursive practices. A good argument within this kind of
epistemology therefore tries to illuminate how certain regimes of truth (re)produce
imbalanced and oppressive power-relations.

FROM FOUCAULT TO ARENDT AND AGAMBEN
In Discipline and Punish (1975), Foucault not only introduced the concept of
power/knowledge, but also engaged in a genealogy of the prison. What is astonishing about
his analysis is that he shows, how the sovereign power is inherently linked to the form of
punishment – or punitive techniques. Till the end of the 18th century torture was a commonly
established method to penalize the convicted. The cruel spectacles – and Foucault describes
with sharpest precision how people were painfully executed - intentionally took place in the
public sphere because they served for the sovereign as a platform to demonstrate its power.
On the other hand, they provided a regulative tool for the crowd. It enabled society to feel
empathy for the convicted and if it found the torture too callous, it could challenge the
sovereign decision and force reprieve. Therefore, it was often the criminal who sympathized
with society – through challenging the sovereign power he was sometimes even vaunted as a
hero. What ordinary people feared back then was rather the power of the sovereign than the
criminal. But since the start of the 19th century and through the emergence of the prison this
regulative tool was gradually outsourced from the public sphere. According to Foucault this
outsourcing was not induced by an increased sentiment for the convicted, but rather by a
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necessity of a new system, which was constituted by the concentration of power on several
institutions. This necessity stemmed from the abovementioned challenge of the sovereign as
well as drastic socio-economic changes like increased production and property crime. Instead
of fearing sovereign power the new system required people to fear the criminal. This could be
achieved by establishing a legal system, which is comprehensively applicable to the whole
society. Any attack against this system (the law) would therefore be regarded as an attack
against society itself – the criminal suddenly turned into everyone’s enemy and the sovereign
power suddenly evaded any critical assessment (Hendricks, 2016). Punishment was designed
to fulfill two functions. In order to be accepted in a systematic and broad way: (1) it needed to
be considered “human” and (2) it needed to aim to prevent future crime, in order to protect
the society. (Foucault, 1975/2016). But was the cruelty of sovereign power actually abolished
or just disguised?
In order to illustrate the transition of sovereign power I want to compare two cases. In
1757 Damiens, who attempted to murder the king was painfully executed in front of the
Church of Paris. “He was to be ‘taken and conveyed in a cart, wearing nothing, but a shirt,
holding a torch of burning wax weighting two pounds’; then ‘in the said cart, to the Place de
Grève, where, on a scaffold that will be erected there, the flesh will be torn from hos breasts,
arms, thighs and calves with red-hot pincers, his right hand, holding the knife with which he
committed the said parricide, burnt with Sulphur, and, on those places where the flesh will be
torn away, poured molten lead, boiling oil, burning resin, wax and sulphur melded together
and then his body drawn and quartered by four horses and his limbs and body consumed by
fire, reduced to ashes and his ashes thrown to the winds (Pièces originales, 1757, pp. 372-374
cited after Foucault, 1975, p. 9).
A bit more than two hundred years afterwards, 1961, Adolf Eichmann was prosecuted
at the court in Jerusalem. The acts he was accused for busted the dimension of any
committed crime in the history of humankind: the systematic deportation and obliteration of
over six million Jews. If the king who executed Damiens in this horrific way was an evil
sovereign, the man who deported millions to death camps should be the manifestation, the
superlative of evil. Fair enough that Hannah Arendt caused a lot of stir, when she stated that
his “was obviously no case of moral let alone legal insanity” (Arendt, 1963, p. 93). According
to Arendt, Eichmann did not even hate Jews, in fact he was an ordinary person. What she
promoted with her statements is the concept of the banality of evil. Blindly obeying the existing
Nazi-laws Eichmann pledged not guilty, simply because he had never violated any of the
them. He regarded his action not as crime, but as mere “acts of state”, which no other state
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had jurisdiction upon. Arendt describes this as the inability to think (Arendt, 1963). What
characterizes the banality of evil is the fact that evil does not necessarily depend on
intentionality and that in modern times it can be often found in structure, rather than agency.
Unlike the execution of Damiens, where the evil act was committed by the sovereign, the
Nazis managed to establish a system, which turned the most ordinary people into
perpetrators of genocide (De Swaan, 2015). The insanely broad scope of the genocide could
not be committed by a single individual – not even Hitler. What enabled this horrible
catastrophe was a regime, that consisted of a comprehensive set of law and the fear of a
national state enemy. In this regard, Foucault’s analysis which highlights the transmission
from a more or less arbitrary (sovereign) law to a comprehensive legal system and from the
society’s fear of the sovereign to the fear of the criminal is astonishingly compatible with
Arendt’s banality of evil.
Before I turn to the question, whether such a regime is emerging at the borders of
Europe, there is a distinction to be made: While the Nazi-regime can be considered as
totalitarian and ultra-repressive, controlling public opinion and based upon secret police,
arbitrary arrests and disposal of political prisoners, we live in liberal democracies with no such
qualities. In Europe we enjoy freedom of speech and a lot of other political and civil rights.
This is the right moment to invite the Italian jurist and philosopher Giorgio Agamben to the
debate.
In Homo Sacer: sovereign power and bare life (1995) he argues that every democracy
inherently contains the possibility to drift towards totalitarian structures. For, every
democratic constitution encompasses the opportunity to claim a state of exception. The state of
exception is a circumstance, under which the law is abolished – usually connected to a factual
crisis, like war, natural catastrophes or other vital threats to the security of the state. Even
though the state of exception is constituted by the absence of law it cannot exist outside the
legal system. Through its inscription into the constitution, the state of exception becomes part
of the system – it is an included exclusion. Agamben uses an ancient figure of Roman Law to
illustrate this relationship: the homo sacer. The homo sacer was a person who could be killed
with impunity but must not be sacrificed. His life was stripped of any political and religious
dimension – the bíos. 2 What remains of this paradoxical state of existence is zoe.3 Paradoxical
in so far as sacer could stand for either “holy” or “banned” in the same way. But it actually
The Greeks referred to bíos as the dimensions of life only human beings could engage in, i.e.: politics,
diversion, lust.
3 Zoe was referred to the mere existence of (bare) life, which every being – like animals, humans and gods
shared.
2
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stands for both at the same time, making it indistinguishable. Holy, because he cannot be
sacrificed to the gods and banned because he can be killed with impunity. Like the state of
exception, the homo sacer is founded upon an inclusive exclusion. It is hard to find a logical
explanation for this figure and it is precisely this element, this tension, which Agamben wants
to highlight when he claims that the ontological structure of the sovereign is hidden in this
paradox (Agamben, 1995/2002).
According to Agamben, the concentration camp is the paradigm of modernity. What
this argument entails is that law is always manifested in space. The state of exception opens a
juridico-political structure, which can be found in the camp. It is essentially a space, where
nómos and factum become indistinguishable, where life is reduced to zoe (Agamben,
1995/2002), where – as Arendt puts it – “everything is possible” (Arendt, 1950). What
Agamben means when he claims that the camp has become the paradigm of modernity, is
that the state of exception has become the rule, because the juridio-political structure which
arises from the state of exception can be found at various spaces within our society, i.e.:
waiting zones of international airports and detention camps for migrants, where people
depend on the ethics and moral courage of the police, who acts as a sovereign in an
indistinguishable state of nómos and factum (Agamben, 1995/2002, pp. 183-184).
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METHODOLOGY
Methodology usually derives from epistemology. From the already elaborated
incommensurability of paradigms – which Feyerabend believes in – I derive the assumption
that knowledge can be nothing else than an entirely subjective experience. In the light of this
postulation, it would not make sense to stick to a certain type of methodology. The logical
conclusion is - and this is Feyerabend’s credo - that anything goes (1975). Nevertheless, this
chapter is of great importance. Not like in the conventional scientific sense, which assumes
that experiments can be repeated under the same conditions, but rather to understand my
subjective point of view. My personal background, my previous experiences and also the
research process play a crucial role in why I am writing what I am writing. And so, the
following is a self-reflexive process, to explain why I came to be interested in the topic, why I
approach it from a certain angle and how I conducted the research and fieldwork in Gran
Canaria.
In 2018 I graduated in law with a specialization in international law and human
rights. Due to the possibility of doing this by distance, I lived abroad for a long period of my
studies. Because I was always really interested in the Spanish culture, lifestyle and language I
resided in Barcelona, Las Palmas, Madrid and Valencia for a couple of years. Accepting and
adapting to the Spanish tranquility was an exhausting process but retrospectively broadened
my horizon enormously. It not only shaped and formed the moral pluralism in which I
currently believe, but also equipped me with a calm and placid spirit.
In my law thesis, I investigated “Selected military interventions of NATO-members in
the 21st century”. The process of writing has taught me, that legal analysis is a very restricted
field with a lot of shortcomings. Seldomly, legal scholars question the law – they rather take it
for granted and stubbornly proclaim situations as (il)legal. As I did not want to end up like
this, I had to change fields and found support at Radboud University – a place where I was
encouraged to think critically and question commonly accepted assumptions.
Especially one piece in Professor Henk Van Houtum’s course “Geopolitics of
Borders” sparked my interest. In Off-shoring and Out-sourcing the Borders of EUrope: Libya
and EU Border Work in the Mediterranean, Luiza Bialasiewicz (2012) highlights the effects of
European border externalization in the Mediterranean Sea. After reading this article I was
shocked and furious simultaneously. How could the European Union follow such policy?
How can a society which is united through the belief in human rights, return the most
vulnerable people to countries where their destiny is uncertain – where they end up in
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detention camps and slave trade? Continuously incensed with these questions, it seemed that
I had found the spatial dimension I was looking for.
In October 2018 we had a period without classes in order to prepare for the exams
and final assignments for the first block. As I am used to working from distance, I decided to
go to Las Palmas, Gran Canaria for three weeks. Not only to catch some sun but also to look
for suitable research topics for my master’s thesis. I have to thank Professor Lucas Andrés
Pérez Martín from the University of Las Palmas, because he provided me with astonishing
and valuable insight and material regarding the migration “crisis” in 2006. The enhancement
of the borders around the Spanish enclaves Ceuta and Melilla in Morocco led to an
alternation of migration routes to the Canary Islands. This was unacceptable for the Spanish
authorities and so they cooperated with FRONTEX and established bilateral contracts with
African countries to interrupt migrants at the sea and externalize their borders. Hence, the
migration sank from over 30.000 to a couple of thousand and then hundreds in subsequent
years. Was this a story of victory and liberation? Or why else is FRONTEX continuing its
operations?
Soon I recognized the connection between Bialasiewicz article and the Canary
Islands. I noticed that the politics which Bialasiewics describes in her article, actually go back
to the Canary Islands and that the package of anti-immigration policy which was once
applied in the Spanish paradise, had spread across the whole of Europe. By now - and that is
what Professor Henk Van Houtum always hinted at his course - the EU has established the
deadliest border of the planet. How could – and this is what I continuously asked myself – a
very local phenomenon like the migration peak of the Canary Islands in 2006 lead the EU to
create the deadliest border on the planet? And thus, I had found my research question.
There are probably countless possible approaches to this topic, but it is one particular
scholar that highly influenced my research process: Michel Foucault. When I first read
Discipline and Punish I had various enlightening moments. In his masterpiece, he tells the story
of the evolvement of the prison and disciplinary mechanisms of contemporary society from a
completely new perspective. Even though there is far more complexity in his work, one idea
especially captured my interest. That knowledge and power are always interlinked and that
this power/knowledge nexus finds its manifestation in discursive practices. Thus, by
providing a different narrative about the past one can change the future. This appealed
fundamentally important to me and provided a very adequate approach to the topic.
Therefore, I decided to go to the Canary Islands in March 2018. I wanted to go back
to the place, where the EU’s anti-immigration policy was first embedded and use Foucault’s
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theory in order to critically investigate the discourse which nourished its soil. The two
museums of Las Palmas – Casa de Colón and Museo Canario – proved to be worth questioning.
Even though the Crown of Castile was responsible for the obliteration of indigenous societies
on the Canary Islands as well as in the Caribbean, the museums conceal this fact and provide
a very different narrative. Hence, the visits – combined with Foucauldian ideas – shaped the
argument, that contemporary oppressive regimes as well underwent the transformation of
sovereign power and try to conceal their violent action. My chapter Disguised Violence was
born.
Even though disguised violence appealed to me as an important phenomenon in order
to understand the emergence of the EU border regime I still did not know how to structure
my thesis. At some point during my fieldwork I realized that I am already engaging in
empirical data collection without having set up a theoretical framework for my argument.
Sure, Foucault’s texts were sounding, yet I felt that they did just indirectly engage in
epistemological theory. Therefore, I tried to understand the power/knowledge nexus in a
deeper way and found myself to read Kuhn and Feyerabend. They all share their critical
attitude towards the existence of objective knowledge but unlike Foucault the latter ones
express their thoughts in a more technical way. Especially through Kuhn’s The Structure of
Scientific Revolutions and Feyerabend’s Against Method I managed to grasp Foucault’s ideas
better. In Kuhn’s work I even discovered the structure for my thesis, which heavily builds on
the concepts of anomalies, paradigms and paradigm shifts (to be explained in the theory
section).
With a clearer vision and finally comprehending what knowledge (at least in the scope
of this thesis) means, I started to engage in the chapter Illuminating the Anomaly, in order to set
out the research problem. Due to my legal background it was fairly easy to set up the legal
framework, such as the rule of non-refoulement and the extraterritorial application of human
rights. In a second step I presented the Canary Islands case, in order to show how the
Realpolitik of the EU diverges from its commitment to legal principles. Yet, this discrepancy
is nothing new to academia. What is new is to investigate the upcoming of an EU antiimmigration paradigm as a very local phenomenon, which managed to reproduce at other
European borderlands.
By that time, I just partly understood what has happened. Or better: I understood the
disguised violence, yet it was the spread which I had to focus on now. From Foucault I knew
what an important role discursive practices play. Reading on the topic – for example Henk
Van Houtum’s Human blacklisting: the global apartheid of the EU's external border regime, I came to
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realize how security discourse is used to create fear and illegalize the migrant. That is why I
dedicated one chapter to Security – How the migrant was illegalized. Since I believe that this is one
of the most fundamental pillars of the contemporary anti-immigration paradigm, I
investigated the discourse of the Canary Islands case and later showed in Reproduction, how
this kind of illegalization discourse also spread through other places.
Deconstruction plays an important role in these chapters, yet it is a paradoxical task to
offer an accurate description of what it actually is. What can be said is that the term
deconstruction is highly associated with the French philosopher Jacques Derrida, who stated
that “[d]econstruction is neither a theory nor a philosophy. It is neither a school nor a
method. It is not even a discourse, nor an act, nor a practice.” (Derrida, 1990, p. 85). What is
it then? Posing that question implies grave naivety, because if deconstruction is something
after all, it is a perpetual questioning of the “is” (Royle, 2000, p. 7). This is the paradox. For
this research, deconstruction constitutes a form of inquiry, it is thinking the unthinkable,
questioning the unquestionable and “the opening of the future itself, a future which does not
allow itself to be modalized or modified into the form of the present” (Derrida, 1992, p. 200).
Even though this sounds like a ridiculous task, it is not. By adding the concept of a paradigm,
deconstruction’s paradoxical ontology disperses. Therefore, thinking the unthinkable and
questioning the unquestionable should always be understood in relation to a paradigm.
Deconstruction should help to initiate a paradigm shift, by critically asking questions about
the current taken-for-granted assumptions.
Derrida’s concepts are sometimes fairly hard to grap. That is why I also considered
other scholars who derive some of their arguments from his mode of thinking. Especially J.B
Harley applied the deconstructive inquiry to the field of geography in order to question the
objectivity of maps (Harley, 1992). What consequently emerged is critical cartography - a school
of thought, a form of research, a method to critically question the what, why and how behind
maps. In the abovementioned chapters, I show the implied meaning of such maps and how
they shape and reproduce certain power relations.
While I worked on the empirical data collection and analysis, I got familiar with two
other concepts which immediately appealed to me and made me understand the topic better.
Firstly, it was Hannah Arendt who extended Foucault’s argument – that our society and
contemporary sovereign power relies on a comprehensively established legal system – in so
far, as she claims, that the evil precisely lays in that unquestioned system. (1963). What she
calls banality of the evil refers to the blindly accepted and executed discriminative laws
against the Jews in Nazi-Germany. For me, this idea seemed very fundamental in order to
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understand contemporary border politics and how inherently discriminative laws against the
migrants threatens to extinguish individual moral responsibilities.
Secondly, Agamben’s Homo Sacer (1995) as well helped me to get a more profound
understanding of the migration debates. Some of his theory about the camp instantly caught
my attention, because I visited an asylum camp in Traiskirchen (Austria) during the peak of
migration in 2015. Agamben’s thoughts clearly match the experiences I have made there.
This is also, why the chapter The Necessity of a Paradigm Shift entails some of those experiences.
Yet, I shall also provide a different perspective and consider the camp as – derived from
Foucault’s thoughts about the tension between sovereign power and the criminal – a place to
sympathize with the criminal and question the sovereign power. More and more, the idea to
sympathize with the criminal captured my mind, so that I consider it now as a central part of
a movement towards a more egalitarian and less hypocritical society. Therefore, in the last
sub-chapter Umid’s story, I provide a completely different narrative of the migrant – one that
might spark empathy among the reader and tackles the illegalization-discourse the migrants
have been exposed to.
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ILLUMINATING THE ANOMALY – A DAMAGED
CELL
In this chapter I will set out the research problem and explain, why I consider the Canary
Islands case as a damaged cell. Thus, like mentioned in the introduction, I will elaborate on
the discrepancy between should and is. Therefore, I firstly introduce the normative framework,
which is constituted by Public International Law and Human Rights or more specifically the
rule of non-refoulement. In the next step I will lay out what happened 2006 on the Canary
Islands and analyze the European Union’s response. As will turn out, the instruments which
were used by the EU in order to deal with migration at the Canary Islands – readmission
agreements and border externalization - immensely violated the normative framework. Yet
they were considered as necessary measures to deal with the situation. This discrepancy
created a weird and hypocritical situation, since the EU diverged in its actual politics from the
humanitarian principles it proclaims in international publicity.

LEGAL FRAMEWORK
Public International Law and Human Rights are an interesting domain. They distinguish
themselves from domestic law for the fact that there is a very limited ability to execute the law
and prosecute perpetrators. Even though human rights are publicly debated and very present
in contemporary political discourse, they should be regarded as a mere agreement of state
representatives for a common set of interpretable guidelines. I already argued that state action
is limited rather by political acceptance of society than by any form of law (Eckelbacher,
2018). Why it is still important to provide a legal framework, is the fact that the political
discourse cannot be understood without such. To highlight the tension between the European
Unions’ commitment to Public International Law and Human Rights on the one hand and
its destructive action at its (externalized) borders, a solid legal foundation is required.
First and foremost, Article 33 of the Refugee Convention (1951) proclaims the rule of nonrefoulement:
(1) “No Contracting State shall expel or return (´refouler´) a refugee in any manner
whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would be
threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality, member-ship of a
particular social group or political opinion.”
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(2) “The benefit of the present provision may not, however, be claimed by a refugee
whom there are reasonable grounds for regarding as a danger to the security of
the country in which he is, or who, having been convicted by a final judgment of a
particularly serious crime, constitutes a danger to the community of that country.”
Technically, all EU member states have to respect the rule of non-refoulement, because they
are parties of the UN convention. Furthermore, the rule of non-refoulement has been
acknowledged to be a part of customary international law (UNHCR, 1994), which means
that even non-members are bound to that principle. It not only prohibits direct, but also
indirect refoulements, hence refoulement to (save) states where people bear the danger of
onward removal to countries which might violate the principle (FRA, 2016). The EU
furthermore established primary EU law complying with the scope of non-refoulement
(Article 4, 18, 19[2] Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union [2000], Article 3,
European Convention on Human Rights [1950]), thus directly binding EU institutions to
comply with the law.
According to the Return Directive (2008/115/EC) the scope of the principle does not
only apply to refugees (literal reading), but also includes asylum seekers and other migrants in
irregular situations (FRA, 2016). It is furthermore indubitable, that the rule of nonrefoulement does not only apply on state-territory but also at the borders and the high seas.
The European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) explicitly states this in the Hirsi case,
stressing that “Finally and above all, the Assembly reminds member states that they have
both a moral and legal obligation to save persons in distress at sea without the slightest delay
[…] [T]he principle of non-refoulement is equally applicable on the high seas. The high seas
are not an area where states are exempt from their legal obligations, including those emerging
from international human rights law and international refugee law” (ECtHR, 2012, para 8).
While the applicability of non-refoulement on state territory, at borders and the high
sea is unquestionable, there remains the question of its extraterritorial validity, which depends
on the jurisdiction. While in Public International Law, jurisdiction mostly refers to the own
territory of a state, in human rights law it is extended due to teleological reasons. For, a state
might derive human rights obligations for people outside its own territory (Den Heijer &
Lawson, 2013). Boer highlights that the judicative institutions are willing to accept this
extension towards a better protection of human rights (Boer, 2014). There are three
indicators to trigger jurisdiction: “de jure control; de facto control over a territory or a person;
the exercise of public powers” (FRA, 2016, p. 17).
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De jure control refers to incidents, where a state has agreed to derive jurisdiction from
a set of rules. Such a derived jurisdiction can for example be found in Article 92(1) of the UN
Convention on the Law of the Sea (1970), which states that “ships shall sail under the flag of
one State only and, […] shall be subject to its exclusive jurisdiction on the high seas”. It is
again the Hirsi case, in which the court ruled that jurisdiction was triggered through the
interception and removal of persons in the high sea, before reaching the borders. It
furthermore concluded, that jurisdiction cannot be avoided through describing the
interceptions as “rescue operations” (ECtHR, 2012, para 79).
Whereas de jure control triggers jurisdiction automatically by law, de facto control
denotes situations, in which jurisdiction derives from a matter of facts. Hence, the exercise of
effective (physical) control is the decisive criterion. If, for example, state vessels push back
inferior, vulnerable vessels by (threatening) force and make them return to the harbors of
departure or other transit countries jurisdiction is triggered by the exercise of de facto control
(Fisher-Lescano, Löhr & Tohidipur, 2009)
Lastly, the ECtHR stated that the extraterritorial jurisdiction can be elicited, if a
government invites or consents with another government to transmit public powers, normally
exercised by the former (ECtHR, 2001b, para 71). “Thus where, in accordance with custom,
treaty or other agreement, authorities of the Contracting State carry out executive or judicial
functions on the territory of another State, the Contracting State may be responsible for
breaches of the Convention thereby incurred, as long as the acts in question are attributable
to it rather than to the territorial State” (ECtHR, 2001, para 135). While these indicators
open the space for an extraterritorial application of human rights obligations, every case has
to be assessed individually. In the following section I shall present such a case: The migration
“crisis” of the Canary Islands 2006.

THE CANARY ISLANDS MIGRATION “CRISIS” 2006
In 2006 the Canary Islands faced a huge boom of migrants, arriving from West-Africa. While
in previous years a couple of thousand managed to reach the Spanish territory in the Atlantic,
in 2006 32.500 were recorded (Vives, 2016). Most of them entered via the airports through
temporary visas and a consequent residency without permission. Even though irregular sea
migration did hardly account for any demographic changes on the Canary Islands (Godenau,
2014) the term “crisis” was often referred to the arrival of pateras and cayucos – small wooden
boats for 15 to 150 persons. In 2003 the total amount of what is called irregular migration
increased drastically (about 9.400 to 32.000), most of them not arriving in the small boats but
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through airports (Carrera, 2007). Rationally, it is therefore barely understandable, why
especially the boat arrivals in 2006 triggered so much attention. For now, it is essential to
highlight, that the consequent response of the Spanish authorities and the European Union
focused its interventions on controlling the sea and externalizing the European border.
And so FRONTEX, established in 2005 to protect the European borders, engaged in
its first operations, named HERA (Carrera, 2007). What is remarkable about these operations
is their extraterritorial dimension and so the shift from border control to migration control
(Vives, 2016). All of this happened under the broader framework of European policy,
concretely the EU’s Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM). According to the
EU, GAMM is an international cooperation with the following responsibilities:
•

“better organizing legal migration, and fostering well managed mobility

•

preventing and combatting irregular migration, and eradicating trafficking in
human beings

•

maximizing the development impact of migration and mobility

•

promoting international protection, and enhancing the external dimension of
asylum

•

The respect of human rights is a cross-cutting priority for this policy
framework” (Migration and Home Affairs)4

But which consequences do these seemingly noble goals bear? A closer look to the HERA
operations reveals, how this framework does not respect human rights but rather stands in
constant tension to them. HERA I (July-October 2006) consisted in the supply of experts as
assistance to identify the nationality of the people, who arrived at the Canary Islands. This
was done in order to actualize the deportations. HERA II - started in August 2006 – already
contained a direct extraterritorial dimension. The reinforcement of the control of the migrant
routes in the Atlantic was achieved through the establishment of comprehensive surveillance
and further bilateral agreements (Figure 1) with West-African countries, which gave
permission to operate in their territorial waters and at their coasts. Such agreements were
negotiated in secret and not revealed to the public (Carrera, 2007).

Retrieved from: https://ec-europa-eu.ru.idm.oclc.org/home-affairs/content/global-approach-migration-andmobility-gammen. When publishing this thesis, the link was not working anymore. Migration and Home Affairs
slightly changed the words to describe GAMM, which can be found here:
https://library.euneighbours.eu/content/global-approach-migration-and-mobility.
4
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Figure 1: Visualization of operations in extraterritorial water; HERA
II. Retrieved from: http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/5331896.stm

Practically, the operation aimed to prevent migrants from departing. The Guardia Civil
– which is the Spanish executive force - as well participated, collaborating with domestic
security forces to joint patrol the West-African coastlines (Parkes, 2006). If boats were caught
within 24 miles of the West-African coasts they were forced to return. Because the public
operational documents of FRONTEX are mostly censored, it is difficult to actually state what
happened at interceptions. A report of Amnesty International, referring to a statement by
Saverio Manozzi, head of operations of the military policy, states: “At an official meeting
mission plans and written orders were presented to us. The repulse of illegal immigrants
should be actualized through the confiscation of groceries and fuel on board so that the
immigrants could decide whether they would continue their journey under the new
conditions or rather return” (Amnesty International, 2009).5
In Mauretania: Nobody wants to have anything to do with us (2008), Amnesty International
conducted a very comprehensive ethnological investigation, including a lot of interviews with
migrants. Such first-hand experiences not only illuminate the destiny of individuals, but also
enable to grasp the structures and networks under which the European border regime
operates. Let’s have a look at the migrant as an individual first. It is very common, that a

5

Translated from German by myself.
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whole family devotes itself to permit a chosen family member to enter the expensive journey
to Europe. Often this includes selling all their property, restricting themselves to a living just
above existential limit (Amnesty International, 2008). It is a desperate move – betting all on
one card. Just that the aces lay in the hands of the European border regime and the migrant
barely has a fair chance to beat them.
What are the aces in this case? The main weapon Spain and the EU use, in order to
tackle irregular migration are – as mentioned above – bilateral agreements. While technically,
the readmission procedure and other operations within Spanish jurisdiction (with its
extraterritorial dimension) have to comply with human rights obligation, in fact they often do
not. The detention camp in Nouadhibou – partly funded and built in early 2006 by Spain
(Gabrielli, 2011) - became a famous example. There are several accusations of abuse, illtreatment and inhuman behavior.
“They took us to the army camp by car. On the way, they hit us, slapped us and hit us
with a belt. When we arrived at the camp, they stripped us and searched us. They
took 25,000 ouguiyas (around 70 euros) from me as well as my mobile phone. We are
human beings, workers, we are trying to find a way to help our parents” (Amnesty
International, 2008, p. 17)
People in the camp are often held in unhygienic and inhuman conditions. A group of 35
persons was reported to share a room of 40m2 with 17 bunk beds. They were not allowed to
leave the place. “You have to urinate into a bucket on the spot. For other personal needs, we
are obliged to bang the door and beg the guards to let us go to the lavatory” (Amnesty
International, 2008, p. 20). People are deprived of sleep, don’t get any information regarding
their status and are beaten by the guards, if they dare to complain. The detention camp, by
some referred as “Guantanamito” lacks any legal status – it does not even have an official
name. The absence of law makes complaints impossible and prevents any limitation on the
duration of detentions (Amnesty International, 2008) – reminding on Agamben’s state of
exception (Agamben, 2002).
Yet it is not only the detention camp in Nouadhibou, where the ambiguity of the
European border regime gets visible. In general, the pressure Spain and the EU exert on
Mauretania has led to a massive amount of arbitrary arrests. People are often accused to
intent to leave to country without any proof – wearing a spare set of jackets or pants at night
is often regarded as a sufficient indication to arrest someone. Furthermore, there are multiple
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reports of migrants being expulsed from a state’s territory without access to food and water.
For example, to Kandahar - a territory between Morocco and Mauretania, a no man’s land, a
minefield. After being expelled from Morocco, migrants were stuck in the minefield for
weeks, because neither Morocco, nor Mauretania allowed them to enter. They had to be
supplied by the Spanish NGO Médicos del Mundo. Even though migrants suffer from the
feeling of insignificance and ill-treatment a lot of them are encouraged to – regardless of their
expulsion – try to reach Europe again and again (Amnesty International, 2008).
The events in Mauretania led migrants to depart from the Senegalese coasts and
therefore encouraging in a longer and more dangerous journey. In December 2006 Spain
managed to achieve an informal agreement with Senegal, offering Senegalese authorities 20
million Euros in order to extent migration control on their soil and allow patrol operations to
prevent migrants from departing. The money the Spanish government offered was labelled as
“aid”. As a consequence of border externalization and migration control, the EU and Spain
managed to reduce arrivals from about 32.000 in 2006 to a couple of hundred in 2010
(Gabrielli, 2011).

NEXUS - THE ANOMALY
So far, I have shown some of the consequences of the politics that were employed at the
Canary Islands. Unlike the EU discourse claims (e.g.: GAMM) there is an inherent nexus
between bordering practices and human rights. Mentioning “combating irregular migration”
and “the respect of human rights” in the same breath is either hypocritical or very naive. The
presented case perfectly illustrates this nexus, while bearing other interesting characteristics,
which is why I chose it as a starting point for my analysis: It was the first multi-dimensional
and extremely costly engagement of the EU (and Spain) in extraterritorial border politics.
For, it was the first time, that readmission agreements were used as a political tool to tackle
migration at the EU’s external borders (Vives, 2016). So far, the EU had no readmission
agreements with countries at its external borders. This changed drastically in the consequent
years (European Commission, 2019), because the Spanish bilateral agreements with SAHEL
countries were deemed as a successful way to deal with migration (Enríquez, C. et al., 2018).
Furthermore, it was the first time a FRONTEX operation (HERA) was conducted.
The abovementioned reduction of arrivals was portrayed as a success-story.
Consequently, the EU adopted in the subsequent years not only the readmission agreements
policy but also other methods of border externalization to target irregular migration in other
countries (Gabrielli, 2011, Bialasiewicz, 2012). Nowadays the EU is confronted with the fact,
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that it has created a “global border machine” - which does not alleviate fear and xenophobia
but rather constructs it (van Houtum, 2010). The society, that proclaims human rights and
freedom, that is based on the principles of Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité, that considers itself as
developed and tolerant democracies, has produced the deadliest border on the whole planet
(Ferrer-Gallardo, van Houtum, 2014). In the next chapter I will identify the paradigm, under
which this border could emerge. That is, to investigate the precise mechanisms of this
damaged cell and understand its metastasis from a very local phenomenon (where certain
practices were firstly employed) to a full-spread cancer disease around the EU’s borderlands
(where precisely these practices have become normality). The research question I am going to
address could be therefore summed up as the following: How did a couple of hundred small wooden
boats initiate a comprehensive policy of the European Union to establish the deadliest border on the planet?
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IDENTIFYING THE PARADIGM – HOW A DAMAGED
CELL TURNED INTO CANCER
To answer such a complex and multi-layered phenomenon I will engage in a threefold
argument: Firstly, I claim that the transformation of sovereign power which clinics and
prisons have gone through (Foucault, 1963, 1975) also applies to oppressive regimes. Like
Foucault, I try to set this argument into a historical context and connect colonial thoughts to
the emergence of a border regime, that nowadays acts in disguised violence through the
externalization of its borders and readmission agreements. Secondly, I argue that European
security discourse not only morally legitimizes the EU border regime but also dehumanizes
the migrant and poses him as the EU’s biggest enemy. Thirdly, I will show how the repetition
and the reproduction of disguised violence and illegalization-discourse led the EU to establish
the deadliest border on the planet.
Even though one could argue that starting with the indigenous society of the Canary
Islands is somewhat arbitrary, I claim precisely the opposite. Because in modern times, the
Canary Islands are commonly associated to European territory, nobody questions this fact
anymore. Emphasizing the colonial past not only allows to better understand the present but
also makes out the concealed geopolitical discourse, which is present on the islands. In the
following sub-chapter I therefore critically investigate such discourse, in order to show how
the systematic violence of the own regime is cleverly hidden and therefore legitimates its
presence. In a further step I will argue, that the EU border regime operates through the same
– even though better veiled - mechanisms.
After assessing such mechanism and visualizing them, I go on to explore a quite
interesting phenomenon, which strongly relates to the disguised violence of the border
regime. As Foucault argued, a shift took place. When people a couple of centuries ago feared
the sovereign power, it is nowadays the criminal who they are afraid of (Foucault,
1975/2016). In the consequent sub-chapter Security – How the migrant was illegalized I therefore
bring light on this argument and support it with empirical evidence.
Lastly, and in Reproduction – How a damaged cell turned into full-scale cancer I will show how
the EU further engaged in disguised violence, security discourse and the illegalization of the
migrant by using the Canary Islands model as a successful policy to fight migration at other
sites, such as Italy-Libya and Greece-Turkey. Assessing the development from a very local
(Canary Islands) to a jointly comprehensive anti-immigration policy not only answers the
research question but also poses the question whether the current paradigm is able to provide
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answers to contemporary migration issues. With this question I shall deal in the last main
chapter.

DISGUISED VIOLENCE – HOW OPPRESSIVE REGIMES HIDE
THEIR CRUELTY
“Los canarios, nombre con el cual se identifica a la población que habitó la
isla de Gran Canaria hasta finales del siglo XV, deben ser reconocidos como
una sociedad de incuestionables aspiraciones urbanas. Sus poblados no son
simples concentraciones de viviendas; al contrario, son asentamientos
planificados y ordenados espacialmente, construidos con intenciones de
perdurabilidad y donde se desarrolla una arquitectura compleja y singular”6
(Museo Canario, 2019, see Appendix A).

Nowadays it is often forgotten, that the Canary Islands harbored a rich and complex
indigenous society before the Crown of Castile arrived in the 15th century. The ancestors of
the island stemmed from the North African Berbers and settled somewhere around the 4th
century BC. While the academic debate of how they used to get there is ongoing, it is clear
that for the next two millennia the people on the different islands developed independently of
each other and each of them brought forth a unique society (de Paz-Sánchez, Quintero
Sánchez, 2009). The Museo Canario in Las Palmas tells the story of the canarios, which refers to
the people who initially resided in Gran Canaria. The excavations and archaeological
research show the complexity and diversity of the canarios. They lived in either natural or
artificial caves (Appendix B) or build so called casa de piedras7 (Appendix C). The complex cave
systems not only served as shelter, but also as silos to store food. Comprehensive funeral
ceremonies are an indicator for a multifaced belief system. Evidence of profound and difficult
work suggest that the society established a strong hierarchical order, with a lot of people
working in specialized activities. Strolling through the museum I get the impression that the
culture of the canarios is indeed of valor for the Spanish society. But things seem contradictory.
Even though the exposition mentions the disappearance of the canarios after the arrival of the
Crown of Castile every now and then, I can nowhere find an explanation of how and why. I
have to read a book in order to find out that most of the canarios were wiped out by the
European invaders or ended up in slave trade (de Paz-Sánchez, Quintero Sánchez, 2009).
Only a few - the ones who sought collaboration with the Christian missionaries - survived.
“The canarios, referring to the ones who identify with the population that inhabited the islands of Gran
Canaria till the 15th century, should be recognized as a society of unquestionable urban aspirations. Their
villages were not merely a concentration of houses but the contrary: they were planned and especially organized,
constructed with the intention of durability as places where a complex and unique architecture could develop”
(Translated by myself).
7 Which translates to house of stones.
6
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The fact that Spain does not account for its colonial and imperial achievements and that it
provides a seemingly hypocritical narrative gets even more visible after visiting the Casa of
Colón.
In Vegueta - a part of the old town in Las Palmas, right beside the sacred cathedral –
this quite interesting building catches one’s attention. The Casa de Colón distinguishes itself
from other buildings through its salient and dominant appearance. Wooden shutters decorate
the goldenrod-orange facade, while the gothic gateway from a 16th century mansion strikes
out through its unique ornamentation. Once I enter, the widespread patio – which refers to an
inner courtyard - immediately makes me feel comfortable and the two freely roaming and
twittering parrots brighten my mood. The first impression of the building strongly reminds
me of the time I lived in the Caribbean. Furthermore, memories from the movie Pirates of
the Caribbean are triggered – not only but certainly also through the fact that the first
exposition room is recreated after a 15th century Spanish vessel. This makes the visitor feeling
being part of the adventurous journeys of the often-sympathized Jack Sparrow. Knowing
about the ambiguity of Christoph Columbus, I am excited to figure out how the Spaniards
deal with this tension and how they are going to portray this complex topic. After all, there is
a nexus of how someone tells the past and acts in the present. What I shall find out is
incredible, striking and unbelievable at the same time – yet it enlightens me and provides a
framework to explain contemporary Spanish politics.
The Casa de Colón consists of three floors. The main exposition takes place at the
basement, where the voyages of Columbus are explained in thorough detail. Grabbing the
first information sheet, it reads like:
“Las Palmas was founded in 1478 by the Castillian conquistador Juan Rejón. This
small military camp situated on the banks of the Guiniguada gully was named Real de
Las Palmas (the Fort of Las Palmas). In 1492, Christopher Columbus, commander of
the expeditionary force that would discover America, arrived in Gran Canaria” (Casa
de Colón, 2019, Appendix D).
The story starts, where the exposition of the Museo Canario ended, while both leaving out the
destiny of the canarios. This is not mere coincidence, but rather a strategic way to disguise the
crimes committed during the colonialization. It gets even more apparent when I keep
analyzing the narrative of the Casa de Colón. Another sentence on an information sheet strikes
my attention: “The islands, however, have been dependent on European civilization during
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the last 600 years of history” (Casa de Colón, 2019, Appendix E). Wiping out and subjugating
the society of a whole island and claiming that it depended on European civilization
constitutes forms of propaganda reminding on the second world war. Unexpectedly shocked,
I took the information sheet in Spanish language to find a translation error – which did not
occur.
Going on I shall find out that it is not only the canarios destiny which is concealed. The
Casa de Colón vaunts Christopher Columbus’ voyages as great discoveries of the New World,
referring to him as admiral and sailor of great knowledge (Casa de Colón, 2019, Appendix F
& G) and implying that he was a man of prestige and virtue. Conceptualizing the American
continent as “New World” and Columbus voyages as “discoveries” is a very Eurocentric form
of discourse and implies that this land was empty – just becoming existent through the
European knowledge about it. Yet it is precisely the opposite. The land was inhabited by
indigenous societies. Even though the Casa de Colón does not deny this fact, it presents the
contact with these societies as peaceful and unproblematic. This can be exemplified when
taking a look at the information about the Laws of Burgos 1512:
“The Laws of Burgos, issued by the king Fernando of Aragón, are the first code of
laws written by Europeans for the New World. They rule the conduct of settlers in
America, and their relations with the native Indians, as well as their life and work
conditions, their rights and the limits in the use of their labour. Here it is recognized
for the first time their status as free men [sic!] and their basic human rights as freedom
and the right to property” (Casa de Colón, 2019, Appendix H).
The image this information implies completely differs from reality. In fact, the Crown of
Castile established a system called encomienda. Colonizers who decided to settle at the newly
conquered territory were rewarded a right to use indigenous people as labor force. Even
though the settlers did not owe the indigenous people technically, their relationship was
constituted upon a huge imbalance of power. In Haiti, this led the native population – the
Tainos - decline from estimated 500.000-750.000 (1492) to 29.000 (1514). This was due to
the spread of European disease and a lack of immunity to it, harsh work conditions and
exploitation and violence used by the Spanish in order to terrorize and subjugate the Tainos
(Dubois, 2004, p. 14). The Casa de Colón does not mention any of these facts.
Even more surprising is therefore the fact that a whole floor is devoted to the
exposition of relicts from indigenous societies. It is the cellar in which one enters through
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some narrow stairs. Peaceful, spiritual music rings out some speakers, transmitting the feeling
of serenity and calm. These emotions are encouraged by the stimulated sound of rain and the
well-chosen, greenish-turquoise colors. On the wall I can read about the indigenous people of
the Amazon:
“The Amazon is also one of the zones with the biggest cultural diversity in the land. In
this wide territory there are some 390 known villages, with an estimated population of
almost three million people. Some villages have never been contacted, others are in
initial contact and others are in voluntary isolation. The Amazon people speak a great
number of languages coming from a great variety of linguistic families […] The
Yanomami live in small, communal villages and they make decisions by general
consent. In order to survive they dedicate their time to hunting, fishing and
harvesting, as well as cultivating small pieces of the jungle that they previously set up
and that they change for other new ones every four or five years” (Casa de Colón,
2019, Appendix I).
Again, like the canarios, the unique way of indigenous living is highlighted mentioning the
diversity of languages and linguistic families and portraying it in a very positive way. In
previous times, the colonizers emphasized on how barbaric the indigenous people were
(Dubois, 2004), in order to justify their missionary intentions and the imposition of Christian
values. Nowadays the discourse differs. It seems that both, the voyages of Columbus and the
indigenous societies have their legitimacy – yet is essentially the nexus between them which is
hidden. This is precisely the mechanism of disguised violence I wanted to show. The
following images aim to visualize my argument.

Visual 1: Model of Castillo de La Luz (Casa de Colón, 2019).
Photo taken by myself.

Visual 2: Las Canteras beach in Las Palmas. Photo taken by
myself.
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Visual 3: Christoph Columbus arrival in Haiti. By Theodor de Bry
(1594). Retrieved from: https://www-nlm-nihgov.ru.idm.oclc.org/nativevoices/timeline/168.html

Visual 4: Minister of Spanish Home Affairs Juan Ignacio Zoido
meets president of Senegal Macky Sall (2017). Retrieved from:
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/lang/en/gobierno/news/Paginas/
2017/20170720_senegal.aspx

Visual 1 shows a model of the Castillo de La Luz, which is exposed in the Casa the Colón. After
the colonialization of the Canary Islands this castle served as a defensive system against
foreign threats, invasion and pirates (Casa de Colón, 2019, Appendix J). Therefore, it can also
be understood as a border regime. Through the prevention of any unintended arrivals, it
served as a guarantor for security at the border of Gran Canaria. If one understands a border
regime as a manifestation of power, suddenly a strong connection to Foucault’s analysis of
sovereign power arises. Like the sovereign whose power was directly visible when criminals
were publicly executed (Foucault, 1975), the Castillo de La Luz is a directly visible border
regime – its power and means of violence were perceivable when it acted to defend the coasts
of Gran Canaria.
Visual 2 shows a contemporary picture of the Gran Canarian coasts – more precisely
the Las Canteras beach. It is a place which attracts tourists as well as locals through its calamity
and tranquility. The border regime seems to have disappeared and the place which used to be
marked by cannonballs, raids and pirates has become one to fosters business in the form of
hotels and restaurants. Sticking to Foucault’s argument one could argue that the development
sovereign power has gone through, manifests itself not only in prisons (Foucault, 1975) and
clinics (Foucault, 1963) but also in border regimes. Like punishment - which was apparently
humanized through the prison, in order to become publicly accepted within a comprehensive
legal framework (Foucault, 1975) – the border regime as well transformed. It turned from
acting out its violence in direct visibility to a disguised and seemingly humane regime,
established through the externalization of borders and bilateral agreements.
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Visual 3 and Visual 4 should illuminate this transformation and connect it to the
colonial thinking I elaborated above. The former shows the arrival of Christoph Columbus in
Haiti. The colonialist ideas of the arriving conquistadores are clear and very straightforward.
The Christian-missionary intentions are visible through the cross in the background and the
portrayal of the Tainos in black-white bringing valuables to the Spaniards symbolizes
inferiority and subjugation – even more emphasized through their nudity. In contrast, Visual
4 shows the Spanish minister of Home Affairs visiting the Senegalese president, in order to
“fight against international terrorism, drug trafficking, organised crime and the management
of migratory flows” (La Moncloa, 2017). This reminds on the scenes and discourse which
already took place 2006, when the Spanish government granted 20 million Euros of “aid” to
the Senegalese authorities – during a presidential election campaign – in order to regulate
migration flows and fight “illegal” immigration. The money was in fact used to externalize
the European border and purchase the acceptance of Senegal in order to deploy the Guardia
Civíl and FRONTEX personnel at Senegalese soil (Grabrielli, 2011). Thus, the border regime
was outsourced from the lucrative coasts of the Canary Islands. This transformation
remarkably shows that the violence of oppressive regimes is nowadays not manifested in
agency but rather in structure. “Aid” is one of the new humanitarian veils, that conceals the
violence of the border regime. Yet, what actually happens is a form of disguised colonialism.
Again, European countries are expanding the control of their territory. Again, European
ideas dominate societies on other continents. This time not through Christian discourse but
rather one of fear and security (van Houtum, 2007, Bauman 1990).

SECURITY– HOW THE MIGRANT WAS ILLEGALIZED
It is essentially this discourse of fear and security that maintains and recreates the border
regime (van Houtum, 2010). Furthermore, and as Foucault highlights, it is a necessity of the
contemporary conditions of sovereign power. The transformation from fear of the sovereign
to fear of the criminal (Foucault, 1975) seems to be especially valid for the emergence of
border regimes. Yet, through the disguised and structural form, the border regime manages
to hide its violent action. The criminal is apparently the only one who engages in violence.
Therefore, it is him, who burdens all the responsibility. Again, a nexus is hidden. This time it
is the nexus between the sovereign power and the criminal. For, every act of sovereign power
bears an inherent element of violence – this is what Agamben visualizes in Homo Sacer
(Agamben, 2005) - may it be through the arbitrary execution of the criminal at a public
square or his criminalization by the law. The fact that the criminal is nowadays accountable
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for any form of violence leads to an extreme imbalance to what van Houtum calls the paranoid
and schizoid desire. The former is constituted by fear and “barbaric madness of total freedom”
- a desire to be bordered, while the latter is a strive for emptiness and escape of the law – a
desire to live without borders (van Houtum 2010, p. 295). The border regime is thus a
manifestation of the paranoid desire.
This chapter engages in the question of how the migrant was illegalized and thus how
the paranoid desire became predominant. Which are the methods and discourses used to
trigger the fear of the criminal, whereas distracting our attention from the sovereign power (or
the border regime)? Or, how could the homo sacer become the seemingly most existential
threat to the EU?
During 2006 the public media discourse in Spain was dominated by the phrases illegal
immigration and illegal immigrant (“Más de 31.000 inmigrantes ilegales”, 2006, “Una oleada
de inmigrantes llega a Canarias”, 2006)8 The Spanish government referred to these terms as
well (Ministerio de la Presidencia, 2006). It is no wonder that a discourse of illegality creates
fear among the society, since illegal acts are commonly associated to be immoral. Since the
law became such a comprehensive and deeply embedded structure (Foucault, 1975), it is seen
as the only guarantor of morality. The unrefracting belief in it stipulates, that any act against
the law is immoral – without taking into account the uniqueness and individuality of a case.
Morality became impossible without law and illegality became a synonym for immorality. But
is it immoral to try to look for better opportunities in another country? Is it immoral to try to
flee from poverty and starvation? Is it immoral to look for better education, a job and a
decent life? Is it immoral to flee from war and violence? Or is it rather immoral to establish a
law which prevents these intentions?
Additionally, and as van Houtum and Boedeltje hint, a remarkable exaggeration takes
place when referring to the arriving people as “floods, streams, masses, and even tsunamis against
which embankments have to be erected in order to prevent flooding” (2009, p. 227). Take as an
example the article cited above: “Una oleada de inmigrantes llega a Canarias” denotes a
wave which arrives at the Canaries. Thus, the picture of an unstoppable influx of immorality
at the Canaries’ coasts creates a justification for the embarkments – or the border regime.
The security discourse of the Spanish government and media about the FRONTEX
operations, give a clear picture of this kind of justification.

8

Just two examples of the two most read newspapers in Spain El Mundo and El País.
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Figure 2: “FRONTEX en Canarias” Presentation of the Ministerio Interior, 05.07.2018.

Figure 2 and 3 reflect a system called SIVE (Integrated system of external surveillance).9
According to the Guardia Civil, the system is established at the Canarian archipelago, which it
constitutes as an entry port10 to Europe. The linguistic reference to a door is as well a very
strategic form of discourse. It is a deliberate and sophisticated attempt to simplify the spatially
complex phenomenon of migration, implying only two possible scenarios: An open door, or a
closed door. A door can even be closed by a child – it is a simple task which is understood by
everyone. Closing a door is a harmless activity which is routinized and internalized in the
minds of the people. It is an everyday undertaking, deeply embedded in our society. When
authorities therefore refer to a migration route as a door, the negative consequences of closing
it are hidden. Nobody questions the closing of a door, because it is a normal thing to do.
Another fact strikes the attention when looking at Figure 2 and 3. The massive
surveillance and the light cones reflect the scenes of a criminal escaping the prison. The
extraordinary dimension reminds of a manhunt of a national state enemy. The tragedy about
this fact is that the migrant has actually become a national state enemy – with all its attributes
of danger, contempt and mockery. Public media discourse has managed to constitute the
small pateras (Figure 3) carrying the naked, starved, thirsty and desperate people who seek for
better opportunity as the greatest danger for the European Union. But it would be inaccurate
to stop at this point of analysis. Suddenly, and under the light of Foucault’s argument (1975)
Translated from Spanish (Sistema Integrado de Vigilancia Exterior) by myself.
Translated from Spanish (las puertas de entrada de Europa) by myself. Retrieved from:
http://www.guardiacivil.es/es/prensa/especiales/sive/localizacion.html
9

10
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the emergence of the border regime after the arrival of a lot of pateras makes sense. When
2006, tourists at the Canarian coasts saw the boats with the half-dead people disembarking,
they did not fear them but offered their help and provided water (“Tenerife tourists help
migrants”, 2006). Obviously, the public discourse did not reflect reality. Again, like at the
public executions, the people could sympathize with the “criminal”. And again, the sovereign
power was threatened and adopted through the externalization of its borders. Once more, the
public was taken the opportunity to question sovereign power and feel empathy towards the
“dangerous” man.

Figure 3: Funcionamiento del Sistema Integrado de Vigilancia Exterior (SIVE). El País, 13.08.2014.

Figure 4 is another predestined example of how geopolitical discourse creates fear
ferments the paranoid desire. It shows the part of Africa north to the equator as well as parts
of southern Europe. The African part is portrayed as a whole zone of conflict and violence,
highlighting smuggling routes, border conflicts, rebellion attacks, movement of arms and
kidnapping. This imagery imposes incredibly negative attributes not only to the territory, but
also to the people who origin from this area – implying that there is a difference of (moral)
value between a person from Africa and Europe. The border between Africa and Europe is
emphasized and marked with “Frontex and Nato surveillance operations”, justifying them for
the fact that they prevent the entrance of violence and conflict into Europe.
On top of that it seems quite random, that the migration map as well shows natural
gas and oil reserves and minerals like uranium, iron and gold. Even though some authors
suggest a connection between resources and conflict (Collier, 2000, Collier & Hoeffler, 2004),
it could also be understood as an incentive for European nations to extend their power on
African soil. What this map does not show is that the European security policy actually
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creates conflicts in Africa (Andersson, 2014), causes thousands of deaths at its borders (FerrerGallardo, van Houtum, 2014) and that European policymakers are not shy to intervene in
African countries on behalf of the persecution of natural resources and economic interests
(Eckelbacher, 2018).11
So far, I have analyzed two different phenomena: How the sovereign power (or the
border regime) manages to conceal its oppressive action and how the migrant became
illegalized through a discourse of fear and security. The EU’s border cancer finds its
foundation in these two mechanisms. The next chapter examines, how the Canarian
“solution” was vaunted as a story of success and how this model expanded to become
Europe’s main weapon to fight immigration.

Figure 4, Geopolitical map of North Afrika.

An interesting document regarding the real interests of France was leaked from Wikileaks, when the NATO
intervened in Libya 2011 on behalf of the protection of Human Rights: https://wikileaks.org/clintonemails/emailid/6528.
11

37

REPRODUCTION – A LOCAL PHENOMENON INFLICTS
OTHER BORDERS OF THE EU
Through the use of readmission agreements, the establishment of a comprehensive
surveillance apparatus and the presence of FRONTEX personnel on African soil as well as in
the high sea, the migration to the Canary Islands was reduced from over 30.000 in 2006 to a
couple of hundred in 2010 (Appendix K). While completely ignoring the (un)intended
consequences and the fate of migrants, the EU has replicated this model as a way to
successfully deal with irregular migration. Consequently, and under the spread of further
readmission agreements and techniques of surveillance and control, the European border
transformed into a deadly border machinery. This chapter investigates this transition by
highlighting the reproduction of the mechanisms, which I introduced in the previous two subchapters. Doing so I want to clarify that I cannot provide an exhaustive depiction, but rather
selected striking examples which serve as an excellent way to sketch the evolvement of the
EU’s borders.
According to EU discourse the readmission agreements “provide for clear,
transparent and fair common rules for the return and removal of the irregularly staying
migrant, the use of coercive measures, detention and re-entry” (European Commission,
2019). This might sound like a credible argument, but a remarkable change took place since
the Canary Islands case. Till 2006, the EU signed readmission agreements with Hong Kong,
Macao and Sri Lanka. Interestingly, these countries are not in the immediate proximity to the
EU. It was only after 2006 that the EU negotiated readmission agreements with fourteen
other countries - most of them very close to its external borders (European Commission,
2019) - using them as a political tool to broadly deal with migration. Unlike the EU claims,
they did not intend to provide fair rules for migrants but rather served to fortify its borders
through deterrence. To show how this fortification took place is to show how the Canary
Islands model was implemented at various other places, such as Turkey-Greece and LibyaItaly.
As a response to the 2006 events the European Parliament and the Council adopted
the Regulation (EC) 863/2007 on 11th of July 2007, which provides the legal framework to
establish so called Rapid Border Intervention Teams (RABIT). Such teams shall assist member
states facing “urgent and exceptional pressure” at their external borders (Carrera & Guild,
2010, p.1). Practically, they serve as a tool to unbureaucratically deploy border guards to
prevent migrants from arriving and claiming asylum. Even though the regulation itself states,
that “it shall apply without prejudice to the rights of refugees and persons requesting
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international protection, in particular as regards non-refoulment” (European Parliament,
2007, Article 2), this can merely be understood as a hypocritical paper commitment exposing
once again the paradoxical nature of security and human rights discourse. Its discriminatory
character can be spotted in the detail and in its basic assumptions.
“Effective management of the external borders through checks and surveillance helps
to combat illegal immigration and trafficking in human beings and to prevent any
threat to the internal security, public policy, public health and international relations
of the Member States. Border control is in the interests not only of the Member State
at whose external borders it is carried out but of all Member States which have
abolished internal border control.” (European Parliament, 2007, p. 1).
Repeatedly the man who arrives barely naked – the homo sacer (Agamben, 2002), leaving
behind all his family and belongings - at the coasts and borders of Europe is assumed to be a
security threat to the public. Engaging in such presuppositions not only justifies the
establishment of a fortified border but enhances the moral distinction between human beings
from different continents, leaving no place for an egalitarian application of human rights.
Furthermore, the document stresses multiple times that it applies to migrants, “trying to enter
the territory of the Member States illegally” (European Parliament, 2007, p. 1). This form of
discourse unthoughtfully imposes a moral label on the migrant, denoting him as a violator of
the law. Under the thought of Foucault (1975) – and his claimed transition from the fear of
the sovereign to the fear of the criminal – it is to step back and question the sovereign
structures. That is, to question whether a comprehensive set of laws which illegalizes the
entrance to a state territory is not morally flawless itself and counters proclaimed
humanitarian values.
However, the EU completely ignored such fundamental questions and successively
engaged in the expansion of readmission agreements and migration control (Vives, 2016).
On 30th of August 2008 the famous Treaty on Friendship, Partnership and Cooperation was signed
between former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi and Muammar Qaddafi. Even
though the treaty acknowledged and strove to compensate the colonial past of Italy in Libya
one special section immediately stood out: the chapter on immigration. In order to fight
immigration the treaty actualized patrol boats along the 2000km coast line of Libya, which
were already negotiated in 2007 but not yet realized. Furthermore, Libyan land borders were

39

equipped with an enormous detection system financed fifty-fifty by Italy and the EU
(Ronzitti, 2009).
This method of migration control – land detection and sea patrolling – which was
firstly used in the Atlantic was now also implemented at the Mediterranean Sea. Even though
there were a lot of human rights concerns, especially because Libya is not part of the 1951
Refugee Convention, the EU and Italy massively invested in security infrastructure in Libya.
It is well reported that Libya has no formal asylum procedures and that it does not distinguish
between asylum seekers, refugees and migrants (HRW, 2009). Nevertheless, Italy engaged in
a push-back policy, returning interrupted migrants back to Libyan detention camps, without
individually assessing the necessity of international protection (Bialasiewicz, 2012). Therefore,
it violated the rule of non-refoulment which applies in this case by triggering jurisdiction
through de facto control. In Libyan detention camps “frequent shortages of water and food;
over-crowding […] physical mistreatment and torture; forced labour and slavery” are
reported (Global Detention Project, 2018). Not only does the EU accept such facts but rather
actively contribute to construct such detention politics. In fact, Italy promised Libya to
heavily invest (5$ billion) in construction and social projects to facilitate the readmission
agreement (Bialasiewicz, 2012). European countries are paying off their humanitarian
responsibilities and create “’off-shore’ black holes where European norms, standards and
regulations simply do not apply” (Bialasiewicz, 2012, p. 861). Such places - where the rights
of people are stripped off - may they be called ‘off-shore’ black holes (Bialasiewicz, 2012),
zones of indistinction or camps (Agamben, 2002) are the result of Europe’s neocolonial
persecutions and emerge in opaque and disguised environments, because they stand in sharp
contrast to European core values.
After the policy change of Italy, the humanitarian situation for migrants changed
drastically. The push-back operations were not the only commitment Berlusconi made to
fight illegal immigration. In May 2009 Italy adopted a law that considered illegal immigration
and residence as a criminal offence, but also punished aiding irregular residence with a
maximum of 3 years prison (Morice, 2014). If aiding people in need becomes a criminal
offense one almost automatically has to think back, how Germans faced the death penalty
when granting Jews shelter in the second World War (Przyrembel, 2003). Nowadays they are
vaunted as altruistic heroes and saviors. The adoption of such a law in Italy should not merely
be considered as a symbolic, but rather as an actual step towards Europe’s dark past and as
an initiator to encourage dehumanization. For, cultural bridges cannot be built, and cultures
cannot live peacefully together, if the law already cracks a gap between them in the first place.
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However, most of the migrants did not even manage to arrive at Italian territory. Between 6th
and 10th of May 2009, the Italian navy stopped 467 migrants and refouled them to Libyan
detention camps. Since then returns have become the norm (Morice, 2014).
Soon another place in the Mediterranean Sea became the center of interest. In early
2011 the fall of Ben Ali in Tunisia led resulted in about 5.000 migrants arriving at the Italian

Figure 6: Geopolitically framing security concerns. A map initially published by FRONTEX on 25th of February 2011 – then deleted, but sustained from
Migrants At Sea: https://migrantsatsea.org/2011/02/27/frontex-lampedusa-situational-map/

island Lampedusa (Morice, 2014). After illegal NATO-bombings in Libya in March 2011
caused a full-scale civil war (Eckelbacher, 2018) also people from Libya started to seek

protection (WHO, 2011). Once again, the very schematic and routinized European security
discourse overtook the media. Almost identically to the arrival at the Canary Islands, the
North African migrants were publicly portrayed as a security threat in order to gain the EU’s
financial support and a moral justification to block them off (Wachter, 2012).12 A map
published by FRONTEX in February 2011 illustratively shows, how the migrant was subtly
denoted with hostility and how seemingly neutral geographical facts became a tool of framing
and thus enhancing security concerns (see Figure 6).

12

Wachter provides a very detailed analysis of how the arrivals were discursively portrayed in public media.
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What strikes into immediate attention when reviewing this map are the departure points. A
white dot with red edges, surrounded by another red circle. Even though this white-red dot
apparently does not contain any political message, it is a very sophisticated method to
subconsciously connect a meaning to a territory. For, we are all exposed to this symbol in our
daily lives (see Figure 7). In a lot of European countries this symbol is used as a road sign
representing “traffic prohibited” or “road closed” and therefore
induces the illegitimacy and illegality of people travelling from
such points towards Europe. The red circle which surrounds
the dot even accentuates the symbol, while the red arrows
symbolize the “prohibited” streets. As opposed to blue, green or
yellow, red is furthermore a color which is often associated with
“stop” or “danger”, further enhancing the conception of the
Figure 7: Road sign 250. Retrieved from:
shorturl.at/gtvwx

migrant as a public threat. The distance markers as well evoke
security concerns, highlighting how close the departure points

are located from European territory.
Shortly after the arrivals in Lampedusa, the FRONTEX operation HERMES started.
Its objectives were – like HERA I & II - to intercept boats at the high sea and identify
migrants home countries in order to facilitate their return. From January to August 2011 a
tremendous record of 1.674 deaths was recorded only in the canal of Sicily (Morice, 2014).
Lampedusa can therefore be seen as a very good example of how the EU’s methods of
migration control were once again applied and thus reproduced, disclosing the disguised
violence of the border regime and its legitimation through security discourse.
Parallelly to Italies Mediterranean border another place sparked interest in 2010. In
an official letter on October 24th, the Greek government requested help at the Turkish land
border in order to deal with increased numbers of migrants irregularly crossing the border.
Concretely, this was an appeal to FRONTEX for the deployment of a RABIT. Cecilia
Malmström, who was Homo Affairs Commissioner and therefore responsible for the request
stated, that:
"The situation at the Greek land border with Turkey is increasingly worrying. The
flows of people crossing the border irregularly have reached alarming proportions and
Greece is manifestly not able to face this situation alone. I am very concerned about
the humanitarian situation. I trust that proper assistance will be given to all person
crossing the border and that the request for international protection will be
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considered, in full compliance with EU and international standards. Over the last
week, I have followed the situation very closely and I am in close contact with the
Greek authorities and with FRONTEX. […] I have been informed […] of the Greek
government's request of assistance from the Rapid Border Intervention Teams and of
cooperation with the European Commission. Greece will now be able to benefit
concretely of European solidarity in the management of external borders. I have
immediately activated the mechanism to liase with FRONTEX and to communicate
among all interested partner, so as to handle this emergency situation in the most
expeditious and efficient way" (Cecilia Malmström, 2010).
Again, this form of discourse is a very skillful way to embed inhumane politics into a
humanitarian discourse. It starts off, claiming the situation “increasingly worrying” and
people crossing the borders reaching “alarming proportions”. While such phrases are not per
se discriminating, it is the very context of the speech leading to the postulation of the migrant
as a security threat. It is in fact the call for European solidarity – and the recall to not leaving
Greece alone - linked to the management of the external borders, which is inherently
paradoxical and discriminative. What European solidarity within this paragraph implies is an
inclusive solidarity (and humanitarian values) within the EU, exclusive for a person of another
country – or rather a reduced humanitarian value due to what Carens calls the lottery of birth
(1987). Likewise, Malmströms words could also be used to get a completely different picture
and regard the migrant’s narrative as equally important. There was indeed an “increasingly
worrying” situation because a lot of people, who left behind everything suffered from hunger,
thirst and persecution. Indeed, there were “alarming proportions” because Greece alone was
not able to provide all of these people shelter, food and protection. And indeed, we needed
(real) European solidarity. Not to securitize the border but rather to jointly provide those who
suffered the most dramatical experiences an opportunity for a better life.
Unfortunately, such a narrative does not get a lot of attention in European discourse.
Rather a RABIT team, which consisted of 170 FRONTEX border guards was sent in order
to close the Greek-Turkish border by “catching, identifying and returning migrants” (Morice,
2014, p. 20). Carrera and Guild explicitly criticize the RABIT operation not only regarding
the concerns of human rights protection and the violation of the rule of non-refoulement but
also because of its lack of (real) European solidarity and the principle of fair sharing. The
Regulation (EC) 863/2007 of11th of July 2007, which set the legal framework for the RABIT
teams and the consequent operation at the Greek-Turkish border set a completely wrong
43

political accent, because “the deployment is merely of a[sic!] emergency, temporary and
(in)security (police)-driven nature” rather than a sustainable humanitarian solution (Carrera &
Guild, 2010, abstract). On top of that, the expenditure of the EU’s readmission policy set
another milestone on 13th of December 2013 when an additional readmission agreement was
signed with Turkey, in order to return migrants who entered the EU’s territory through the
Greek-Turkish border (Morice, 2014).
This development shows, how the uniqueness of the Canary Islands case has become
normality. Thirteen years ago, FRONTEX operations, readmission agreements to control
migration in countries at the external borders of the EU and surveillance projects in the sea
were employed for the very first time (Carrera, 2007; Vives, 2016). Even though they produce
a lot of suffering and stand in contrast to humanitarian values, their disguised form and the
security discourse enabled their justification and political acceptance. Thus, it seems that the
banality of the evil (Arendt, 1962) has again found a manifestation: the EU border regime. With
this research I sketched the emergence of this regime, yet a question results: How to cure the
EU’s border cancer? In Dostoevsky’s masterwork Demons there is a scene where he precisely
deals with the question of regime change. Verkhovensky, one of the main characters, ask his
revolutionary peers to vote for either of two possibilities to change the czarist domination,
“I ask you which is dearer to you: the slow way that consists in the writing of social
novels and the bureaucratic predetermining of human destinies on paper for
thousands of years to come, with despotism meanwhile gobbling up the roasted hunks
that are flying into your mouths of themselves, but that you let go past your mouths;
or do you hold with a quick solution, whatever it may consist in, which will finally
untie all hands and give mankind the freedom to organize socially by itself, and that in
reality, not on paper?” (Dostoevsky, 1871-72/2013)
Dostoevsky’s ideas on how to achieve social change are still remarkably accurate. Whereas in
the novel, the peers shout “a hundred million heads” (Dostoevsky, 1871-72/2013), I have
chosen the less radical way – social novels. Therefore, the next and final chapter contains two
stories, two lived experiences, that should provide a different narrative.
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THE NECESSITY OF A PARADIGM SHIFT – CURING
THE DISEASE?
In the previous chapter I outlined the expansion of the Canary Islands model across the
border lines of south and eastern Europe. The implementation of this model sparked a
tremendous increase of deaths at sea (Morice, 2014) and simultaneously a drift of European
societies towards political extremes. Hence, the current paradigm of migration policy faces
some serious problems and seems incapable of dealing with them. In this chapter I therefore
argue for a paradigm shift. Such a paradigm shift should be understood in conjunction with
the previous chapter, in which I identified the three main pillars of the anti-immigration
paradigm: (1) the disguised violence, (2) security discourse and illegalization of the migrant
and (3) the reproduction of (1) and (2). By deconstructing the border regime, I already tackled
the disguised violence. This chapter aims to counter the illegalization-discourse through an
empathy-discourse. The idea of shifting from anxiety and fear to compassion and empathy
goes back to Erich Fromm who claimed, that:
“Society must be organized in such a way that man’s social, loving nature is not
separated from his social existence, but becomes one with it. If it is true, as I have tried
to show, that love is the only sane and satisfactory answer to the problem of human
existence, then any society which excludes, relatively, the development of love, must
in the long run perish of its own contradiction with the basic necessities of human
nature” (Fromm, 1956/2008).
According to this thought, the EU border regime currently runs directly against basic human
needs. The exclusion of development of love for the migrant is an essential necessity of a wellworking society. Therefore, I want to share two lived experiences in this chapter. One of my
own, when I visited an asylum camp in Traiskirchen (Austria) in 2015. The other one of an
Afghan friend, who had to escape from home when he was an underaged teenager. It is of
great importance to embed such stories into the political discourse, because migration is often
considered as a generalizable, abstract concept. Yet, every single migrant has his own story
and his own feelings. Too rarely these voices are loud enough to be listened to. The fate of an
individual bears therefore the possibility to illuminate the impact of certain political practices.
These stories depicture the migrant differently from mainstream discourse and thus support
the shift from anxiety to compassion. Furthermore, they should foster the ground for a new
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regime of truth and aim to create a different picture of the migrant that should provide him
with a better connotation to feel welcome in the EU.

THE TRAISKIRCHEN ASYLUM CAMP
It was partly due to the outbreak of a full-scale civil war in Syria 2014 that led to the biggest
increase of migration to Europe in 2015. Yet it is often forgotten that a lot of refugees and
internally displaced people in Syria were caused by the illegal bombings of the USA and
European countries like France, UK and Germany (Eckelbacher, 2018). What characterizes
the 2015 events is the fact that the evil outcome of the contemporary paradigm (and what
Agamben would call the camp) - till then visible at the EU’s external borders, managed to
enter the EU’s territory in a very broad dimension. This is not merely a metaphorical
statement but rather to be understood literally. By that time more and more asylum centers
and detention camps started to emerge within the core territory of the EU. In this chapter, I
want to elaborate on a very particular case and argue, that the camp is not only the evil
outcome of the anti-immigration paradigm but also bears potential for a solution of the
problem.
Back then, I went to the asylum camp in Traiskirchen (Austria) in order to distribute
clothes I collected from my friends and also to talk to people. I see now the strong connection
to the argument I want to make: That the evil of the EU’s border machinery is getting visible
at such places and that therefore camps like Traiskirchen provide European society a chance.
The chance to recognize the evil of the paradigm, which is normally outsourced at our
borderlands. Thus - and in Foucault’s terms - it is also a rare chance to sympathize with the
criminal and question the sovereign power. To read about the first-hand impressions from
Traiskirchen might help to do so:
On a late-night summer evening I was watching the Austrian news ZIB 2 on
television. What I saw immediately stirred a lot of emotions: A completely overcrowded
asylum-camp for migrants in Traiskirchen, very close to my actual hometown St. Pölten.
Because I wanted to create my own picture of the situation, I decided to go there with two
friends. One old school mate and one underaged refugee from Afghanistan who himself was
stuck in the camp for some time. The local soccer club provided us a small bus and so we
collected a lot of clothes, hygiene products and toys for kids, in order to distribute them in the
camp. When we arrived at the camp, we were denied entrance. Apparently, the state did not
want outsiders to see what is going on there. When I appealed to the humanity of the person
in charge and told him that we are here just to improve the people’s well-being his words kind
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of reminded me of Eichmann: “Entrance for outsiders is not possible. Even if I wanted to, I
am just following the orders of the state”. What Arendt called inability to think (1963) revealed
itself the first time in an actual situation. The state’s moral ideas, which are manifested in the
law are taken as an absolute, unquestionable standard and thus obliterate any individual
moral responsibility. The guard who denied to (let) help the obviously poor people would
rather feel guilty for transgressing administrative law, than letting down the migrants.
However, what happened behind the transparent fence could not be hidden. A
completely overcrowded asylum camp, where most of the people had to sleep outside –
without any protection. Two migrants from Afghanistan told us that it is horrible. Sometimes
it starts to rain in the middle of the night and people get completely wet. We saw babies,
children, women and men outside of the buildings laying in the grass. The Afghan’s went on
to relate that there is not enough food for everyone. Sometimes they can snatch some
eatables, sometimes they cannot. They said – in correspondence with the media reports
(Fohringer, 2015) – that over 4.000 people are held in the camp which was constructed for
about 1.500. A lack of food, soap and clothes constitutes their daily lives.
This lack got very visible, when we decided to distribute our goods on the streets in
front of the camp. The people are allowed to leave during the day, but not at night. They are
controlled through a finger print sensor at the entrance. One told us, that his family could
have provided him space in their flat in Vienna – yet he is not allowed to leave the camp. If
he violates the camp’s rules he would be returned immediately.
When we opened the trunk of the bus, in order to distribute the goods people started
to charge us. It was impossible to establish an order, because the people were in urgent
necessity and craved anything they could get – for them and their family. When two people
even started fighting for a jersey, we had to interrupt the distribution, in order to set it up
again under better safety conditions. How could people who literally have nothing – who
fight for second hand clothes – become the enemy of our society in the last couple of years, I
started questioning myself.
Even though it would be an exaggeration to compare Traiskirchen to camps of the
second world war, the fact that the political rights are stripped off the people (Agamben,
1995) is very comprehensible. Indeed, life is reduced to the mere fact of surviving, namely to
claim food, a (dry and warm) space to sleep and clothes. Yet the fact, that migrants were
given the possibility to leave it during day time offers a unique chance. Like at the Canary
Islands coasts, where tourists spotted the naked, thirsty and starving people arriving and
decided to help them, such camps provide the opportunity to engage with the migrants and
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feel empathy towards them. It is thus a possibility to question the system that imprisons and
publicly portrays them as the greatest threat to the security of the EU. Through the
establishment of camps in the core territory of the EU it is thus for the first time possible to
spot the disguised violence, which since 2006 was steadily outsourced at our borderlands.
Secondly, it is a chance to verify if the security discourse and the illegalization of migrants is
actually justified or completely exaggerated by the media. As the abovementioned running
aground of naked migrants at the Canaries suggests: Usually, if people face others in helpless,
unjust and extraordinary circumstances, they show empathy and try to help.

UMID’S STORY
“One day you will be sick of all that goat cheese”, Umid’s father yelled while he glimpsed
through the door gap of his house. Umid felt caught, put away the cheese and smirked. The
self-made goat cheese was indeed one of his favorite dishes – one of the wonderful
experiences at home he remembered with nostalgic longing. Ever since, years have passed
and Umid had to flee from his homeland Afghanistan.
His view sinks to the floor, the eye-lids close for a short moment and an involuntary
twitch pushes through his whole body, as he breathes in and starts relate, “It was eight years
ago, I must have been thirteen years old” – he does not really know his actual age – “When I
returned from school I was suddenly dragged into a big car. A dirty hand looped around my
neck, to prevent me from calling help. My heart throbbed, and I felt a weird, cold kind of
sweat. The feeling of absolute defenselessness caused a shock and the hand around my neck
turned obsolete, since I could not speak any word anymore.” The apparent inconvenience of
Umid while telling his story resulted in an even increased focus of the audience. He went on
to tell, that the car finally stopped, after two hours of riding. Before they entered the
destination, they had to pass an outpost where two heavily armed and wrapped up men
patrolled. Inside the area, that was surrounded by barbed wire, there was one main building
and a couple of smaller side buildings. The man with the dirty hand opened the door of the
car and pushed Umid out of it. Immediately the door was shut again, and the car left. An old
man approached Umid, who could not comprehend yet, what had happened. Without saying
a word, the old man grabbed his hand and they started walking towards the main building.
Surprisingly and unlike the brutal experience Umid was exposed in the car, the old man’s
appearance felt quite comfortable. He even seemed kind of familiar to Umid. As soon as they
arrived at the building, they entered and the old man opened the first-right door. “My name
is Rahman. Take a seat at a free spot, I will pick you up later”, he said.
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The first impression reminded Umid of his school. There were several lines of tables
and an adult person stood in front close to a blackboard. The other pupils did not seem to
take notice of Umid, who claimed a seat close to the wall. “TALIBAN” was written on the
blackboard. Due to the excitement, Umid could barely pay attention to the lecture. But
because the same words were repeated day after day for the next couple of months, Umid is
capable of almost literally reiterate what was told, “The US is our enemy. The West is the
root of all evil. They want to obliterate you. You, your family and all of your friends. They
ruthlessly drop bombs, even on children and hospitals. If we are not able to stop the US and
the West, our holy land will soon be non-existent. You are something special. You are the
chosen ones. You have to take up the relentless fight and destroy the enemy from within. It is
the will of Allah, who will personally reward you for your feat. You will be immortalized as
holy men, as men of honor and the saviors of the holy empire of Allah. You will enjoy the
most delightful pleasures in the next world! Your parents will be proud of you, proud that you
are the chosen ones!”. Even though Umid was treated very well at his new place, he felt very
uncomfortable. For he was missing his parents a lot and suffered of the brutality of the hijack.
In some kind he could comprehend, what was told to him at school. After all, the unnecessary
bombs he had to witness regularly, caused a lot of suffering. Just two weeks ago the US
dropped a bomb on a house in a neighboring village, while a wedding was taking place. Such
incidents were by far no rarity and Umid has never actually understood, why they are taking
place.
The relationship between him and Rahman was special. While the other kids
returned to the side buildings after the lectures, Umid regularly spent time with Rahman and
steadily offered his support. He helped to clean and repair the cars, cook and sometimes
accompanied Rahman to get the groceries. “In retrospect”, Umid believed, “it was the
friendship with Rahman, which saved my life.” For, on the day when the kids were picked up
to be transferred to another place outside of Afghanistan, Rahman – claiming to get some
groceries - hid Umid in his own car and decided to return him to his family.
When they arrived at the parents’ house, Rahman stepped out, while Umid was still
hiding in the trunk. “Salam!” he shouted to Umid’s mother, who was working in the garden.
Now, also the father left the house to greet Rahman, who whispered hastily, “Do you
remember the year when my harvest spoiled? You payed my debts.” First, Umid’s father was
a bit puzzled but then he quickly remembered. It must have been twenty years ago. He knew
Rahman, because they often traded goat cheese and grain in the past. Rahman softly took the
parents’ tail, led them to the trunk and opened it. Umid, who was covered with a blanket did
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not even move a bit because he did not know who was actually in front of the trunk. But as
Rahman exposed him, the four immediately were shattered to tears. After a while Rahman
already got nervous and could not restrain the sad news anymore, “Umid was kidnapped by
the Taliban. As soon as they realize he is missing they will look for him. This will happen very
soon. Under such circumstances he cannot hide in his family’s house, neither at close
relatives. Hide him somewhere, in the best case you are able to send him out of the country.
If anyone knows that I was here, I am a dead man. You have never seen me!”. As Rahman
wiped some tears off his face, he entered the car and returned. Meanwhile, people were
already looking for Umid in the Taliban camp. When Rahman arrived at the camp without
groceries, first suspicions arouse, because the special relationship between Rahman and Umid
was obvious. One week later, as Rahman left his house for a morning walk, he was coldbloodily killed through a headshot.
During this week the Taliban was regularly paying visits to the house of Umid’s
parents. Every time his father had to face severe brutality and maltreatment, but recently it
seemed that they believed he was unknowing. Meanwhile his mother was visiting the entire
family and asked for support for Umid’s journey. Through this, and the selling of most of
their furniture and animals, they managed to provide the thirteen-year-old, who was hiding
in a cowshed of his father’s friend, approximately 1.500€. He eventually left his hometown
into an uncertain future.
The plan was to travel through Iran and Turkey to Greece, in order to claim asylum
in the EU. Most of the time Umid spent walking. Occasionally at night, he sneaked close to
parked trucks and attached a wooden plate at the bottom lip, in order to join the journey as
an invisible passenger. This method was quite common among migrants and Umid copied it
from the others. Hunger, thirst and exhaustion accompanied him nonstop. Whenever an
opportunity occurred, he picked fruits and vegetables from fields. Usually, he hid and slept
during the day and travelled at nights, to prevent any inconvenient questions and executive
authorities. Months passed in which the thirteen-year-old was exposed to existential threats
on a daily basis. As Umid was asked if he missed his parents he stated, that “in such a
situation, all you feel is hunger, cold and exhaustion. That is all your body needs to survive. I
did not miss my parents, because I had no energy to do so. If you know, that you are going to
die if you get weak or sick, your body adapts to this extreme situation and feelings are
switched off. Like an animal, who fights for its survival. The first time I started to miss my
parents was, when I was put into a detention camp in Turkey.” Umid shortly paused his
speech and people started reflecting on what he said. After a minute of silence, he went on,
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“In Turkey I felt really bad. We were put into small cells, which were completely
overcrowded. Only once a day we received a bit of water and bread. The guards regularly
punched us. Not because we violated their rules but only for their amusement.” There were
no toilets in the cell, a bucket was passed around twice a day. People in the cell continuously
had to throw up and it stank incomparably. If we were allowed to enter the courtyard, guards
with dogs monitored us. It was no rarity that the guards let the dogs after us.”
One day, such an incident caused a major revolt and people were standing up against
the guards. A couple of people from Umid’s cell took their opportunity, when they realized
that the guards at the outpost of the entrance did not pay attention. Umid immediately joined
them and about forty people managed to escape from the camp. “We ran, like we have never
run before. Without looking back. Some of us fell, because their bodies were not used to this
kind of intensity anymore. Although some of them suffered major injuries, they immediately
jumped up and kept running. It was one of the most frightening days of my life.”
The escape turned out to be successful and a week later eighteen people from
Afghanistan and Syria reached Turkey’s west coast. In the following week the group tried to
set up an attempt to reach one of Greek’s many islands, in order to claim asylum in the EU.
“I remember a man; his name was Ismael. He was cheering up the whole group and made
the plans. The others seemed to trust him due to his immense geographical and political
knowledge and the fact that he spoke several western languages. When we gathered in the
forest one night, he asked us for material support in order to pay for an old fisher boat, life
jackets and food. Even though some us of were skeptical, in the end we commonly agreed.
On the next day we went to the agreed spot at the coast in order to pay for the boat. The
people who came to sell it, took literally everything from us. We were left with the boat and
the clothes on our bodies – nothing else. All eggs were put in one basket. Either we arrive and
live a life in dignity – or we die” Umid explained so naturally, that some of the audience only
now comprehended that risking their lives was - in relation to the aspired success - completely
self-evident for the people in this exceptional state.
The journey in the fisher boat is one of the few things Umid barley talks about. “It
was by far the most horrible time in my live and I shall not forget a single second until I die.
But it is hard to talk about it, because I get sad quite easily if I recollect” he marked. It is
known, that five of the eighteen people on the sinking fisher boat managed to survive, because
a passing vessel noticed them.
It is remarkable, that Umid is living in Austria, what other people would call a normal
life. In just three years, he managed to become fluent in German and graduate from high
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school. Through his – at least outwardly – helpful and bright attitude, he achieved to establish
a circle of close friends. He engages with other people, who share similar destinies and helps
them in the asylum process or officiates as a translator when they need a doctor. The
helpfulness and empathy, that once saved his life in Afghanistan are now again a fundamental
factor of his settlement and happiness in Austria. Yet, he will never forget what he has
experienced.
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CONCLUSION
Exactly one year after I started my master’s degree, I am visiting the Radboud University in
Nijmegen again. A lot has changed. I am coming back as a different person, with a lot of new
ideas about the world - but at the same time I am aware of a lot more problems. Writing this
piece was not only incredibly enlightening, but also triggered a completely new field of
interests: Borders, or even more precise: bordering practices. There is some truth when
Matthias Claudius (1740-1815) stated long time ago that we should “Rather judge people by
their action than by their words. For many act badly and speak admirably.”13 The same
counts for societies. Even though words can also be considered action, a very meaningful
image of a society derives from the way it constitutes borders and justifies them.
This research precisely aimed to draw this meaningful image. The European border
has become the deadliest on the whole planet, yet it is widely accepted. To tell the story of its
emergence - from the Canary Islands 2006 until today - discloses a lot of oppressive and
questionable mechanisms. Mechanisms we condemn on the on hand when thinking about
Colonialism or the Nazi-regime, but actually support at our externalized borders.
Through the research question “how did a couple of hundred small wooden boats initiate a
comprehensive policy of the European Union to establish the deadliest border on the planet?” I sketched the
way of this two different points in time. I argued that the EU border became a full-spread
cancer disease, which originates at the Canary Islands. Ironically, these islands, which are
located in immediate proximity to the African continent constitute the hotbed of the deadly
EU border regime. For, it was precisely the Canaries’ case that bears two novelties in
migration policy. First, it was only after the migration “crisis” in 2006, that the EU started to
negotiate readmission agreements with countries at its external borders. The Spanish model –
or its readmission agreements with Senegal and Mauretania – was deemed to be a successful
way to deal with migration. Second, it was also the first time a FRONTEX operation was
conducted. Even though these practices stand in sharp contrast to the legal framework, they
managed to transform from uniqueness to normality. To explain, how this metastasis could
take place, I used the concepts of disguised violence, illegalization and reproduction.
The question that results from this incredibly destructive image of the EU border
regime is the following: How to properly deal with migration? Even though I believe that
there is no blueprint solution, the first step towards a better migration policy is to tackle the

Translated from German by the autor (original statement: Beurteile einen Menschen lieber nach seinem
Handeln als nach Worten: Denn viele handeln schlecht und sprechen vortrefflich).
13
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disguised violence and the illegalization of the migrant. In this thesis I aimed to deconstruct the
questionable mechanism of the border regime and to challenge the illegalization discourse.
Especially the last chapter, which is based on concepts of Erich Fromm and Michel Foucault
should spark empathy among the migrant and provide a different (reproduceable) narrative.
One that critically demonstrates, how migration policy directly affects the fate of individual
human beings, who deserve to be treated with the same amount of respect and dignity than
any other citizen of the EU.
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