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Abstract  

The Bosnian canton of Una-Sana stretches across the north-western border between the EU and the  

Western Balkans. Since 2018, it has been a zone of transit for thousands of migrants arriving mostly from 

Syria, Afghanistan, Palestine, Iraq, Iran, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. As migrants attempt to reach the EU 

across the mountains that divide the canton from Croatia, they also encounter inhabitants whose 

experiences are historically interwoven with different configurations of Europe: Ottoman and Habsburg, 

Christian and Muslim, Fascist and Partisan, Socialist and Capitalist. These migrant journeys are often 

brutally interrupted by the illegal captures of the Croatian border police, who systematically deport their 

captives back to the Bosnian side. Migrants attempt the crossing multiple times. They remain stuck in 

the canton and navigate everyday life next to and in connection with its inhabitants. A dangerous yet 

fascinating process ensues which they call the game.  

By investigating how migrants and inhabitants assemble in the Una-Sana canton, this thesis explores 

agencies, histories, and subjectivities that emerge from the encounter of subjects that EUrope 

intentionally positions on its margins. The thesis interprets this zone as a frontier where these marginal 

positions are simultaneously sustained and questioned through acts of bordering and acts of subversion. 

It theorises its formation as frontier-making – a process of the proliferation and heterogenisation of 

borders alongside the proliferation and heterogenisation of strategies to contest them (frontier games), 

in the territories where EUrope confines its others.   

The thesis concludes that, by making a frontier between its people and its Balkan and migrant others, 

EUrope is unintentionally assembling subjects into positions that remain oppressive but with 

possibilities. The making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton is a paradoxical process through which 

Balkan and migrant subjects are enabled to unveil EUrope's contradictions and renegotiate their 

positions in solidarity with one another.    
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Chapter 1. EUrope, Borders and Games  

A Frontier on the Margins of EUrope  

Since 2018, the Bosnian canton of Una-Sana witnessed the transit of thousands of 

people directed towards the western side of the European Union (EU) on foot. The 

canton extends from the north-west of the country to the border between Bosnia and 

Herzegovina (BiH) and Croatia. This is also a border between the EU and the so-called 

Western Balkans, a region that the EU designated to gather non-member states sited in 

the Balkan peninsula (Frontex, n.d.). In most cases, people who reach the Una-Sana 

canton have been travelling for months, sometimes for years. They leave their homes, 

escaping from various situations of hardship, including destitution, human rights 

violation, religious or political persecution and war (UNHCR, 2018). Many come from 

Iran, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Palestine, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Some of them travel 

all the way from North and South Saharan Africa (UNHCR, 2018).  

They embark on different journeys, and each of these journeys includes obstacles, 

deportations, detentions, and detours. Some of them spend years crossing and 

temporarily living in Greece, Turkey, and Serbia. Others try to move as quickly as 

possible. None of them experience a journey that is like the other, and they all have 

different destinations, in EU member states.   

While their pasts and futures remain varied, when migrants are caught in the Una-Sana 

canton, they find themselves in a similar condition of uncertainty and inbetwenness. 

Many have been crossing countries irregularly and hope to be able to obtain asylum 

once they reach the place where they want to settle. In-between their past and their 

future, and in-between their points of origin and destination; they are stuck, in a mobile 
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front of contestation that is simultaneously within European space and beyond what 

they identify as Europe as in their point of arrival. The act of crossing borders 

irregularly came to be described, among people travelling across the Western Balkans, 

with the expression the game. The particular game that leads them from the Una-Sana 

canton to the Croatian side is the last one before the EU begins. The border with the EU 

emerges on the opposite edge of the mountain chain of Plješivica, which separates BiH 

from Croatia.   

While the canton remains a transit space and not a destination, the duration of 

migrants’ presence is unpredictable. People often remain stuck for weeks, months or 

years. This is because once they reach Croatia, a strategy of capture and deportation is 

implemented to prevent them from continuing their journey. The police capture 

migrants on the opposite side of the mountains, or even kilometres into Croatian 

territory. Police officers often torture them and, in most cases, do not let them file for 

asylum, denying them a right recognised under EU regulations and international law. 

Instead, migrants are pushed back to the Bosnian edge of the mountain and forced to 

walk back to the Una-Sana canton (Border Violence Monitoring Network, n.d.). They 

remain stuck in the canton until they manage to gather strength and resources to 

attempt the game again.   

While waiting to cross into what I will later identify as EUrope, they find themselves in 

an ambiguous and unpredictable position in which they are not allowed to pass 

through, yet not allowed to stay; prisoners, yet fugitives, and forced to live in a space 

that has been already rendered hostile to them. There, they ‘navigate and manage 

everyday living, with, next to and among’ people inhabiting the canton (Hromadžić,  

2020, p. 164).  
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The hardship and struggles brought with migrants’ immobilisations do not appear in 

empty spaces. The Una-Sana canton is inhabited, and rich with histories of hardship, 

marginalisation, and resistance that precede and entangle with the experiences of 

those arriving on this land as migrants.    

Sited on the north-western edge of the Western Balkans, the Una-Sana canton has been 

the eastern possession of the Habsburg Empire and the western possession of the 

Ottoman Empire. It has witnessed Fascist occupation and the rise of the Socialist 

Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). In the 1990s, it was caught in the conflict that 

followed the dissolution of the SFRY. For the people of BiH, the war was particularly 

violent and traumatic; and it concluded with the most atrocious genocide in the modern 

history of Europe after the Holocaust (Hoare, 2007; Crowe, 2014). During the war, the 

city of Bihać, the administrative centre of the canton, was sieged for three years by the 

Serbian army. Since the conflict ended in the late 1990s, inhabitants of the canton have 

attempted to move forward, yet the legacy of trauma and the implications of the conflict 

remain visible in the many bombed buildings, graveyards, and war memorials that 

expand across the canton’s territory (Hromadžić, 2018). After the war, major industrial 

complexes went bankrupt leaving thousands unemployed. Today, many choose to leave 

the canton and look for jobs in the EU.   

Before the arrival of migrants in the late 2010s, the Una-Sana canton was already a 

contested zone of transit. In both ancient and modern times, the canton witnessed 

continuous movements of peoples, wars, armies, resistances, languages, religions, 

ideologies, and borders. In Western historiography, the complex historical legacy that 

characterises this land, its past, and its location, contributed to paint the image of a 

space contested among different configurations of Europe, throughout a succession of 
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empires, kingdoms, and wars: Western/Habsburg /EUropean on the one side; Eastern/ 

Ottoman/ Balkan/ on the other (Bjelić and Savic, 2005).  

Migrants are immobilised in this contested space. The abandoned factories are turned 

into reception centres. Bombed buildings transform into makeshift camps. New 

subjects, speaking different languages, coming from different places are forced to 

readapt to the new space where they are confined. The woods that surround the towns 

and villages are crossed everyday by groups of people, directed towards the border, or 

returning after a pushback.   

The canton once again sees constant mobility and is re-populated with strangers. Many 

strangers are migrants, but some also are journalists, activists, researchers, and 

humanitarian workers. New layers of complexity take form, assembling agencies, 

histories, and subjectivities into a chaotic and fragmented zone of contestation, which, 

as I go on to argue, is the frontier itself. They add to the complexities affecting local 

communities and inevitably make more visible the conditions of hardship, 

marginalisation and peripheralisation that distress and entangle those inhabiting and 

temporarily passing thought this territory.   

A few kilometres away from the EU border, subjects that have been historically 

confined and oppressed encounter and assemble. They do not know each other and yet 

find themselves forced to cohabit the same spaces for a prolonged timeframe. Migrants 

and inhabitants share a position of oppression in relation to the forces assembling them 

in the Una-Sana canton. In this study, I observe these forces operating under the name 

of EUrope, which I address in more details in the following pages, as the matrix of 

power sustaining modern (Christian, Western, Capitalist) expressions of Europe.  
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For migrants, this oppression is rooted in experiences of forced mobility and 

immobility associated with forms of colonial governance that find its contemporary 

expression in the racialisation and criminalisation of migration and in the 

externalisation and securitisation of borders (De Genova, 2016). For inhabitants, it is 

rooted in the experience of multiple conquests, conflicts and political interventions that 

have historically placed the Western Balkans, BiH, and the Una-Sana canton into an 

asymmetrical and subordinate relation to EUrope.  

The encounters of Balkan subjects and migrant subjects in the frontier constituted in 

the Una-Sana canton bring together histories, agencies and assigned subjectivities 

that position them on the margins of EUrope. This research emerges out of the 

premise that these histories, agencies, and subjectivities cannot be flattened and, in 

their encounter, they cannot be thought as disentangled from one another. What 

unites them is a contested relation with EUrope. What unites them is that EUrope 

governs them, confining them beyond a border that is hard to escape.   

This thesis contributes to recent debates in Critical Migration Studies and Critical 

Balkan Studies focused on the reconfiguration of European space through the 

encounter of subjects caught and confined on its margins. It analytically engages with 

the structures through which the EUropean border appears and transforms, forcing 

migrants and inhabitants of the territories where they are contained to cohabit in the 

same space. It looks at the Una-Sana canton as a zone where these cohabitations 

articulate for a prolonged period of time, allowing subjects to reposition themselves 

in relation to one another, formulate new knowledges and engage in joint acts of 

subversion towards the external forces that oppress them. In turn, this study 

observers the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton elaborating on the 
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entangled logics sustaining and subverting EUrope though the political, epistemic, and 

bodily encounters between those that EUrope produces as Balkan and migrant 

subjects.    

Analytical Framework  

I use the expression ‘making of’ a frontier echoing Martina Tazzioli’s The Making of 

Migration (2020). Tazzioli borrows the phrasing from E. P. Thompson’s The Making of 

the English Working Class (1963). Thompson explores the events, discourses and 

material forces that created the English working class simultaneously as something 

that ‘made itself’ and ‘was made’ (Thompson, 1962, p. 213). He concludes describing 

the ambivalent production of the working class as ‘an active process, which owes as 

much to agency as to conditioning’ (Thompson, 1963, p. 8).    

Tazzioli follows Thompson in interpreting migration as a category that is  

simultaneously made by laws, policies, and discourses, and ‘making itself’ as a result of 

‘unusual collective formations’, of their ‘unauthorised movements and presence’, and 

of ‘their struggles’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 2). The making of migration captures ‘the 

battlefield and the asymmetries between bordering mechanisms and migrants’ 

subjective drives’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 2). From this analytical perspective, the word 

‘making’ refers to the political, material, and legal processes through which some 

subjects are racialised and governed as migrants; and, at the same time, to the ways in 

which migrants have been ‘making and opening up spaces of liveability and struggle 

through their subjective drives and unauthorised presence’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 2).  

In this study, I build on Tazzioli’s approach and observe the making of a frontier into 

the political, material, and legal processes through which those inhabiting and crossing 
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the frontier are governed and racialised as Balkan and migrant subjects; and the 

processes through which those subjects have been making spaces of struggle and 

subversion through their agency and assemblage.   

Although my analytical framework echoes Tazzioli’s work, migration, as a category that 

is made and that makes itself, is not the central research object of my study. On the 

contrary, I explore the making of a frontier as an entanglement of histories, agencies, 

and subjectivities that concern migrant and Balkan subjects alongside other subjects 

inhabiting or temporarily passing through the frontier. A frontier, I will argue, is a zone 

in constant motion. One that is constantly transforming and constantly in the making. 

For this reason, this study is not centred on one category of subjects nor on one 

chartable location, but on the extensive and elastic zone where different subjects and 

different plots encounter, coexist, and transform. I argue that the making of a frontier 

is revealed in the bodily, material, and epistemic encounter of different subjects to 

which EUrope assigns positions of marginality and subordination.    

With this premise, this study illustrates how these positions are enforced and 

subverted in the everyday lives of migrants and Balkan subjects that encounter each 

other in the Una-Sana canton. It concludes by theorising frontier-making as an 

approach for capturing the constant transformation and elasticity of zones crossed and 

inhabited by differently positioned subjects through the entanglement of bordering 

and subversive practices constituted in their encounter.  

The complex and entangled nature of the very research object at the centre of this study 

defies a central research question. Is this a study about refugees travelling on the 

‘Western Balkan route’? Is this a study about the turbulence of migration 
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(Papastergiadis, 2000) that suddenly hit a local community living on the north-western 

margin of Bosnia and Herzegovina? Is this a study about the EU border? To some extent, 

it is all, and none of the above. At the centre of this study there is the complex and 

transversal combination of past histories and present agencies, colonial and subversive 

logics, assigned and resigned subject positions, border-making and border subversion, 

violence and solidarity, all caught within the field of potentialities that constitute a 

frontier.  

The research question that this thesis attempts to address, articulates with the 

purposes of unravelling, and giving analytical structure to these complexities. Given the 

proliferation of a border regime preventing migrants from crossing into EUrope, this 

study explores how agencies, histories and subjectivities partake in the forced and 

prolonged encounter between differently positioned subjects in the Una-Sana canton.  

The central puzzle of the thesis emerges out of and contributes to the analytical 

encounter between two fields of study: Critical Balkan Studies and Critical Migration 

Studies. In Chapter 2, I explore the political and epistemic production of Balkan and 

migrant histories, agencies, and subjectivities in dialogue with these bodies of 

scholarship. I focus on the work of scholars articulating the oppressive mechanisms 

through which Balkan and migrant subject positions are assigned and governed. The 

chapter discusses existing contributions through which Critical Balkan Studies and 

Critical Migration Studies developed from the 1990s onwards. It pays attention to the 

convergence that they experienced in the last decade, with reference to their 

contamination with the decolonial grammar of border-thinking (Mignolo, 2007) and to 

their increased attention to processes of border securitisation in the so-called ‘Western 

Balkan Route’. The chapter presents this study of the making of a frontier in the Una-



18  

  

Sana canton as an attempt to simultaneously build on and move forward this 

convergence, proposing to zoom in on the frontier as a zone where we can observe how 

these encounters unfold and what challenges they pose to the forces and knowledges 

constituting them.  

My articulation of the making of a frontier develops from reflexive and situated 

participant observation based in the Una-Sana canton. It extends into an investigation 

of the bordering mechanisms through which Balkan and migrant subjects are  

objectivised, subjectivised, contained, and racialised. It also explores acts of subversion 

through which these subjects contest and tease the borders that oppress them.   

I outline the substance of the extended methodology through which this study develops 

in Chapter 3. Thinking with decolonial and feminist approaches, my methodology 

concerns two dialogical relations. The first relation entangles politics and 

epistemology. The second one entangles fieldwork and theory. These entanglements 

represent the building blocks of my research process. In Chapter 3, I situate my 

research practice into the precepts of scholar activism, make considerations about my 

positionality in the field, and declare my intention to write in solidarity with the 

subjects in the study. Finally, I turn to the extended case method (Burawoy, 1998) to 

construct the analytical framework of the making of a frontier into the principles (and 

limitations) of reflexive social science.  In the chapter, I also address power effects that 

arose in my research practice and issues of vulnerability and relationality that come 

with intervening in the field.   

The making of a frontier is grounded in four analytical claims.  First, by claiming that 

the frontier is in the making, I take distance from approaches in Migration Studies that 
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frame a ‘migration crisis’ as a phenomenon of disproportionate migratory pressures at 

the EU external borders (Faist, 2006; Estevens, 2018; Shultz et al., 2020). In turn, this 

study does not engage with theoretical approaches tacking migration as an issue of 

humanitarian governance (Weiner, 1995; Shultz et al., 2020) nor one of international 

security (Buzan, 1991; Faist, 2006) on the premise that these approaches overlook the 

historical and political contingencies that reconstitute histories, subjectivities, and 

agencies through mobility (McNevin, 2005) and essentialise migration into a 

monodimensional and unidirectional analytical framework that does not suffice to 

account for contextual factors through which different mobilities take place.   

Second, by claiming that a frontier has been in the making before the arrival and 

immobilisation of migrants, I disengage with presentist arguments identifying the 

‘migration crisis’ and its implication as the outcome of recent phenomena. Observing 

the Una-Sana canton, I focus on how the external forces producing the so-called 

‘migration crisis’ participate in the process of reinforcing and strengthening logics of 

exclusion and marginalisation that have been in place for centuries on EUropean 

peripheries and specifically in the Western Balkans (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013; 

Agier, 2016; Tazzioli and De Genova, 2016; Beznec and Kurnik, 2020). These logics are 

elaborated throughout Chapter 4, where I discuss the historical, political, and 

geographical characterisation that contributes to constitute the Una-Sana canton as a 

frontier.   

The process of becoming a frontier, I argue, precedes the events of the last decade, and 

the appearance of the EU border. In Chapter 4, I contend that this process can be 

retrieved from a centuries-long history of struggle and resistance in which this area 

and its inhabitants witnessed the successions of empires, occupations, and 
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reconfigurations of power. I draw attention to the expansive, transformative, and 

chaotic nature of the regimes of power that ruled the people inhabiting this territory; 

to the different articulations of tension and resistance; and to the transformation of 

subject positions alongside them. In the chapter, I also enter into conversation with the 

inhabitants of the canton and invite them to share personal accounts connected to their 

experience of the 1990s war, and of the present.   

The analysis of the events that precede the gathering and immobilising of migrants in 

the Una-Sana canton draws attention to the process of becoming a frontier with an 

extended approach (Burawoy, 1998). It also helps foreground how this zone has been 

dramatically under-researched in both Critical Balkan Studies and Critical Migration 

Studies (Hromadžić, 2018; Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020). In fact, this study bridges one 

fundamental gap in debates concerning migration across the Western Balkans. While a 

body of scholarship has formed to criticise and unravel the practices and discourses 

through which the EU is externalising its borders in these areas, there has been the 

tendency to identify the political geographies occupied by Balkan states as 

homogeneous in their fragmentation and in their fragilities (Bjelić and Savic, 2005; 

Rexhepi, 2018). This homogenisation inevitably empties the Balkans, and the 

subjectivities inhabiting them, freezing them into a space where those who become 

mobile, do so only with the objective of escaping; and those who remain, do so because 

they do not have another choice.   

Third, by advancing frontier-making, I intend to actively shift the focus from borders to 

frontiers as my central object of research. By looking at the Una-Sana canton, this study 

does not attempt to solely unravel the impact of the externalisation of the EU border in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, nor in the Western Balkans. While the study of border 
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externalisation participates in the attempt to unveil complex spaces and encounters 

that are dense with historical complexities, borders are but one part of a whole, that 

exist along with other parts. In turn, it is important to remark that the frontier does not 

emerge only through the arrival of migrants, nor through the institutions of the EU 

border. These elements, as I will explain in the following section, are constituent of the 

frontier, but not determinant of it.     

In Chapter 5, I elaborate on the EUropean border and the different articulations 

through which it appears and transforms in the making of the frontier. The chapter cuts 

across different materialisations of the border and observes it constituting and 

replicating a colonial logic through the frontier. I first articulate the EUropean border 

into the policymaking of border securitisation and regional integration that concerns 

the relationship between EUrope and the Western Balkans.  Subsequently, I turn to how 

this policymaking transformed with the increasing number of migrants that, since 

2015, have been transiting across the Western Balkans towards EUrope. There, I trace 

the policy patterns that forced thousands of migrants to reorient their journeys 

towards the Una-Sana canton and I observe the bordering practices that have been 

implemented to prevent them proceeding. I explore how the border appears through 

the systematisation of pushbacks and through the development of a strategy of 

containment based on Temporary Reception Centres (TCR). I draw attention to how 

the border attempts to keep migrants away from EUropean space, and from inhabitants 

of the frontier. In unpacking the heterogenous appearance of the border, I expose the 

colonial logic through which the border attaches to subjects inhabiting and crossing the 

Western Balkans and the Una-Sana canton.  

The making of a frontier, I contend, cannot be reduced to the making of a border regime.  
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On the contrary, it also includes the forces enacted to tease and contest the border. In 

Chapter 6, I conceptualise frontier games as acts of subversion directed towards the 

EUropean border, through which differently positioned subjects, who are forcefully 

assembled in the frontier, find ways to collectively reposition themselves in solidarity 

with one another. Similar to borders, frontier games articulate in heterogeneous 

appearances and involve different groups of actors. In Chapter 6, I identify two main 

categories of games. Escape games are defined as strategies and acts through which 

migrants and activists reconstitute alternative spaces for temporary refuge and 

support, that refuse the reception system. Games in joint agency are identified as 

initiatives and experiences in which migrants and inhabitants reconstitute their 

struggles in relation to one another, finding common ground in their frustration 

towards the external forces oppressing and bordering them. In the chapter, I first enter 

into conversation with migrant subjects encountered in the Una-Sana canton to identify 

the vernacular signification they assign to the phrasing of the game. Subsequently I 

draw on the work of Pierre Bourdieu and other scholars to theorise a game as an act of 

subversion and repositioning. I then conceptualise frontier games as acts of subversion 

and repositioning directed towards the EUropean border. Writing in dialogue with 

migrants, inhabitants and activists met during fieldwork, I retrieve examples of these 

games from initiatives and episodes of everyday life.  

The fourth and last analytical claim positions the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana 

canton as a case study for advancing frontier-making as an approach for researching 

contested spaces of forced and prolonged encounters. Through the designation of 

borders and games as constituent elements in the making of a frontier, this study does 

not aim to reveal a story which is unique to the geographical region or zone where it is 
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centred. While the Una-Sana canton is addressed as a case where specific histories and 

subjectivities are identifying similar struggles and producing specific reactions to the 

EUropean border, it does not stand on the claim that these encounters are unique in 

nature. Instead, this thesis advances frontier-making as an account of how frontiers 

emerge and develop through prolonged encounters of subjects who are assembled by 

external forces and find strategies to reconstitute their positions in relation to one 

another. The particular encounters of migrants and inhabitants in the Una-Sana canton 

presents the characterisation that makes it a suitable case study to advance this 

approach. Yet, the extended approach through which the frontier is explored has 

implication beyond its contexts. It opens up method of analysis that consider 

transversally the contextual conditions and systemic practices in which colonial and 

subversive logics unfold, through the complex geographies that are crossed and 

inhabited by differently positioned subaltern subjects.   

The frontier that I observe being constituted in the Una-Sana canton is not the sole zone 

of passage for migrants travelling towards EUrope, and it is not the only point at which 

they are immobilised. Through their journey towards EUrope, migrants remain stuck 

for months, even years in countries where they do not want to be or are not allowed to 

stay. Several of those who arrive in BiH have spent months and years in Greece, Turkey, 

and Serbia. Migrants who aim to reach the EUropean coast in Italy, Greece, or Spain, 

travelling by boat via the Mediterranean Sea go through another very challenging 

journey that can leave them stuck indefinitely in Libya or in Morocco or in small 

offshore islands such Lampedusa and Lesbos. All these zones preserve different 

contextual characteristics which are necessarily affected and transformed through the 

prolonged presence of new subjects that move across them.   
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The making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton involves forced, unexpected, and 

prolonged encounter between differently positioned subjects who share a history of 

oppression in relation to the external forces making their encounter possible. This 

thesis aims to explore the forces bringing these subjects together, and those that 

emerge out of their assemblages.   

By focusing on the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton this study elaborates 

frontier-making as the entanglement between local and mobile, as well as oppressive 

and subversive forces. In turn, it also juxtaposes this case study with other examples of 

frontier-making across and beyond European space and involving differently  

positioned subjects.   

Mobilising Concepts  

This thesis combines participant observation and secondary research into a reflexive, 

extended, and situated case study of the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton. It 

intersects with two bodies of scholarship that I identify respectively as Critical Balkan 

Studies and Critical Migration Studies. The concepts that I mobilise are resonant with 

these fields of scholarship. Yet, they need to be redesignated for the specific analytical 

framework presented in this thesis. As noted by Lund, one of the central issues with 

choosing concepts concerns the fact that they are ‘difficult to transpose from one 

context to another’ (Lund, 2014, p. 226). When we turn words with multiple meanings 

into concepts, Lund continues, we want to ‘illuminate certain dynamics, processes and 

relations’ and inevitably ‘occlude others’ (Lund, 2014, p. 226). Concepts are ’politically 

charged by the simple fact that they orient our inquiry’ (Lund 2014, p. 226) and 

malleable depending on where and how they are mobilised.  
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The thesis broadly draws on feminist, postcolonial and decolonial approaches to 

knowledge production. These approaches contributed to shape my thinking and 

writing process as much as the signification of the concepts I use in my analysis and 

reflections. Discussing some of these concepts is crucial to clarify the meanings that this 

study ascribes to them (Sartori, 1984).  In this section, I discuss the concepts that are 

central in this study. These include borders and frontiers; EUrope and Europe; migrant 

and Balkan subjects; and frontier games. In the case of borders and frontiers and in the 

case of EUrope and Europe, I draw attention to the urgency of carefully delineating 

shades of differentiations that are often overlooked in concepts that share similar 

signification. By mobilising the concepts of Balkan and migrant subjects, I disengage 

with the attempt to label research participants and, instead, focus on how subject 

positions are constructed through similar processes of objectivation and subjectivation 

(Tazzioli, 2020). Finally, I develop the concept of frontier games, with reference to the 

vernacular expression to go game used by migrants travelling on the ‘Western Balkan 

Route’. Here, I read horizontally through this vernacular expression and the theoretical 

engagement with the concept of game to charge frontier games with analytical 

potential that is useful to identify and assemble acts of subversions observed in the 

making of a frontier.   

Borders and Frontiers  

As noted by Adif Saraf ‘the proliferation of frontiers and borders in both academic 

literature and everyday discourse has posed an interesting paradox’ (Saraf, 2020, p. 2). 

On the one hand, borders and frontiers have become overdetermined categories. On 

the other, the accumulation of case studies in which these concepts appear reveals 

variations and singularities that demand attention. While exploring these variations 



26  

  

and singularities would fall beyond the scope of this study, I use these concepts with 

very specific connotations.  

If borders have been a central theme in social science since the 19th century and the 

process of modern state-building in Europe (Paasi, 2012), it is undeniable that the ways 

in which they are understood and contested have changed constantly. As noted by 

Anssi Paasi, contemporary research on borders ‘expands across disciplines and varies 

in empirical, methodological and theoretical orientation’ (Paasi, 2012, p. 2304).   

In the last decades of the 20th century, scholars have increasingly abandoned the view 

of borders as mere lines as much as their localisation at the margins or edges of space 

(Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). Since the early 2000s, we see a wide range of scholarly 

contributions re-thinking borders as ‘dispersed and everywhere’ (Balibar, 2004, p. 1), 

‘mobile, portable omnipresent and ubiquitous’ (Mbembe, 2019, p. 9), appearing in 

multiple locations (Sassen, 2000) and articulating into different practices (Yuval-Davis 

et al., 2019). The physiological and epistemological malleability of borders contributes 

to move them from the ‘the margins into the centre of political and social life’ 

(YuvalDavies et al., 2019, p. 1). As borders were emancipated from their linear and 

marginal dimensions, they acquired transversality, porousness, and heterogeneity. 

They dematerialised from the simple idea of boundaries and re-materialised into 

different forms and unexpected spaces.  

My understanding of borders draws on contribution within Critical Migration Studies 

that include, but are not limited to, the work of scholars such as Sandro Mezzadra and 

Brett Neilson (2013; 2016), Achille Mbembe (2003; 2019) Nicholas De Genova (2016) 

and Harsha Walia (2013; 2021). Premising their work on a critique of methodological 

nationalism (Wimmer and Schiller, 2003), these scholars propose alternative 
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understandings and utilisation of borders and introduce new ways to approach them 

as political and epistemological devises. These alternatives maintain the vision that 

emancipates borders from their linear, national, and marginal dimension. Yet they also 

interpret border-making as entangled with the histories and logics of racial capitalism 

and imperial domination (De Genova, 2016).   

In 2013, the ground-breaking work of Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson Border as 

Method (2013) enabled these reflections to come together into an overarching 

exploration of ‘the mutation of labour, space, time, law, power, and citizenship that 

accompany the proliferation of borders’ (2013, p. 7). Borders, in their view, are 

simultaneously experiencing moments of proliferation and heterogenisation through 

which:  

New experiences of spaces, often mediated by new information and 

communication technologies, new practices of mobility, new assemblages of 

authority territory, rights [...] all concur to produce a geography of power, 

accumulation and struggle that challenges analytical frameworks centred on 

centre and periphery (2013, p. 302).   

With the formal dissolution of the 20th century European colonial empires, and the 

flows of migration that succeeded them, the function of border, the two scholars argue, 

has switched from establishing relations of inclusion and exclusion to establishing 

relations of selection and filtering (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). A heterogeneous and 

polyfunctional characterisation of borders became increasingly popular in Critical 

Migration Studies. In a collaborative writing project entitled ‘New Keywords: Borders 

and Migration’ (2015), Mezzadra and other Critical Migration scholars, including 
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Nicholas De Genova and John Pickles, highlight the importance to rethink borders for 

their potentiality to ‘multiply subject positions and their corresponding tensions 

between access and denial, mobility and immobilisation, discipline and punishment, 

freedom and control.’ (De Genova et al., 2015, p. 57).  

In ‘Bodies as Borders’ (2019) Achille Mbembe builds on these reflections arguing that, 

in their heterogenous appearances, borders can be increasingly used to ‘describe the 

organised violence that underpins both contemporary capitalism and our world order 

in general’ (2019, p. 9). Mbembe introduces the term ‘borderizaton’ as the ‘process by 

which certain spaces are transformed as uncrossable for certain classes of populations, 

who thereby undergo a process of racialisation’ (Mbembe, 2019, p. 9). Borders, he 

continues, appear to disable speed, and produce immobility based on the judgment that 

certain lives are non, or less desirable (Mbembe, 2019).   

In Undoing Border Imperialism (2014) and Border and Rule (2021) Harsha Walia 

further expands on the racialising purpose of borders.  Walia understands borders as 

ordering regimes which are ‘concurrently generated by and producing social relations 

of domination’ and inherently manifesting through various forms of imperial 

subjugation and criminalisation of migration’ (Walia, 2021, p. 15). Walia echoes 

Mezzadra and Neilson in recognising the heterogenous practices through which the 

border proliferates. A border, in this view, can appear with different configurations: 

policymaking, checkpoints, armies, police, walls, drones, visa regimes. In all of them, it 

maintains the function of producing, filtering, and separating worthy subjects, ideas, 

norms, lands and so on from unworthy ones.   



29  

  

These contributions are useful for formulating the two main dimensions that I assign 

the concept of border in this study. The first dimension is one of heterogeneity. The 

border takes different forms. In this thesis, I observe the EUropean border 

materialising into policymaking, technologies of surveillance and deportation, and 

reception infrastructure. The second dimension entangles the border with a colonial 

logic. What signals the presence of a border, in this study, is not the form in which it 

appears, but the logic by which it operates. I refer to logics as transversal and diffuse 

systems of relational, material, and discursive connections establishing and replicating 

across systemic, regional and local scales. Logics reveal the fact that social contexts are 

‘enmeshed in lived experience, institutional and social power relations that have 

emotional, material, and embodied consequences for individuals and for groups’ 

(Gunaratnam, 2003, p. 76). The logic of the border, in whichever form it appears, is a 

logic of division, stratification, and racialisation (Branch, 2012). The border appears to 

keep apart. It is colonial in nature as it operates to sustain power relations of 

domination and subordination, based on inventing and performing difference. It 

replicates these hierarchies through its multiple appearances. It disappears, changes 

form, de-materialises, and re-materialises.  

Given that borders and border-making are heterogeneous in form and operate through 

a colonial logic, I show how the EUropean border transforms and penetrates the spaces 

and lives of people inhabiting and attempting to cross the Una-Sana canton. The 

EUropean border generates practices of containment and immobilisation, in the 

consolidation of a temporay reception system and securitisation policymaking, and in 

the responses of local and international institutions. It also appears in past and present 

practices of objectivation and subjectivation of migrants and Balkan subjects and in 
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their subordinate relation to EUropean space and imaginary. As it transforms and 

replicates, the EUropean border is a constituent part of what in this study is observed 

as the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton.  

Critical Migration Studies highlight the distinction between frontiers and borders. 

While the border is emancipated from its simple articulation into space, frontiers 

maintain the form of zone categories (Paasi, 2012). In other words, they exist in space. 

In Mezzadra and Neilson’s work, the spatial production of the frontier is extremely 

important. A frontier, they argue, is a ‘space open to expansion, a mobile front in 

continuous formation’ (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013, p. 15). While borders appear and 

disappear, pop up and change form, a frontier is an expansive body. According to Saraf, 

‘a frontier is usually characterized as a zone, both literally and figuratively, that 

institutes a field of potentiality for engaging alternative conceptions of sovereignty, 

mobility, exchange, identity, and political imaginaries’ (Saraf, 2020, p. 2). Saraf, 

Mezzadra and Nielson identify the frontier as a space that far from being fixed and 

immobile, is elastic, in continuous expansion and transformation, and with infinite 

possibilities of being and becoming.   

If conceptualisations of borders abandon their territorial dimension and maintain a 

colonial logic, I build on these scholars in interpreting frontiers as zones that are always 

concerned with space and that assemble multiple logics. While the border presents 

itself as an ordering colonial regime, a frontier, as interpreted in this thesis, is not an 

ordered space. It is a chaotic zone, where multiplicities that would elsewhere be 

contradictory are allowed to coexist, assemble, and transform.  
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In a number of contributions within postcolonial and decolonial approaches, the 

territorial dimension that frontiers acquire in relation to borders associate them with 

practices of imperial and colonial conquering and ruling.  In such approaches, frontiers 

tend to be regarded as peripheral spaces, easy to conquer and to colonise as they are, 

by definition, detached from a core (Turner, 1893; Curzon, 1907). According to Saraf, 

‘a specific idea of the frontier emerged in colonial contexts to refer to putative cultural 

and geographical peripheries and their occupation and control’ (Saraf, 2020, p. 2). In 

the work of Achille Mbembe, frontiers are similar to colonies: ‘zones in which war and 

disorder, internal and external figures of the political, stand side by side or alternate 

with each other. (Mbembe, 2003, p. 54).   

This interpretation of frontiers as expressions of colonial territoriality also remains 

dominant in decolonial scholarship. According to Walter Mignolo and Madina  

Tlostanova, frontiers emerged as ‘the location of the barbarians’ (Mignolo and 

Tlostanova, 2006, p. 205). In a contribution entitled ‘Theorising from the Borders: 

Shifting to Geo- and Body-Politics of Knowledge’ (2006) the two scholars maintain that 

while frontiers inscribe the territorial dimension of colonial difference that articulates 

into practices of conquering and domination; borders, because of their heterogeneous 

dimension, shift away from territorial epistemology and into decolonial praxis. The 

rejection of territorial epistemology is what brings Mignolo to advocate for what he 

conceptualises as border-thinking. In the work of Mignolo, border-thinking is 

interpreted as ‘the necessary critical method for the political and ethical project of 

revealing the imperial complicity between the rhetoric of modernity and the logic of 

coloniality’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 465). It consists of delinking from the territorial 

epistemology of imperial difference and embracing the pluriversality that connects 
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histories and people affected by colonial domination across different localities. The 

refusal of territorial epistemology brings Mignolo and scholars following his work to 

move their gaze away from the presumed colonial determination of frontiers and into 

the pluriversality of border-thinking.  

In reflecting on colonial territoriality, Mezzadra and Neilson also point to a connection 

between frontiers and colonial spaces, but, contra Mignolo and Tlostanova, they 

maintain that frontiers preserve a form of indetermination that make them hard to 

govern completely and, for this reasons, not entirely colonisable. The reality of the 

frontier, they argue, is ‘a situation of opening and indetermination’, where ‘divisions 

between colonists and natives, but also lines of territorial demarcation render them 

much more complex that metropoles’ (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013, p. 15).  

In this study, I build on Mezzadra and Neilson and detach from the purely colonial 

dimension that frontiers acquire in border-thinking. I argue that frontiers are much 

more complex and ambiguous spaces than colonies. What makes frontiers different 

from colonial spaces, I contend, is the nature of their expansiveness and the different 

positions and interactions that subjects perform. Colonies expand because of conquest. 

Frontiers expand into a chaotic choreography of agencies, histories, subjectivities, acts 

of bordering and acts of subversion. While the border is often put at the centre of social 

and political life both in metropoles and in colonies, the frontier remains a peripheral 

zone even in its expansion; and in this zone, the ordering logic of a border is allowed to 

coexist with its own subversion.   

The border is, in this sense, constitutive of the frontier, but never the only constituent.  

It appears in the frontier, replicates, but never conquers nor dominates it completely.  
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Precisely because a frontier contains multitudes, the colonial logic of the border is 

simultaneously reinforced through its heterogeneous appearances and subverted by  

other logics.   

This constitutive relation between a border and a frontier is perfectly captured in the 

ground-breaking work of Gloria Anzaldúa, ‘Borderland/La Frontera’ (1987). While 

borders, she argues ‘are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe’ what she 

calls La Frontera is a ‘vague and undetermined place [...] between political boundaries’ 

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 3). La Frontera is an expansive zone, controversial and complex by 

nature. This characterisation helps us unpack the liminal characteristic of frontiers, 

that remain spaces difficult to rule or even to fully understand; fields that are ‘neither 

here nor there; [...] betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, 

custom, convention, and ceremony (Turner, 1969, p. 95).   

Expanding on the work of these scholars, I argue that borders and frontiers exist in 

relation to one another, but they differ in nature, appearance and purpose. A border is 

an object, while a frontier is a zone. A border appears and disappears, assumes multiple 

forms, materialises, and dematerialises. A frontier expands and contracts elastically. It 

does not pop-up. It diffuses. A border performs a colonial logic that divides and governs 

people and spaces. A frontier is a chaotic space where the colonial logic of the border 

encounters and coexists with logics of subversion.  

In turn, the relation that is established between a border and a frontier sees multiple 

logics at stake. The border simultaneously contains and penetrates through the 

frontier. It changes form and replicates throughout a colonial logic of differentiation. It 

appears and diffuses to monitor and contain subjects demarking who formally belong 
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and who do not belong (Goldberg, 2005).  A frontier is, in the words of Eyal Weizman, 

the ‘antithetical political space to that defined by the fortified lines of borders’ 

(Weizman, 2004, p.43).  

In this study, the making of a frontier consists of the appearance, encounter and 

interplay of multiple agencies, histories and subjects that assemble in a liminal, chaotic 

and often controversial context. The border penetrates the frontier but is also 

constantly subverted. It oppresses the subjects inhabiting it and those crossing it; it 

enters their lives and affects their interactions. Yet it is also constantly teased, 

contested and mocked. In turn, the border remains constituent of the frontier, not 

determinant of it.   

Much of Critical Migration Studies, including the contributions mentioned in this 

section, tend to explore frontiers in relation to their semantic differentiation from 

borders or with reference to their resemblance to colonies. This study challenges both 

these assumptions and proposes an analytical shift from borders to frontiers as central 

objects of analysis.   

While the border, as noted by Yuval Davis et al., becomes central to social and political 

life (2019) and to the literatures exploring it, the frontier remains on the margin, in a 

peripheral position in relation to the metropole (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013) but also 

in relation to the discipline.   

In this study, I attempt to widen the focus from borders to frontiers as zones where 

borders appear but are not central. In the concluding chapter, I propose a shift from 

border-thinking to frontier-making to retrieve the potential of understanding 

encounters and assemblages of subjects on the peripheries of the world without 
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erasing the territorial contexts in which they are taking place. Other current 

expressions that address the limitation of border-thinking such as borderscapes 

(Rajaram and Grundy-War, 2007), borderzones (Squire, 2010), border spectacles (De 

Genova, 2016) or borderlands (Agier, 2016; Mbembe, 2019) have strong affinities with 

the ways in which I use frontier. However, by adopting frontiers, I aim to shift attention 

from borders as central object of studies, into frontiers as intricated assemblages of 

histories, agencies and subjectivities where borders participate, but do not dominate.  

This is a study about the making of a frontier, where the colonial logic of the border is 

simultaneously enforced and subverted. By centring my investigation in and on the 

frontier, I explore logics that would otherwise remain concealed. These include the 

historical and political configurations that make and unmake the EUropean border in 

the Una-Sana canton and the acts of subversion that emerge to resist it. The making of 

a frontier is a study about a field that is constituted through struggle and resistance, 

past and present, domination and subversion, here and there, violence and solidarity.  

I will contend that acts of subversion, in present and past configurations of Europe, 

prevent the border from fully governing those that are caught up in the frontier and 

give space for creating alternative spaces of solidarity that the border does not reach 

nor dominate.   

Europe and EUrope  

Questions about where and what Europe is, are permanently at the heart of social and 

political studies of European politics, societies, and geographies. According to William 

Walters, it is not possible to ‘point to a place, state or continent called Europe which 

readily reveals its borders, edges or divisions to an impartial observer’ (Walters, 2009, 

p. 487). Depending on the historical references one might consider, and the collective 
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imaginary Europe is identified with, we may end up finding Europe across different 

places around the globe. In the words of R. B. J. Walker, Europe tends to be represented 

as both ‘something and somewhere’ both through an ‘horizontal greed of territoriality’ 

and through a ‘vertical grid of supposed levels’ (Walker, 2000, p. 17).  On the one hand, 

Europe has always reached outwards. Yet, on the other, Europe also exists as a specific 

territorial entity, which makes it appear where it is not supposed to be.   

Furthermore, the deeper the perspective, the harder it is to pin down a common 

denominator, whether cultural, geographical, or political, that makes Europe a 

homogenous entity (Wjarda, 2005; Passerini, 2012). Questions about Europe, Walters 

claims, must always concern the intersection between ‘elements of fixture’ and the 

acknowledgement that we are dealing with a ‘fluid and ambiguous space’ (Walters, 

2009, p. 487).   

In ‘Europe as Borderland’ (2009) Étienne Balibar addresses the problem of 

representing Europe highlighting the urgency of moving away from definitions that are 

‘fixed, local and based on the occupation and use of territories’ (Balibar, 2009, p. 8), 

towards the exploration of transitionary and transgressive re-definition of borders and 

territorial identity. Europe, Balibar argues, is constantly crossed, questioned, and 

renegotiated by transitional objects including ‘diasporic and nomadic subjects, 

immigrants, expats, refugees, asylum seekers, tourists, workers, diplomats’ (Balibar, 

2009, p. 8). As an analytical concept, Europe contains multitudes of meanings that can 

only be negotiated by specifying the context within which we utilise it (Balibar, 2009).  

The ‘European Question’, as Nicholas De Genova describes it, is often framed as a 

question about Europe’s borders (De Genova, 2017, p. 23). With the intention of 
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recentring questions about Europe on the peripheral zones where migrants are 

contained, De Genova sheds light on the ways in which the divisions of Europe, both 

those that concern the history of imperialism and those that fragment the European 

space internally, inevitably entangle with issues of race and coloniality. The European 

question, according to De Genova (2016), is a question about where and how borders 

appear. On the one hand, he argues, centuries of colonial expansion, migration and 

immigration have brought Europe everywhere in the colonised world, establishing 

relations of subjugation, dependency, and exploitation of colonised people. On the 

other, similar forms of racialisation also exist in the process of internal re-bordering 

that consolidates the institutional project of the EU as a ‘members club’ which only 

certain states and peoples can access (De Genova, 2016).  

EU internal borders mark a qualitative differentiation between different European 

peoples and political imaginaries of Europe. It is therefore ‘not incidental’, De Genova 

writes, that it is precisely in areas such as the Western Balkans that  

The borders of Europe become riddled with ambiguity through which 

Europeanness comes to encompass a variegated and contradictory nexus of 

racialized formations of whiteness that extend towards a series of off-white or not-

quite-white borderland identities (De Genova, 2017, p. 20).   

De Genova’s contribution reveals how both the histories of European colonial 

expansion and those of the internal re-bordering of the European Union raise the 

‘European Question’ (2016) as a challenge to address the uneven relations constituted 

between a central body that identifies as Europe and its fragmented internal and 

external peripheries. In this study, I look at the Una-Sana canton as one of these internal 
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peripheries, where such histories converge. In turn, I rely on a distinction between 

EUrope and Europe to account for the uneven geographies that entangle in this frontier.   

Reading Tazzioli’s work, I identify uneven geographies as ‘spatial disruptions’ that 

shape and fragment European space through bordering practices including but not 

limited to ‘border externalisation, regional integration, enlargement and migrant 

crossings’ (Tazzioli, 2015, p. 3). The starting point for Tazzioli’s claim is that the 

geopolitical map of European space appears as ‘an untenable illustrative device’ 

(Tazzioli, 2015, p. 10) that attempts to fully represent what Europe is historically and 

politically.   

The perspective offered by uneven geographies enables us to make sense of the 

multiple asymmetries that are constituted in the European space. It allows a decentring 

from the political imaginary of Europe as a coherent institutional, territorial, and 

political project and opens up the potential to transform the very means through which 

it can be visualised. Tazzioli addresses this challenge by proposing to ‘countermap’ 

European space observing ‘spatial transformations generated by migrant movements’ 

across European borders (Tazzioli, 2005, p. 1). Counter-mapping represents the 

attempt to expose the limits of cartographic practice and questions conventional 

common-sense assumptions about where Europe is, and what Europe does. The claim 

for counter-mapping the European space though migrant crossing comes with critiques 

of the linear and ever-present spatial narrative displayed in the geopolitical map of 

Europe but does not require foreseeing an adjourned or revised map. On the contrary, 

Tazzioli understands European space as fragmenting into ‘nonterritorial processes of 

bordering through which practices of mobility are partitioned, governed, monitored or 

detained’ (Tazzioli, 2015, p. 7).  
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This study of the making of a frontier explores the Una-Sana canton as a frontier 

capturing Europe’s uneven geographies and observes how borders are simultaneously 

enforced and subverted, mapped and counter-mapped. I use the terms EUrope and 

EUropean with the intention of problematising the uneven geographies that articulate 

through the borders that permeate and replicate in the European space and across its 

frontiers, with specific attention to the frontier constituted around the Western 

Balkans. Within this signification, the designation EU incorporates within EUrope the 

project of the European Union. Yet, the expression has a wider scope, that goes beyond 

the institutional constitution and legal jurisdiction of the European Union. If the 

European Union can be described as ‘the most recent political project to speak in the 

name of Europe’ (Walters, 2004, p. 4); EUrope also includes what is kept silent and 

hidden. I agree with Maurice Stierl (2017) and Lorenzo Vianelli (2017), that EUrope 

cannot be reduced to the institution of the European Union, but that the latter presents 

one of its many articulations.    

EUrope, in this study, represents the driving force for the constitution of the border that 

contains and replicates within the frontier. It appears in the histories that separate 

Western European centres from Eastern European and colonial peripheries. It appears 

in the policymaking of regional integration and border externalisation that regulates 

mobilities across the Western Balkans and the European Union. It appears in the 

systematisation of illegal pushbacks through which migrants are deported from Croatia 

to BiH. In other words, EUrope is interpreted as the legitimising force behind the 

colonial logic of the border. It does not refer necessarily to a homogeneous set of values 

but reflects the controversial discourses and practices that keep non-EUropean 
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subjects beyond a territorial, epistemic, and political margin that EUrope itself invents 

through its borders.  

Migrant and Balkan Subjects   

A crucial conceptual issue that I encountered in the research process concerns the 

question of how to name the people who participate in this study. Indeed, precisely 

because the frontier is a complex and chaotic space, the people that I interacted with 

are not homogeneous. In turn, acknowledging that it would be impossible to properly 

name the participants in this study, I write with specific awareness of the subject 

positions that people I interact with are assigned in relation to the EUropean border. 

The challenge of unpacking how these positions are enforced and subverted is part of 

my investigation.   

I understand subject positions as descriptions that are assigned to know, distinguish, 

and govern collectivities (Isin, 2012; Tazzioli, 2020). In telling a story about the making 

of a frontier, I observe subjects encountering each other and coexisting through 

positions that EUrope assigns them. People permanently or temporarily staying in the 

frontier are positioned differently in relation to EUrope (migrants, inhabitants, 

activists, volunteers, border police, researchers, tourists, journalists). These positions 

do not necessarily reflect singular nor collective identities, but they allow the EUropean 

border to simplify, categorise and govern them in the frontier.     

Frontiers are simultaneously chaotic and compartmentalised. Neighbourhoods, towns, 

villages, mountains, woods, Temporary Reception Centres (TCRs), parks, makeshift 

camps, rivers, hotels, cafes, restaurants, border checkpoints, abandoned buildings, 

mined fields. Subjects that interact with these spaces and with each other are 
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positioned differently and their different positions affect their agency and their 

mobility. These subject positions are invented alongside the EUropean border but 

become immediately and violently dominant in shaping the lives and interactions of 

those who encounter one another through the frontier, until they manage to subvert 

them.  

When I describe interactions with people inhabiting the frontier and people attempting 

to cross the EU border, I understand their subject positions in relation to mechanisms 

of objectivation and subjectivation that racialize them as migrant and Balkan subjects.  

Once again, the work of Martina Tazzioli is useful to navigate these concepts. In The 

Making of Migration (2020) Tazzioli deploys a Foucauldian approach to determine 

objectivation and subjectivation as the mechanisms producing and governing migrants 

and knowledge about them.  

Subjectivation refers to the ‘material processes and discursive practices through which 

individuals are shown, shaped, and governed as subjects’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 3). 

Objectivation consists of  ‘modes in which subjects are crafted and governed as possible 

objects of knowledge’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 3). It is the force that creates subjects as objects 

that can be known, feared or victimised. Subjectivation determines ‘where the subject 

should be, at which condition (they are) subjected, and which status (they) must have’ 

(Foucault, 1984, p. 65). Objectivation and subjectivations co-constitute the subject and 

determine the epistemic and material spaces (positions) in which they act and speak. 

Migrant and Balkan subject positions, I contend, emerge out of the objectivation and 

subjectivation that the EUropean border creates to identify and govern its outsiders.  
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People who are subjectivised and objectivised as migrants and Balkan subjects are 

positioned in epistemic and material spaces where their agency is diminished, and their 

presence is governed through the colonial logic of the EUropean border. Furthermore, 

Balkan and migrant subjects appear to constitute fragmented mirror images of EUrope, 

where notwithstanding their material proximity, they are produced as distant and 

undeserving others (Balibar, 2009; De Genova, 2017).  

In terms of subjectivation, migrant and Balkan subjects occupy different positions in 

relation to the EUropean borders in the frontier. Balkan subjects inhabit the frontier.  

They are documented citizens, who, under certain conditions, can be allowed to enter 

EUrope. Migrants are illegalised subjects. They are monitored, watched, and contained 

and continuously moved, deported, and immobilized.   

In terms of objectivation, the ways in which EUrope produces knowledge about migrant 

and Balkan subjects overlaps in the way both are eventually racialised. I understand 

racialisation as a ‘socio-political fact of domination’ (De Genova, 2016, p. 1770), which 

is ‘not limited to racial doctrine’ (Wolfe, 2016) but operates and diffuses reproducing a 

model of subordination though which subjects are othered and governed. In the context 

of the frontier, the categories through which migrant and Balkan subjects are racialised 

do not necessarily act through ‘visible markers of race such as skin colours’ (De Genova, 

2017, p. 60) but are embedded in the colonial logic that understands certain subjects 

as less politically, culturally, and socially developed than others.    

Knowledge produced about Balkan and migrant subjects intersects in the constitution 

of generalising, demonising, and decivilising categories that identify both subject 

positions as culturally and politically inferior, and associate them with histories of 
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violence, conflict and barbarism that are supposedly unworthy of EUrope (Dzenovska, 

2013; Chakravarty, 2020). While these mechanisms produce migrant and Balkan 

subjects as distant objects of knowledge, their proximity to EUrope makes them visible 

and enables the border technology to govern and contain them.   

Thinking with these premises, I refer to migrant and Balkan subjects not to represent 

unified social group but reveal racialised relations of governance and difference that 

are imposed by EUrope though its border. I use these categories throughout this study 

not to reinforce the racialising mechanisms producing them, but to be explicit about 

the initial subject positions in which subjects encounter each other in the frontier.   

Frontier Games  

So far, I have been concerned with clarifying the analytical framework and the concepts 

used in this study, while remaining aware of the fact that they acquire diverse meanings 

elsewhere. This challenge inevitably entails considering, either to exclude or to think 

with, several contributions that have elevated these concepts into scholarly debates 

and enriched them with theoretical density.   

The compromise between acknowledging larger debates and addressing the specific 

objects and situations I aim to describe requires on the one hand, mobilising the 

epistemological potential of these concepts, and on the other, adapting them to the 

empirical and political substance at the core of my investigation. In conceptualising 

borders and frontiers, EUrope, and Balkan and migrant subjects, as Chapter 2 shows, I 

draw on Critical Balkan Studies and Critical Migration Studies. Yet, one concept that 

plays a central role in the thesis, the game, has its origins in my conversations with 

migrants that I encountered in the Una-Sana canton.   
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In conversation with migrants who had remained stuck and been deported from the 

Croatian border, the expression to go game was often used by my interlocutors to 

indicate the act of crossing a border irregularly, on foot or hidden into vehicles such as 

trains, cars, or trucks. To go game, I have learned since then, consists of days and nights 

travelling clandestinely, from one state to another, until one reaches the desired 

EUropean destination. Each game involves negotiating natural barriers, including 

rivers, rocks, mountains, snow, rain, extreme temperatures, and wild animals. 

Furthermore, the spaces where the game is played are filled with cameras, drones, and 

barbed wired fences set up with the direct intention of monitoring and stopping those 

who attempt to cross.   

Migrants who go game also encounter the very likely risk of being captured by border 

police and deported back to the country from which they started the game in the first 

place.  The game is repetitive. At the heart of it there is a circular mobility that captures 

migrants into a back and forth between each crossing attempt, capture, deportation. 

Migrants can be forced into a prolonged permanence in the countries to which they are 

deported. This circular mobility becomes a part of migrants’ every day. Eventually, as I 

discuss more in detail in the following chapters, the game expands from identifying the 

physical act of crossing, to indicate a more complex existential condition of struggle and 

resistance against the colonial logic of the EUropean border. When it acquires such 

signification, the game becomes a metaphor for a state of transition, waiting, and 

strategising against the logic of the border.   

Since 2017, the term game started to be noted by journalists, activists and humanitarian 

practitioners working with and writing about migrants travelling on the Balkan route. 

For example, a report from Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) titled ‘Games of Violence’ 
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(2017) focused on EU state border authorities' abuse of unaccompanied children in 

Serbia. The report described the game as the ‘endless cycle of border crossing’ in which 

migrants are ‘over and over again pushed back from EU borders’ (Drobnjakovic, 2017, 

p. 3). In the same year, another report from the Oxfam Joint  

Agency titled 'A Dangerous Game' defines the expression game as the outcome of a 

'cynical humour' through which migrants describe 'their effort to continue their 

dangerous journey (2017, p. 2). In 2021, two journalists, Eefje Blankevoort and Els van 

Driel, titled their documentary on minors displaced on the Balkan route, 'Shadow 

Games,' (2021), and this subsequently evolved into a transmedia project, advocating 

for the rights of unaccompanied migrants displaced and lost in the EUropean border 

regime.  

The game eventually entered scholarly debates as Claudio Minca and Jessica Collins 

discuss in ‘The Game: Or, “the making of migration” along the Balkan route’ (2021). The 

paper connects the analytical framework offered in Martina Tazzioli’s work to the 

combination of escape strategies and border technologies that take place on the 

‘Western Balkan Route’. Minca and Collins conceptualise the game as ‘a spatial tactic 

implemented by refugees as a way of engaging with the impossibility of legally 

travelling to their desired destination' (Minca and Collins, 2021, p. 2).  Interpreting the 

game through the making of migration, they argue, means qualifying the game as ‘both 

the result of specific strategies of forced mobility by the authorities and as a powerful 

manifestation of the conditions and the fields of possibilities for thousands of refugees 

along the Balkan route’ (Minca and Collins, 2021, p. 2). Minca and Collins interpret the 

game as the entanglement between the external systemic forces animating it and the 

local and counter-systemic forces enacting it. The game, they argue:  
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is based on a specific informal geography comprised of information travelling 

through social media, smuggling networks, makeshift and institutional refugee 

camps, and informal routes across the mountains, rivers and fields of the region 

(Minca and Collins, 2021, p. 2).   

In other words, through connecting the making of the game with the making of 

migration, Minca and Collins show how migrants reclaim strategies and spaces to 

escape their position of struggle and displacement.  

As the game becomes central in the making of migration, it also becomes central in the 

making of a frontier. Migrants returning from or preparing for a game gather in 

fragmented and temporary groups scattered across the Una-Sana canton. Martina 

Tazzioli refers to these groups calling them ‘temporary divisible multiplicities’ 

(Tazzioli, 2020). The expression captures ‘migrants who temporally assemble in a 

certain space’ and that compose collective formations that are ‘non-homogeneous, 

highly precarious and temporary’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 5). When these assemblages are 

governed by institutional actors such as governments, migration agencies or border 

guards, she argues, ‘the temporary and divisible character of migrant multiplicities 

results in a way to prevent the formation of a collective political subject' (2020, p. 33). 

Migrants who are pushed back to BiH are deported, moved from one facility to another, 

from one camp to another. By keeping them in constant movement, the logic of the 

border prevents them from constituting durable bonds that could unfold into political 

resistances. Yet, subjects participating in these temporary divisible multiplicities 

interact, singularly and collectively, with other subjects who are positioned differently 

on the frontier: inhabitants, activists, humanitarians, journalists, and other migrants.   
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In the frontier, these heterogeneous multiplicities of differently positioned subjects 

might lead to practices that tease and challenge the logic of the border. Subjects who 

assemble into different multiplicities as migrants, inhabitants, activists, or 

humanitarian workers might collectively re-shuffle their positions concerning the 

border and concerning each other. In turn, the game that is played on the mountains 

puts in motion a much more complex set of subversive processes which disturb the 

status quo and provide challenges to the system diffused through the EUropean border. 

Looking at these subversive processes, I conceptualise frontier games as counter-

border practices that emerge out of the assemblage and repositioning of subjects in the 

frontier.   

As noted by Minca and Collins the game becomes:  

 a process characterised by the intentional and unintentional involvement and 

actions of several players, including state authorities and humanitarian 

organisations [...] within geographies comprised of borders, institutional camps 

and humanitarian efforts but also jungles makeshift encampments routes and 

derouting, smuggling and endless tactical shifts on the part of refugees (2021, p.  

7).   

The game in the border is the first of a series of articulations of acts of subversion that 

are played throughout the expansive zone of the frontier and include migrants 

alongside other subjects that encounter and assemble with them. These are what I call 

frontier games. My conceptualisation of frontier games draws on the subversive logic 

entrenched in the act of going game and unravels how such logic reflects practices 
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through which different subjects in the frontier contest the logic of the EUropean 

border.  

Reading transversally through the interaction between systemic and local forces, 

subjects, and histories that assemble in the complex field of potentiality that is the 

frontier, I identify frontier games subverting the logic of the EUropean border. If the 

EUropean border appears to assign positions and re-order the chaos of the frontier; 

frontier games emerge to subvert this ordering logic along with the subject positions 

that the border imposes.   

Conclusion  

By examining a forced and prolonged encounter between those that EUrope produces 

as others through making a frontier, this thesis aims to recentre debates merging 

Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies into the specific zones where these 

encounters unfold, in the Western Balkans but also elsewhere. In Chapter 7, the thesis 

concludes by advancing frontier-making as a pioneering approach to the study of zones 

that, like the Una-Sana canton, have been politicised and transformed through the 

encounter of differently positioned subjects. Frontier-making, I will contend in the 

conclusion of this thesis, brings attention to how these encounters unveil a complex 

choreography of borders and games, presents and pasts, here(s) and there(s), us(s) and 

them(s), where multiple trajectories of struggle and subversion assemble and 

continuously transform.   

Building on the decolonial grammars of border-thinking, I conclude by situating 

frontier-making as an opportunity to retrieve synergies between temporal and spatial 

scales of analysis and the moments of situation, extension, and reflection that emerge 
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out of this study. Through these moments, it is possible to observe assemblages of 

different agencies, histories, and subjectivities; and give an account of the challenges 

they pose to the external forces pushing them into the same space.  

In the context of the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton, this approach allows 

an unravelling of the paradoxical process through which EUrope, by intentionally 

confining its others on its margins, unintentionally provides them with an extended 

space and a prolonged time to rethink and subvert their marginal positions collectively. 

I conclude by arguing that Balkan and migrant subjects participating in frontier games 

unveil EUrope’s contradictions and enact mutual solidarity, through acts of 

repositioning and subversion.   
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Chapter 2. Balkan, Migrant, EUrope  

EUrope and its Others  

In one of her most famous works, entitled ‘EU/Others’ (2000), Bosnian artist Šejla 

Kamerić puts two photos of an airport corridor side by side. The first photo portrays 

the blurred silhouettes of passengers walking towards a sign that says ‘EU citizens’. The 

second photo portrays the blurred silhouettes of passengers walking past a sign that 

says ‘others’. Signs like this are displayed in the airports of all EU-member states to 

divide passengers into queues for passport control. These signs make it clear who EU 

citizens are. Less clear is who they assign the characterisation of others. ‘Other’, as 

displayed in these signs, means anything that is not the EU. In its indefinability, it 

includes multitudes. It does not care if these multitudes know each other, communicate 

with each other. It does not account for the singularities that compose them. It only 

accounts for what these multitudes are not. With a simple snapshot of an everyday 

moment in a space crossed by thousands of people every day, Kamerić captures EUrope 

making itself and making its others. The EU queue is defined by the EU category. The 

other queue remains undefined. Not known, and yet, known to be different.   

Kamerić is a citizen of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), a European state which is not a 

member of the European Union (EU). She is a European citizen but not an EU citizen. 

Her work is a provocation. It forces a reflection on the divisions that are created 

between those subjects that happen to have an EU passport and those who do not. This 

division does not solely distinguish Europe from an external other. It also distinguishes 

EUrope from an internal European other. This distinction is a qualitative one. It 

establishes a difference between socio-economic systems, political, and cultural 

imaginaries, and rights to move within and beyond national borders. By cautiously 
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creating privileges for its citizens and partners and structuring its value around 

exclusive membership, the project of EUrope resonates with the timeless and 

borderless project of European modernity, its tentacular proliferation through the 

means of imperialism, and the redefinition of its internal borders. In other words, 

EUrope talks like an empire and walks like an empire (De Genova, 2017).  

The frontier that I observe being constituted in the Una-Sana canton is geographically 

located beyond a EUropean border, not just because Croatia is an EU member state and  

BiH is not. The border reflects a historical, political, and material boundary between  

EUrope and its Balkan others. The Una-Sana canton is a European space, but not a 

EUropean one. With thousands of migrants coming from extra-European lands, 

crossing the Balkans, and being immobilized on Balkan frontiers, the differentiation 

that is constituted between EUrope and European space becomes clearer.  This study 

of the making of a frontier starts from EUrope and from those who, as migrant and as 

Balkan subjects are subjectivised, objectivised and racialised as others.    

While the Balkan peninsula is known to expand to Croatia, the Una-Sana canton is, 

today, the last Balkan space before EUrope begins, and it forms the western margin of 

the group of states that the EU has named the Western Balkans. The canton expands 

across a region called Bosanska Krajina (Bosnian frontier) and is interrupted by the 

national border with Croatia. Since 2017, thousands of people have reached the canton 

to cross the European border. To stop them from arriving in EUrope, the Croatian police 

have implemented a system of illegal deportations, commonly known as pushbacks, as 

migrants are systematically captured, tortured and pushed back to the Bosnian side. 

Migrants attempt the crossing multiple times. In between each attempt, they return to 

the Una-Sana canton. In this study, the encounter between those who are forced to 
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return and remain and those who inhabit the canton is observed as an encounter 

between subjects to whom the EUropean border has assigned the position of non-

EUropean others. As I anticipated in the precedent chapter, these assigned positions 

are here described through identifying them as migrant and Balkan subjects.  

 I argue that the invention of Balkan and migrant subjects as European others is deeply 

connected with the invention of EUrope as a homogenous entity. To navigate the 

relation between these inventions, and unpack where they come from, this chapter 

reviews the literatures exploring and problematising EUropean productions of migrant 

and Balkan subject positions.   

I explore the production of Balkan and migrant subjects in dialogue with scholarship 

that articulates and problematizes the racialising mechanisms through which these 

subject positions are assigned and governed. In this chapter, I engage with existing 

contributions and situate the study at the intersection between two bodies of 

scholarship that I refer to respectively as Critical Balkan Studies and Critical Migration 

Studies. I argue that the assemblages of migrant and Balkan subjects beyond the 

EUropean–Western Balkan borders urge these bodies of scholarship to enter in 

communication with one another and re-think the overlaps that may appear.   

Between the 1990s and the 2000s, Balkan Studies and Migration Studies emerged as 

fields of knowledge tackling post-conflict transformation in societies labelled 

postsocialist or postcolonial, and their transformed relations with post-imperialist 

EUrope. Within both fields, more specific intellectual debates focused on critiques of 

Eurocentric discourses and practices, and how these inscribe and perpetuate the 

uneven relationship established between EUrope and its others. In this chapter I focus 
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on these literatures and call them respectively Critical Balkan Studies and Critical 

Migration Studies.   

Building on the definition of Michel Foucault, I interpret critical work as the ‘endeavour 

to know how and to what extend it might be possible to think differently, instead of 

legitimating what is already known’ (Foucault, 1985, p. 9). By speaking to scholarly 

debates that I identify as critical, I narrow down my review of the literatures informing 

this thesis to contributions that, far from simply elaborating on these categories, 

interrogate and problematize them.   

The chapter is organised into three sections. In the first two sections, I review the 

development and evolution of Critical Migration and Critical Balkan Studies 

respectively. In the third section, I explore the recent convergence of these bodies of 

scholarship, with reference to their shared contamination with decolonial grammars 

and border-thinking; and their mutual interest in the processes of border securitisation 

of the ‘western Balkan Route’. The contributions that emerge from this convergence are 

central theoretical inputs in this study. I focus on the perspective of ‘assemblage of 

mobility’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020) and ‘joint agency’ (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020) to 

describe the mutual articulations of struggle and resistance enacted by migrants and 

inhabitants encountering each other on the Western Balkans-EUrope frontiers.   

Finally, I contend that, while useful insights have been elaborated on the implications 

these encounters have for EUrope and its non-EUropean others, there has not yet been 

engagement with singular empirical case-studies where these encounters are produced 

and transformed every day. Building on this gap, I articulate my contribution to these 
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debates into a situated, reflexive, and extensive case study of the making of a frontier 

in the Una-Sana canton.   

Critical Migration Studies  

In the second half of the 20th century, migration in EUrope became a central object of 

study in social science. Following WWII and the decay of European empires, several 

European governments strove to keep socio-economic and commercial relations with 

decolonised nations, encouraging flows of temporary labour migration and, 

subsequently, settlement and family reunion (Favel, 2015). Between the 1950s and the 

1970s, the field of Migration Studies emerged to describe and analyse the composition 

and directions of these flows as well as their implications for social and political life 

(Pisarevskaya, Levy, Scholten and Jansen, 2020; Favel, 2001).   

Initial research on migration was centred on the investigation of push- and pull- factors 

re-adjusting labour relations between former colonies and post-imperial states 

(McNevin, 2014). Rational choice approaches described migration as contributing to a 

system of labour supply and demand (Borjas, 1989; Golini, Gerano and Heins, 1991), 

where on the one hand, those coming from lower-income countries into Europe were 

exposed to higher probability of employment and better quality of life, and on the other, 

European labour markets had their demand for cheap and low-skilled labour fulfilled. 

At the same time, Marxist critiques emerged to problematise this logic as reinscribing 

colonial core-periphery exploitative relationship within new post-imperialist 

geographies (Cohen, 1987; Wallerstein, 1979).   

Positioned at opposite ends of the argument, Marxist and Rational-choice approaches 

watched migration with a similar functional mindset; as a systemic phenomenon 
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reinforcing, and evolving labour relationships already present within European 

imperialism.  In this first phase, knowledge produced on migration used the vocabulary 

of globalisation, governance, and transnationalism. This language inevitably tended to 

essentialise the act of migrating as a temporary, expected, and unproblematic 

implication of an increasingly interconnected world (McNevin, 2014).  

In the late 1970s, two oil shocks and widespread unemployment contributed to 

transform functional approaches to migration into enquires about how migrants 

permanently moving to Europe were impacting European societies (Favel, 2015). 

Scholars were now looking at migration as a social issue, rather than an opportunity 

for labour and economic exchange. Descriptions of migration as something mainly 

happening to and within Europe had the result of entangling studies about people 

migrating with policymaking issues of security and integration in European nations 

(Sassen, 2000).    

In other words, irregular migration was invented when migrant labour was no longer 

seen as a useful resource in European societies (Favel, 2001). As unemployment kept 

spreading across European countries, national governments that previously allowed 

people to enter and work in their states became more hostile.  Countries such as the 

UK, and France, that had previously encouraged labour migration to maintain colonial 

ties, were now changing norms on border control and labour regulation for 

international workers, making it harder for people to enter.  

In the 1980s and 1990s, riots in France and the UK, and growing xenophobia also 

contributed to entangle the subject of migration, to issues of security and race (Favel, 

2001). Simultaneously, as the EU developed into a free movement zone, national 
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regulation on migration and border-control overlapped with EU regulations, further 

complicating the layers of complexity through which different categories of migrants 

were or were not legitimised to move.   

The constantly changing and nationally specific character of migration management 

and border control in Europe sustained the development of a complex and 

heterogenous body of legal and sociological knowledge distinguishing between labour 

migration, family reunion, asylum seeking, and irregular migration (Favel, 2015).  At 

the end of the 20th century, migration in Europe had turned from being observed as an 

organic evolution of labour movements and relations, to an issue to be solved. Scholars 

in the field of Migration Studies had moved beyond simply analysing migration as a 

systemic event and had instead become interested in labelling migrant purposes and 

statuses, mapping routes, and analysing the tension between integration and 

securitisation strategies (Anderson, 2019; Bello, 2020).  

At the start of the 21st century, the story that had been told about migration in Europe, 

as pointed out by Bridget Anderson, looked like ‘a tale of unparalleled movement and 

huge demographic change that presented a direct threat to sovereignty, security and 

national identity’ (Anderson, 2019, p. 1). In the early 2000s, scholars began to challenge 

the nation-centric and Eurocentric perspectives through which a majority of 

contribution in Migration Studies had been developed. These reflections sparked out 

from a larger scholarly debate about the urgency to discourage the centrality of the role 

of the national in social science.  In 2003, Andreas Wimmer and Nina Glick Schiller 

published a paper entitled ‘Methodological Nationalism, the Social Science and the 

Study of Migration’ (2003), in which they argued that social science, and particularly  



57  

  

Migration Studies had a problem of methodological nationalism. The paper examines 

how public discourse and mainstream social sciences have been ‘closely attached to 

and shaped by the experience of modern nation-state formation’ (2003, p. 578) and 

reflects on how this tendency inevitably shaped research about migration. In their book 

entitled Regimes of Mobility (2013) Noel Salazar and Nina Glick Schiller describe 

methodological nationalism as ‘an ideological orientation that approaches the study of 

social and historical factors as if they were contained within the borders of individual 

nation-states’ (Schiller and Salazar, 2013, p. 186). Both the above-mentioned 

contributions propose a rejection of methodological nationalism and recover an 

approach able to conceive articulations of social life that exist and have always existed 

beyond the nation.  

Schiller and Salazar’s work set the basis for a widespread movement of critique and 

transformation in Migration Studies. An increasingly large group of scholars were now 

interested in reversing perspectives on migration and interrogating present, past, and 

future implications of liberating migration research from methodological nationalism.  

It is in this context that I recognise the development of Critical Migration Studies. Under 

this label, I group studies of scholars who, starting from a critique of methodological 

nationalism, interrogate and rework the Eurocentric and racialising categories though 

which the act of migration and the subjects migrating have been produced in EUrope. I 

focus on three central themes around which these scholars develop their arguments: 

mobility, autonomy, and coloniality. By prioritising the notion of mobility, scholars in 

Critical Migration Studies interrogate the normativity of sedentarism. By focusing on 

autonomy, they empower subjects who are mobile across borders of political identity 

and agency, provide new vocabularies for defining the objects and spaces within which 
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they interact, and encourage militant research. By linking the subject of migration with 

that of coloniality, they approach how the category of the migrant and the language 

used to describe them participate in racialising and colonising discourses and practices 

that moved from the colonial geographies of imperialism to the postcolonial 

geographies of EUropean borders.   

Mobility  

One fundamental implication of methodological nationalism is the taken-for-granted 

assumption that social and political life happens within the borders imposed by static 

categories crystallised into the structure and history of the European nation-state. By 

premising social and political aggregation on the hypothesis of settlement and 

sedentarism (Elden, 2010), political and social science scholarship, especially in 

European and North American contexts, developed on the premise that stasis is the 

norm and mobility is the exception (Isin, 2018). The very field of Migration Studies, in 

which the migrant is primarily distinguished from the citizen as an object of inquiry 

emerged out of the assumption that sedentarism was the norm, and migration was an 

anomaly that deserved to be watched and studied (Anderson, 2019). This attitude 

changed as debates on social and political life were de-centred from sedentarism and 

recentred on movement and mobility.  

According to Schiller and Salazar, interest in mobility emerged ‘from a postmodern 

moment in which global “flows” of capital, people, and objects were increasingly noted 

and celebrated’(Schiller and Salazar, 2013, p. 183). Mobility approaches started with 

the claim that the study of mobility had been consistently hindered by ‘explicit or tacit’ 

normative injunctions to ‘settle’ and ‘rectify’ (McNevin, 2014, p. 647) mobile 

conditions. Scholars in the early 2000s had been living in and observing a world 
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becoming more and more globalised and interconnected and advocated for new 

theoretical and methodological instruments to describe it.  In 2005, Kevin Hannam, 

Mimi Sheller, and John Urry co-founded the journal Mobility with the purpose of 

requalifying mobility as a category for theorising and enquiring about the social world. 

These scholars advanced the ‘New Mobilities’ paradigm in Migration Studies, with the 

aim to ‘change both the objects of its inquiries and the methodologies for research’, and 

to ‘redirect research away from static structures of the modern world’ (Sheller and 

Urry, 2006, p. 210). The premise of the ‘New Mobilities’ paradigm foregrounds a world 

populated by ‘asylum seekers, international students, terrorists, members of diasporas, 

holidaymakers, businesspeople, sports stars, refugees, backpackers, commuters, the 

early retired, young mobile professionals, prostitutes’ (Sheller and Urry, 2006, p. 207) 

and interrogates ways to theorise the social spaces and lives that these subjects render 

constantly mobile and interconnected.    

Although the ‘New Mobilities’ paradigm emerged following reflections on social 

transformation linked to contemporary structures of interconnectedness and 

postmodernity (Bauman, 2000), it also called for a requalification of mobility as 

something that, far from being new, ‘has long been a central aspect of both historical 

and contemporary existence’ (Sheller, 2013, p. 47).  With a very broad scope, the ‘New 

Mobilities’ paradigm aimed to question the methodological and sociological 

normativity of sedentarism and deepen the study of different mobile aspects of social 

life such as tourism, transport, international work and study, and migration.   

This change of perspective on mobility in contemporary social life encouraged 

reflection on past forms of mobility and the reasons they had been undermined. As 

noted by Schiller and Salazar, ‘if we think historically about the human condition, it 
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might seem that we should really have a stasis studies rather than a migration or 

mobilities studies’ (Schiller and Salazar, 2013, p. 185).  Scholars such as Engin Isin and 

Anne McNevin caught the opportunity of the mobility turn to look retrospectively at 

how mobility has always been present in the history of humankind (McNevin, 2014; 

Isin, 2018). Anne McNevin builds on Sheller and Urry’s work to set up her critique of 

contemporary Migration Studies. She asserts that mobility approaches have drawn 

attention to long-standing conceptual limitations within Migration Studies and the 

Social Science more generally. She also argues that ‘the notion of human mobility allows 

us to be more conscious of the axiomatic place that particular spatial and temporal 

identifiers continue to occupy in purportedly descriptive accounts of migration’ 

(McNevin, 2014, p. 647).   

The retrospective potential of mobility is also explored in Engin Isin’s work on ‘mobile 

peoples as political subjects’ (Isin, 2018, p. 116). Isin claims that a methodological turn 

towards mobility necessarily entails a genealogical investigation into why and how 

certain categories are produced as the norm while others are produced as exceptions. 

In other words, to requalify mobility, one cannot solely think about contemporary 

social transformations. Rather, one needs to observe mobility as entangled with social 

and political life and with the production and normalisation of people as sedentary 

subjects (Isin, 2018). Isin’s argument brings a fundamental insight to the debate: 

mobility is not value-free or a-historical. Some forms of mobility, like tourism, 

diplomacy or work- and study-related travelling are reserved for subjects who can 

embrace the advantages of a globalised and interconnected world, and necessarily 

reflect positions of relative privilege. Other mobilities, such as those enacted by labour 

migrants, asylum seekers and refugees reveal a darker side of globalisation; one that, 
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while moving the geopolitical organisation of labour relations, keeps inscribing 

hierarchical differentiation between worthy and unworthy subjects thought selecting 

who can move, where to, and how. These differentiations are further discussed in Vicki 

Squire’s The Contested Politics of Mobility (2010) in which she reflects on the 

entanglement produced between migration and irregularity. Squires argues that the 

‘process of securitisation and criminalisation [...] inscribes exclusionary distinctions 

between “desirable” and “undesirable” or “productive” and “threatening” forms of 

migration that eventually result in creating ‘rational and moral assumptions’ about a 

generalised migrant subject (Squire, 2010, p. 27-29).  

The ‘Mobility Turn’ (Sheller and Urry, 2006) encouraged scholars interested in 

migration to reverse this perspective. As mobility began to be valorised as a 

fundamental analytical and methodological category to describe social life, scholars 

remained with the challenge of understanding why certain mobilities are legitimate 

while others are criminalised, victimised or controlled; and what are the devices 

implemented to control them. This challenge was particularly crucial when observing 

new bordering and monitoring devices implemented to govern and filter flows of 

irregular migration in EUrope.    

Autonomy  

The perspective offered by methodological nationalism provoked scholars to focus on 

borders and migration through investigating the purposes and strategies of those 

inventing and implementing them. Within the scope of Critical Migration Studies, a 

second fundamental critique to methodological nationalism emerged from the urge to 

shift from ‘the apparatuses of control to the multiple and diverse ways in which 

migration responds to, operates independently from, and eventually shapes those 
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apparatus and their corresponding institutions’ (Casas Cortes et al., 2015, p. 74).  A new 

perspective emerged to address these issues under the broad label of Autonomy of 

Migration (Casas Cortes et al. 2015, p. 74).  

In 1998, Yann Moulier-Boutang first used the expression to reflect on how the forces 

and effects of migrant flows have been overlooked by an excessive focus on state 

administration and control (Moulier-Boutang, 1998). Two years later, Nikos 

Papastergiadis published a book called The Turbulence of Migration (2000) in which he 

called for the resignification of migration as a creative and unpredictable force; a 

turbulence that cannot be fully controlled and that necessarily creates unpredictable 

transformations (Papastergiadis, 2000). Autonomy of Migration soon expanded to 

account for ideas and arguments aiming to reinvigorate (De Genova, 2013) and 

politicise (Isin, 2018) perspectives on human mobility. Within the paradigm, three 

main objectives have been at the centre of analytical and methodological practice.  

A first objective of Autonomy of Migration literature is that of reversing theorisations 

of migration away from systems of governance towards acts of subversion. This 

objective is particularly central in a book by Dimitris Papadopoulos, Niamh Stephenson 

and Vassilis Tsianos entitled Escape Routes: Control and Subversion in the 21st Century 

(2008). The book broadly points to the neglected relationship between mobility and 

resistance and uses it to empower the figure of the illegalised migrant with political 

identity, and the act of migration with subversive potential. ‘Living as an illegal migrant 

below the radar of surveillance’, the scholars argue, is effectively a ‘starting point of 

contemporary forces of change’ (Papadopoulos et al. 2008, p. xiii).  
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A second objective is that of reframing the functional and methodological potential of 

the devices through which migration is enacted and controlled, by tackling migrant 

agency as the primary reference point for theory-building. In Border as Method (2013) 

Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson focus on the ambivalent potential of borders as 

simultaneously functioning as ‘instruments for managing, calibrating, and governing 

global passages of people, money, and things’, and spaces for the ‘the transformations 

of sovereign powers and the ambivalent nexus of politics and violence’ (Mezzadra and 

Neilson, 2013, p. 5). The border, in their view, is both an analytical and an 

epistemological device, which is at work whenever a distinction between subject and 

object is established (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013).  In this context, attention to border 

as method and as practice challenged new perspectives and conceptualisations about 

Europe, its geographies, and its imaginaries.  

Autonomy of Migration scholars propose different perspectives though which the 

‘European question’ (Balibar, 2009; De Genova, 2017) can be addressed. This is 

particularly crucial in the works of Martina Tazzioli and Nicholas De Genova. In ‘Which 

Europe? Migrants’ uneven geographies and counter-mapping at the limits of 

representation’ (2015), Tazzioli looks at the European space of migration as a 

‘nonterritorial process of bordering though which practices of mobility are partitioned, 

governed and detained’ (Tazzioli, 2015, p. 7). She proposes counter-mapping as ‘an 

analytical posture which looks at the process of re-bordering from the standpoint of 

migration movement’ (Tazzioli, 2015, p. 5). In The Borders of Europe (2017), Nicholas 

De Genova reflects on the 21st century migration crisis at European borders arguing 

that it shows the features of:  
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A permanent epistemic instability within the governance of transnational human 

mobility which relies on the exercise of a power over classifying, naming and 

patronising and partitioning migrants/refugees, and the more general 

multiplication of subtle nuances and contradictions among the categories that 

regiment mobility (De Genova, 2017, p. 9).  

Finally, a third objective of Autonomy of Migration is that of proposing a collective and 

militant reading of mobility in Europe. This objective is particularly addressed in the 

work of Glenda Garelli and Martina Tazzioli entitled ‘Challenging the Discipline of 

Migration: Militant Research in Migration Studies, an Introduction’ (2013). In the 

words of the two scholars, to undertake ‘militant research’ in Migration Studies means 

to ‘scrutinize and counteract the paradigm of an all-encompassing governance of 

mobility and to unpack the fantasies this paradigm entails and engenders’ (Garelli and 

Tazzioli, 2013, p. 247). Militant research is therefore a collective action enacted 

through collaboration between scholars, activists, practitioners and migrants. It has the 

purpose of producing knowledge out of common effort to resist and change oppressive 

discourses and practices associated with mobility (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013; 

Burridge 2014). Examples addressing these challenges can be recognised in two 

collaborative projects published in 2015 and 2016: ‘New Keywords: Migrations and 

Borders’ (2015) and ‘Europe/Crisis: New Keywords of “the Crisis” in and of “Europe”’ 

(2016). Both projects gather reflections from different militant scholars with the aim 

of reframing common concepts adopted in Migration Studies including ‘crisis’, Europe, 

and border.  

Through these three objectives, the Autonomy of Migration perspective interrogates 

methodological nationalism in EUrope by recentring the focus of Migration Studies 
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away from those controlling migration and closer to those enacting migration, away 

from linear understandings of borders and closer to understandings of borders as 

analytical and methodological tools, away from EUrope as a project and closer to 

Europe as a contested space, and  away from purely analytical research into militant 

research.    

Coloniality  

Both the turn to mobility and the turn to autonomy moved the gaze of Critical Migration 

scholars towards the practices and discourses that serve the purpose of othering 

migrants in EUrope. By identifying Eurocentric narratives accompanying the legal, 

social and intellectual production of migration, the language of post- and de-coloniality 

inevitably entered the debate.  

In The Borders of Europe (2017) Nicholas De Genova reminds his readers that ‘the 

struggles of migration and borders reanimate race and postcoloniality as central to 

adequately addressing the most fundamental problems of what Europe is supposed to 

be and who may be counted as European’ (2017, p. 23). It follows that the entanglement 

between migration, borders, and coloniality received widespread attention and 

developed into different thematic patterns across postcolonial and decolonial 

scholarship.  

A first thematic pattern links the struggles of migrants attempting to reach EUropean 

land to the struggles of colonial subjects oppressed under European imperialism 

(Mbembe, 2003; Mains et al., 2013; Ponzanesi, 2015; Kinnnval, 2015). Since the late 

20th century, political theorists interested in post-imperial relations between the 

centres and the peripheries of European colonial empires tackled the reversing of 
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migration flows in EUrope as one of the factors affecting the transformation of 

contemporary global capitalism (Brenner, 2004; Negri and Hardt, 2000; Sassen, 2000; 

Mezzadra and Neilson, 2008). Drawing on anticolonial thinkers such as Frantz Fanon 

and W.E.B du Bois, these scholars looked at colonial logics deployed to enforce and 

legitimize racial differentiations between citizens and colonial subjects, reobserving 

these logics into the objectivation of ‘undocumented’ ‘clandestine’ and ‘irregular’ 

migrants (Negri and Hardt, 2000; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2008). From this perspective, 

scholars understand the politics of migration and border governmentality as one that 

assigns subject positions confining migrants to certain jobs, certain neighbourhoods, 

and certain lives (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2008; 2013), recreating in EUrope, and on its 

margins, the compartmentalised geographies of imperial rule.   

A second thematic pattern concerns the connection between practices of border 

externalisation and the redefinition of colonial frontiers. With the constitution of a 

EUropean border regime (Hess and Kasparek, 2017) and the proliferation of legal, 

social and physical obstacles to migration, scholars began to reflect on how migration 

reshapes both relational and cartographic gestures involved in colonial practice 

(Balibar, 2009; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013; Tazzioli, 2015). In Border as Method 

(2013) Mezzadra and Neilson call for the redefinition of a colonial frontier reinscribing 

a ‘qualitative distinction between European space and those European spaces which 

were, by definition, open to conquest’ (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013, p. 16). These 

spaces, they argue, are not territorially nor epistemically fixed (Balibar, 2009; Mignolo, 

2011). In ‘Migration as Decolonisation’ (2019) Tendayi Achiume reflects on the legal 

practices that emerged alongside the geopolitical transformations that followed the fall 

of European imperialisms. She observes an incoherence in international law 
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criminalising migrants’ movement from third to first world countries. Her argument 

reverses the logic illegalising this form of migration on the ground that ‘first-world 

nation-states have no right to exclude third world migrants for reasons tied to 

distributive justice and corrective justice implications of the legacies of colonialism’ 

(Achiume, 2019, p. 1517). By historicising the relationship between European colonial 

invaders and colonised lands, Achiume argues that certain forms of migration call for a 

deterritorialisation of sovereignty and decolonisation.  

A third thematic pattern linking migration and postcoloniality addresses the bodily 

encounter with the migrant and the production of the migrant as a racialised subject. 

Migration scholars such as Amoore (2006); Minca (2015); Vaughan-Williams (2015) 

and Davies et al (2017; 2019), have extensively drawn on Achille Mbembe’s concept of 

necropolitics to connect migrant and colonial experiences of suffering and struggle. In 

this view, migrants, like colonial subjects, are ‘kept alive but in a state of injury’ 

(Mbembe, 2003, p. 21).  Mbembe himself continued to reflect on the relation between 

border management and necropolitical practices. In ‘Bodies as Borders’ (2019), he 

argues that ‘border security practices have taken a keen interest in the connection 

between the human body and identity, as a means to achieve detailed control over 

movement and speed’ (Mbembe, 2019, p. 9). The work of Sarah Ahmed also provides 

intriguing reflections on the connection between bodies, borders, and colonial practice. 

In Strange Encounters (2004), Ahmed re-thinks postcoloniality as ‘colonialism 

operated in different times in ways that permeate all aspects of social life’ (Ahmed, 

2004, p. 11) and observes how it re-emerges though the encounter with the migrant. 

To Ahmed, the racialisation of migrants at EUropean borders is first and foremost 

linked to the encounter with an ‘alien danger’ (Ahmed, 2004, p. 2).  It is a bodily 
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encounter where difference is established as a ‘relation between bodies’ (Ahmed, 2004, 

p. 7). The bodies of the migrants who arrive in EUrope are, in the words of Ahmed, 

‘shaped by histories of colonialism’; they ‘remember such histories’ and materially 

bring them back to EUrope (Ahmed, 2007, p. 22).   

Critiques of geo and necro-political imperial practice are accompanied by  

interrogations of discursive constructions of the ‘migrant’ and of ‘migration’ in EUrope. 

These discursive constructions occupy a fourth central theme in postcolonial readings 

of migration in Europe. Scholars observing the mediatic production of the ‘migrant’ in 

Europe draw connections with discursive productions of colonial subjects as inferior 

and uncivilised beings (De Genova, 2018; Carver, 2019; De Sousa Santos, 2007; 

Gutiérrez Rodríguez, 2018; Mamdani, 2018; Mayblin, 2017; Mongia, 2018). According 

to Gutiérrez Rodríguez ‘the rhetoric involved in the production of the ‘migration crisis’ 

resurfaces within a specific conjuncture of racism in Europe’ where ‘colonial legacies 

of the construction of the racialized other are reactivated and wrapped in a racist 

vocabulary, drawing on a racist imaginary combined with new forms of governing the 

racialized other through migration control’ (Gutiérrez Rodríguez 2018,  p.17-18).  

Gurminder Bhambra also reflects on the process through which the language of a 

‘migration crisis’ overlooks the conflicts and persecutions that force people to flee their 

homes. The ‘crisis’, in her view, becomes concerned with how EUrope cannot cope with 

migration (Bhambra, 2017). Nicholas De Genova also insists on this point. By recentring 

the discourse on migration in EUrope, the ‘migration crisis’ becomes, in the words of 

De Genova, a ‘racial crisis’ (De Genova, 2013). The migrant, according to De Genova, is 

essentialised and racialised into a collective body until migration is translated into an 
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‘over-catching referent that visually corresponds to the image of the flow’ (De Genova, 

2013, p. 253).   

Postcolonial scholarship offers Critical Migration Studies the opportunity to historicise 

the racialisation, criminalisation, victimisation and objectivation of migrants through 

the lens of EUropean colonial logics. The argument is further explored in decolonial 

scholarship. Although there is a consistent overlap between postcolonial and 

decolonial understandings of the structural inequalities generated through colonial 

practice, decolonial scholars move beyond examples of colonial and postcolonial 

history and observe coloniality as ‘defining culture, labour, intersubjective relations 

and knowledge production everywhere, (Maldonado-Torres, 2007, p. 243). In 

decolonial scholarship, the notion of coloniality evolves from the historical example of 

colonialism and postcoloniality to conceptualise the crystallisation of the racialized 

differentiation that forms the fundamental axis of Eurocentric modernity (Mignolo, 

2007). While postcolonial scholars critique methodological nationalism, decolonial 

scholars advance a more severe interrogation of imperial/territorial epistemology that 

sees Eurocentrism as the evergreen expression of colonial difference (Mignolo and 

Tlostanova, 2006).  

Decolonial grammars broadly embrace the arguments put forward through the 

postcolonial turn in Critical Migration Studies but reject the epistemological premises 

under which it is formulated. According to Walter Mignolo, by re-enforcing the 

language of us/other, core/periphery, and migrant/citizens, postcolonial approaches 

to Migration Studies risk replicating the racialised categories that these 

dichotomisations represent (Mignolo, 2011). To overcome this issue, Mignolo proposes 

border-thinking (Mignolo, 2011) to delink (epistemically and politically) from the web 
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of imperial knowledge, and to bring local experiences of coloniality and decoloniality 

in dialogue with one another (Quijano, 2000; Mignolo, 2007; Maldonado Torres, 2007).   

Border-thinking is described by Mignolo as ‘a connector between different experiences 

of exploitation [...] in the sphere of colonial difference.’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 498). It 

foregrounds ‘delinking from modern rationality’ and ‘connecting different colonial 

histories entangled with imperial modernity’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 498).   

Border-thinking enables Critical Migration Studies to connect experiences of colonial 

wounding affecting people all over the world; the people that Gloria Anzaldúa, in her 

Borderland/La Frontera calls, los atravesados: ‘those who cross over, pass over, or go 

through the confines of the normal’ (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 25). In this context, the colonial 

wounded are not just those that have been governed through colonial conquest, but all 

those that do not fit in the dominant categories of colonial modernity: the male, the 

white, the heterosexual, the citizen, and so on (Anzaldúa, 1987).   

In the context of Critical Migration Studies, border-thinking provides a reference point 

for dialogue between migrants, identified as subjects suffering from a colonial wound, 

with other wounded subjects they encounter in their journeys. It also provides an 

opportunity to connect critical scholarly debates that address other categories of 

subaltern existence and colonial difference related to gendered, sexual, racial, religious, 

national, and ethnic identities or belongings.   

By establishing transversal connections among subjects’ experiences of different 

colonial wounds, border-thinking allows Critical Migration Studies to enter in 

conversation with the other body of scholarship at the centre of this thesis: Critical 

Balkan Studies. Like Critical Migration Studies, Critical Balkan Studies evolved out of 
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the identification of an overlap of Eurocentric knowledges and practices objectivising 

and racialising people in the Balkans. In the next section, I observe how this body of 

scholarship evolved up to encounter with decoloniality and border-thinking. 

Subsequently, I trace how this encounter permitted Critical Balkan scholars to merge 

their reflections with scholars interested in Critical Migration Studies, leading to new 

approaches to the study of migrant and Balkan subjects encountering each other in the 

so-called ‘western Balkan Route’.  

Critical Balkan Studies  

The complex relationship between EUrope and the Balkans is captured in the famous 

joke of philosopher Slavoj Žižek, about where the Balkans begins. The joke goes like  

this:   

For Serbs, it begins down there in Kosovo or Bosnia, and they defend the Christian 

civilisation against this Europe's Other. For Croats, it begins with the Orthodox, 

despotic, Byzantine Serbia, against which Croatia defends the values of democratic 

Western civilisation. For Slovenes, it begins with Croatia, and we Slovenes are the 

last outpost of the peaceful Mitteleuropa. For Italians and Austrians, it begins with 

Slovenia, where the reign of the Slavic hordes starts. For Germans, Austria itself, 

on account of its historic connections, is already tainted by the Balkanic corruption 

and inefficiency (Žižek, 1999, p. 1).  

What is Balkan? Where are the Balkans placed? What unites Balkan states and societies 

together? Is it just geographical proximity or there is more to it? These are some of the 

questions explored in Žižek’s The Spectre of the Balkan (1999), from which the above 

extract is taken. In the paper, the philosopher reflects on the extent to which anything 
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that is signified as Balkan ‘is always the other: it lies somewhere else, always a little bit 

more to the southeast’ (Žižek, 1999, p. 1). Žižek concludes that this enigmatic constant 

pushing and shifting demonstrates that, in the case of the Balkans, we are not dealing 

simply with geography, but with an ‘imaginary mapping which projects onto real 

landscapes shadowy, often unacknowledged ideological antagonisms’ (Žižek, 1999, p. 

2). His work is part of what is today a consistent body of scholarship that looks at 

material and discursive productions stereotyping and essentialising the Balkans in 

Europe and elsewhere.  

Attention to the Balkans grew consistently in Western European and North American 

scholarship in the 1990s (Njaradi, 2012). The disruption of the Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) and the conflicts that followed it contributed to build 

momentum for the solidification of an image of the Balkans as impossible to disentangle 

from violence and chaos. This entanglement broadly developed along two main 

predicates. On the one hand, the experience of conflict, ethnic nationalism, and 

genocide made it simple to isolate Balkan socio-political and cultural existence as 

distant from and inferior to Western European societies. On the other, the historical 

legacy of the Ottoman Empire, and the ancient power play between oriental and 

occidental identities, made it simple to construct the Balkans as an opposite signifier to 

Western Europe (and eventually to EUrope), through the lens of an orientalist 

narrative. The interaction between these two predicates, I will contend, premised 

historiographical and sociological questions about the region and its peoples on 

interrogating the relationship between the Balkans, Europe, and the Orient.   

Studies about the Balkans expand across multiple disciplinary debates. The field that I 

describe as Critical Balkan Studies broadly proposes a critique of Eurocentric 
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discourses and practices essentialising and racialising Balkan histories and peoples in 

EUrope. During the 1990s, scholars began to explore the Balkan condition, its 

discursive and material relationship with the Orient, and its position within European 

space. A central question polarised the debate around the extent to which the Balkans 

could or could not be addressed as a postcolonial space. In the early 2000s, scholars 

noted a transformation in the Eurocentric production of the Balkans from orientalised 

societies to transitioning ones. Until this moment, much of the scholarship in Critical 

Balkan Studies had been produced within Western institutions by both Western 

scholars and scholars originating from the Balkans. In the late 2010s, native Balkan 

scholars began to reclaim their right to explore strategies to decolonise the Balkans and 

the knowledge produced about them, entering in dialogue with decolonial grammars 

and border-thinking. These scholars helped connecting discourses on global matrixes 

of coloniality that emerged in Latin America with the localised experience of Balkan 

subjects and societies. As a result, they enabled Critical Balkan Studies to enter in 

conversation with Critical Migration Studies.  

Balkan, Orient  

For historian Larry Wolf, the Balkans were invented in Europe during the  

Enlightenment.  In Inventing Eastern Europe (1994), Wolff draws on the writings of  

European philosophers such as Voltaire and Rousseau, and their representation of the 

East, claiming that ‘the Enlightenment had to invent Western Europe and Eastern 

Europe together, as complementary concepts, defining each other by opposition and 

adjacency’ (Wolff, 1994, p. 5). Wolff looks at 18th century travel diaries of Western 

European explorers in Poland, Bohemia, Russia, Hungary, and Serbia. He contends that, 

in their writings, the East appears as a compact body of knowledge, invented for the 
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sake of fixing an opposition with the image of a modern and enlightened Western 

Europe. His work initiates a dialogue between Balkan studies and the vocabulary of 

orientalism proposed by Edward Said (1978).   

Inventing Eastern Europe was produced and published at a time when many Balkan 

societies were at war with one another. Inevitably, it encouraged scholars to reflect on 

the connection between Balkan and colonised societies and explore the potential of the 

argument put forward in Said’s work to understand the representation of subaltern 

Balkan otherness.   

The debate on orientalism in Balkan Studies is broadly divided into three perspectives.  

The first of them tackles knowledges produced about the Balkans in the West. In 

Inventing Ruritania (1998), Vesna Goldsworthy brings attention to what she describes 

as a literary colonisation of the Balkans i.e., ‘a process through which literary creations, 

backed by publishing and media industries, became substitutes for real territories, 

influencing how people view places, countries, and societies’ (Goldsworthy, 1998, p. 

178).  Her argument rests on the intuition that, while the Balkans were not practically 

colonised by Western imperialist powers, an imperialism of imagination constructed 

them with the same references as it constructed colonised lands (Goldsworthy, 1998). 

In this sense, the Balkans display orientalism in projecting a centuries-long process of 

discursive construction of the East developed by political and intellectual figures in 

Western Europe.   

Another group of scholars remained sceptical of this view and insisted on the 

geographical and historical absence of European colonialism in the Balkans. Among 
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them, Maria Todorova explores the connection between the Balkans and orientalism 

shifting the focus from Western knowledge production to the material presence of the  

Ottoman Empire in the Balkans. In her ground-breaking Imagining the Balkans (1997), 

Todorova claims that, unlike the Orient, the Balkans were not merely invented for the 

purpose of justifying the subjugation of inferior people but had a precise geographic 

tangibility and concrete historical existence that relied on the Ottoman legacy. She 

points to a hasty and incorrect correlation between the Ottoman and Western 

European empires that overlooks the different strategies of expansion and ruling.  The 

presence of political autonomy in Ottoman societies is for Todorova the essential 

reason why the Balkans could not be included in the language of orientalism (Todorova, 

1998).  

Finally, a third perspective mobilises Said’s orientalist paradigm and modifies it to 

address the peculiar and ambiguous position of the Balkans. Milika Bakik-Hyden and 

Robert Hyden look at the experience of nation-building in post-Yugoslavian societies 

and observe how singular national identities develop with the simultaneous rejection 

of the Balkan one. The two scholars use the concept of ‘nesting orientalism’ precisely 

to account for ‘the tendency for each region to view cultures and religions to the south 

and east of it as more primitive and conservative’ (Bakik-Hyden and Hyden 1992, p. 4). 

Nesting orientalism recognises ‘a pattern of reproduction of the original dichotomy 

upon which orientalism is premised’ (Bakik-Hyden, 1995, p. 918). It divorces the 

dichotomised dimensionality included in the orientalist paradigm and observes how it 

acquires fluidity and mobility in the Balkans. According to Bakik-Hyden and Hyden, the 

essentialist narratives tracing the difference between Western modernity and Eastern 

backwardness animate Eurocentric rationalities which are subsequently replicated 
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within the Balkans. It follows that the Balkan condition participates in the narration of 

an East that leans towards the West, but never fully reaches it.   

While presenting different argumentations, all the above-mentioned contributors 

agree that a Balkan signifier emerges as an ad-hoc instrument to identify something 

that is other to something else. Balkan is simultaneously within and beyond, attractive, 

and repulsive. Bakik-Hyden and Hyden’s argument brings the previous two 

perspectives in conversation with one another. While Todorova looks at Eastern 

influences in the Balkans, arguing for the historical materiality of Ottoman imperial 

domination, Goldsworthy prioritises the discursive construction of the Balkans on 

behalf of the West. For Bakik-Hyden and Hyden the two stories do not necessarily 

contradict each other. On the contrary, they both participate in recognising the plurality 

of forms of domination that make the Balkans so complex to pin down and so easy to 

essentialise. It is the encounter between these coexisting arguments that precisely 

portrays the Balkan condition as impossible to be defined within the lines of binary 

thinking and Eurocentric understanding of Europe/Orient dichotomies.  

To sum up, in the 1990s, the debates concerning the relevance of Said’s approach in the 

Balkans went beyond singular interpretative accounts of what orientalism stands for 

with reference to Balkan subjects and space. By testing Said’s model, Balkan scholars 

became critical of the structures sustaining Eurocentrism and subalternity in the 

Balkans. In the early 2000s, with the proliferation of postcolonial and decolonial 

movements into social science and history departments, scholars began use the 

categories of colonialism and coloniality more flexibly. These categories helped to 

tackle new discourses and practices essentialising Balkan semi-European and 

postsocialist conditions against the emerging process of Europeanisation.   
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Balkan Transitions  

In the 1990s, Critical Balkan Studies emerged to investigate the Eurocentric production 

of the Balkans as an object of knowledge. At the end of the decade, many scholars had 

accepted the stretching potential of the orientalist model to tackle homogenising 

discourses and practices provincialising Balkan societies in Europe. As noted by Michal 

Buchowski, the ‘new order’ that emerged in the 1990s allowed orientalism, ‘to escape 

the confines of space and time [...] and to stretch beyond Said’s and his followers’ 

definition of it’ (Buchowski, 2006, p. 465-466).  

In a review article on Balkan historiography, Katherine Fleming reflects precisely on 

this stretching potential, concluding that Balkan geopolitical and ideological 

production as an entity in-between Europe and its East(s) inevitably calls for critical 

thinking and interdisciplinary dialogue (Fleming, 2000). In her reflection on 1990s 

scholarly output on the Balkans, Fleming notes that, notwithstanding the 

historiographic attempt to essentialise and patronise ways of imagining them, the 

Balkans remain ‘fully known’ as a compact imaginary and ‘wholly unknowable’ in their 

interior fragmentations (Fleming, 2000, p. 1219). Fleming contends that, to the 

external observer, what is simultaneously attractive and repulsive about the Balkans is 

that ‘they can neither be told apart nor put together’ (Fleming, 2000, p. 1219). A similar 

position is taken by Sarah Green. In her ethnographical account of marginality in the 

Epirus area of north-western Greece, Green encourages reflection on the complex 

substance that makes the Balkans ‘always seem to generate ambiguous and tense 

connections that ought […] to be clearly resolved separations’ (Green, 2005, p. 29). The  

Balkans, she concludes, remain always:  
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Too Western to be cast as being entirely Eastern; too European to be cast as 

entirely non-European; too Christian to be cast as entirely Muslim; never fully 

colonized enough to permit a distinction between colonial and postcolonial; and 

geographically too close to be somewhere else (Green, 2005, p. 151).   

Fleming and Green are both interested in tackling the substance that makes the Balkans 

a fragmented and yet unicum entity in the eyes of external observers. Fleming 

recognises the coexistence of distance and proximity in EUropean characterisations of 

the Balkans and proposes the concept of liminality to account for both the geopolitical 

and the imagined productions of the Balkans in the West.  Her approach follows 

BakikHyden in highlighting the ‘familiarity and agility’ of the ‘theoretical vocabulary of 

Said and his successors’ (Fleming, 2000, p. 1220) as powerful instruments to make 

sense of  

Eurocentric constructions of what does and what does not count as proper Europe.  

Green proposes the mathematical concept of fractals to describe the Balkans. ‘Fractals’ 

she explains ‘have no centres, no tops, or bottoms, no clear edges, no beginning or end’ 

(Green, 2005, p. 132). Like a fractal, for Green, the Balkans are produced as fragments 

containing within themselves the replica of their whole and creating new wholes that 

are ‘the same but not-the-same’ of the original (Green, 2005, p. 135).   

The work of Fleming and Green inaugurate a new generation of scholars interested in 

reflecting on Balkan nominal, geographic, and epistemic instability. This topic is further 

explored in a book called Balkan as Metaphor (2005) where Dusan Bjelic and Obrad 

Savic collect contributions of scholars who interrogate and problematise several 

aspects of Balkan complexity including issues of misrepresentations, sexualisation and 
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victimisation of Balkan subjects (Bjelic and Savic, 2005). With the turn of the century, 

several events had drastically changed socio-political dynamics in Balkan societies.  

These included the disruption of the FSRY, and the conflicts and humanitarian 

interventions that followed. Writing about Balkan otherness in the 1990s meant 

identifying how the Balkans had been subjectivised and objectivised through 

Eurocentric knowledge production. Writing about the Balkans in the 2000s, meant 

interrogating the implications of the invention of the Balkans in a post-conflict and 

postsocialist context.  

The EU enlargement project in Eastern Europe also contributed to transform 

representations of the Balkans from unstable, backward, primitive, and irrational 

societies to transitioning ones (Vachudova, 2005). The language of transition was 

crucial to justify EUropean interests in post-conflict and newly emerging Balkan states. 

In turn, Balkan societies were presented as transitioning from socialism to capitalism, 

from federalism to nation-states, from war to peace (Green, 2019).  

In Critical Balkan Studies, connections between postsocialist and postcolonial 

experiences (Dzenowska, 2013; Chari and Verdery, 2009; Cervinkova, 2012) and their 

relations to the imperialist forces producing them were particularly crucial in 

untangling the relationship between post-Yugoslavian societies and humanitarian 

intervention. The vocabulary of postsocialism responded to the urgency of exploring 

the lived experiences of people readapting to the fall of Communist regimes in 

postSoviet and post-Yugoslav states and enquired how these societies were 

transforming.   
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In observing external interventions in the context of BiH and Kosovo, the language of 

postcolonialism was also deployed to interrogate how international and EUropean 

penetrations into the processes of post-conflict reconstruction were allegedly 

reinforcing core-periphery relations of dependency. In this context, Sharad Chari and 

Katherine  Verdery suggest that a conversation between the two ‘posts’, 

postcolonialism and postsocialism, is fruitful in providing a critique of contemporary 

neoliberalism; in reworking the geopolitics of the Cold War and the First, Second and 

Third World; and in reflecting on practices of state racism differentiating ‘populations 

into subgroups having varied access to means of life and death.’ (Chari and Verdery, 

2009, p. 12). The two scholars consider the potential of both theoretical paradigms to 

combine Eurocentric practices and discourses racialising non-European and semi-

European others into ‘not-quite-there-yet’ subjects and societies. While their work puts 

transitioning Balkan societies in dialogue with ‘developing’, postcolonial ones, it also 

results in simplifying the Balkans into a temporal construct where in the past, there 

was socialism and war; in the present there is postsocialist and post-conflict 

reconstruction and, in the future, there is only EUrope.   

According to Münevver Cebeci the process of EU enlargement into Eastern Europe 

represents another fundamental driver in rendering extra-EUropean space  

postcolonial. Cebeci looks at the case of Turkey, identifying membership conditions as 

a modern standard of civilisation (Cebeci, 2019). Tanja Petrovic also points out how 

'the well-established discourse of Balkanism promotes several specific colonial traits 

in the sphere of politics and the economy that frequently exceed mere metaphorical 

usage of colonisation discourse' (Petrovic, 2014, p. 8). According to both authors, 

humanitarian intervention and EU enlargement give further material justification to 
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the imagination of the Balkans as a colonial space.  This feature is particularly relevant 

in post-war BiH.  

In BiH, post-conflict state reconstruction was deeply intruded on by international 

civilian and military actors. This intrusion led several scholars to argue that BiH, 

following national independence, looked more like an international protectorate than 

a fully sovereign state (Majstorović and Vučkovac, 2016). Danijela Majstorović’s 

research on Europeanisation discourses in BiH looks precisely at this. Majstorović 

identifies discourses within Bosnian policymaking that show a tendency to frame the 

country’s future as an inevitable transition from ‘Balkan’ to ‘Europe’ (Majstorović,  

2007). Gülnur Aybet and Florian Bieber also reflect on this tendency in EU 

policymaking to repeatedly use the expression ‘from Dayton to Brussels’ (Aybet and 

Bieber, 2011), with the intention to mark the evolutionary character of the transition.  

Majstorović and Vučkovac take the argument further arguing that the construction of 

Dayton ‘as a ground zero signifying the end of the war’ and ‘Brussels, as the city where 

the NATO and EU headquarters are, as the final point of arrival’ (Majstorović and 

Vučkovac, 2016, p. 154) inevitably supports the imaginary of a transition from a 

semicolonial to a postcolonial condition where the Balkans advance, but always remain 

behind.  

Scholars in Critical Balkan Studies agree that these arguments implicitly posed BiH, 

together with other postsocialist states, in a discursive spectrum locating progress and 

modernisation in the West, in the European Union, and backwardness in the East, in 

the Balkans. Colonial intrusions on behalf of international and European actors were 

facilitated by the narrative that the East in Europe represents, materially and 

symbolically, an absence to be filled, re-educated and domesticated by Western liberal 
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forces (Petrovic, 2014). Following the same narrative, whatever used to be Yugoslavia, 

had to be erased, forgotten or overcome. In other words, the logics of postsocialist 

transition, interventionism, and EU enlargement construct BiH and the Balkans as a 

European conquest and geopolitically pose them as an internal frontier (Musliu, 2021).  

As noted by Piro Rexhepi, ‘the disintegration of Yugoslavia has served as a frequent 

reference point for the proponents of clashes-of-civilisations debates, which 

accompanied the end of the Cold War and the corresponding rise of neoliberalism’ 

(Rexhepi et al., 2020, p. 22). The condition of being in-between Western and Eastern 

centres of power and the attraction towards of the new vocabulary of European 

integration affected ways of critiquing Balkan otherness. With the end of the FSRY 

dream, and the temptation of EU integration, many Balkan societies found themselves 

trapped as dependent semi-peripheries ‘between the promise of a bright EU future and 

a permanent candidate status’ (Majstorović and Vučkovac, 2016, p. 148). In the words 

of Merje Kuus, ‘The Balkans remained confined in a liminal space, neither developed 

nor underdeveloped, neither learned, nor fully ignorant, in the process of becoming 

mature Europeans.’ (Kuus, 2004, p. 476).   

Attributed in this liminal status were not solely Balkan societies themselves, but also 

the knowledges produced about them. In this context, Critical Balkan scholars began to 

reflect on issues of positionality and intersectionality in inquiring about who can and 

should speak about the Balkans, and how oppressions and resistances move and 

encounter each other in Balkan societies. It is through these reflections that border-

thinking entered Critical Balkan Studies.   
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Decolonising the Balkans  

In a paper published in 2004, Michal Buchowski problematises hierarchies of 

knowledge and the dominance of western scholarship in Central-Eastern European 

anthropology. ‘The subaltern status of scholars living in postsocialist countries’ he 

writes ‘leads to an intellectual domination of the west, to the perpetuation of 

hierarchies of knowledge, and creates a one-way street in the flow of ideas’ (Buchowski 

2004, p. 11). Buchowski raises an important issue in Critical Balkan Studies.  

Eurocentric knowledges produced about the Balkans had the effect of relegating Balkan 

scholars to an invisibilised condition of subalternity where they could either reach for 

and adapt to the terms and content of western academic conversations on Eastern 

Europe or remain in a condition of marginality.  

In the second decade of the 2000s, native scholars writing in and about the Balkans 

began to be vocal about their shared frustration with Western European and North 

American simplifications of Balkan otherness into postcolonial-postsocialist synthesis 

(Bjelić and Savic, 2005). Many scholars realised that the attempt to bridge postcolonial 

and postsocialist approaches in Critical Balkan Studies had contributed to essentialise 

the Balkans into Eurocentric rationalities, undermining both local histories and global 

entanglements with matrixes of coloniality. In other words, as noted by Neil Lazarus, 

the assemblage of postcolonial and postsocialist approaches conflated ‘the history of  

“Europe” with that of “the west”, and once again homogenized each and both concepts’ 

(Lazarus, 2012, p. 126).  

I agree with Lazarus that postcolonial and postsocialist approaches, and the various 

syntheses that emerged to bridge them, helped to problematise the centres from where 
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power is emanated, but also contributed to blur the singular contextual situations in 

which Balkan subjects and societies have been oppressed. This deficiency eventually 

divorces singularities in the Balkans ‘from their unique histories, current conditions, 

and prospects in Europe and the world.’ (Tlostanova and Mignolo, 2006, p. 4).   

Madina Tlostanova asserts that mirroring postcolonial and postsocialist conditions is 

dangerous in ‘reproducing Eurocentric dichotomies between first and third world’ 

(Tlostanova 2006, p. 34). To avoid this, she argues, it is necessary to complicate and 

disrupt the binaries though which these dichotomies are produced. In the past decade, 

the generalised dissatisfaction with postcolonial-postsocialist syntheses and the 

misrepresentation of the Balkan in Eurocentric discourses encouraged native scholars, 

activists, and intellectuals in the Balkans to look into the vocabulary and the praxis of 

decoloniality and border-thinking.  

Decoloniality (Quijano, 2000; Walsh and Mignolo, 2018) travelled to the Balkans 

through the work of Latin American scholars such as Annibal Quijano (2000) Maria 

Lugones (2010) and Walter Mignolo (2007). Critical Balkan scholars started looking at 

how native scholars in decolonial movements used their positionalities of colonised 

subjects as a premise to enact border-thinking, by delinking from unilateral and 

Eurocentric ways of knowing, thinking and being, associated with and deriving from 

imperial/territorial epistemology (Mignolo, 2007).  

In 2012, Walter Mignolo and Madina Tlostanova joined their reflection on border-

thinking observing connections between European and Soviet imperialism and their 

implications for the contemporary world.  Their book Learning to Unlearn: Decolonial 

Reflections from Eurasia and the Americas (2012) proposes fighting the ‘modern and 



85  

  

imperial epistemological assumption’ (Mignolo and Tlostanova, 2012, p. 6) that the two 

worlds must be researched as distinct and unrelated, and to connect local histories and 

experiences of imperial hegemony across the world. Although the book does not 

directly address the Balkans, it gives concrete articulation to the rejection of territorial 

epistemology entrenched in the practice of border-thinking by revealing connections 

across the colonial wounds inflicted through different forms of colonisation.   

The turn to decoloniality in Eastern Europe inevitably raised questions regarding the 

specific subaltern position of Balkan subjects. Several scholars in Critical Balkan 

Studies draw on Mignolo and Tlostanova’s work to interrogate racialized colonial 

categories operating in the Balkans, reflecting on histories crystallising Balkan lands 

and peoples into a permanent periphery of multiple imperialist projects.  

In the 2010s and 2020s, the grammar of decoloniality and border-thinking contributed 

to push the boundaries of studies focused on the Balkans. In 2020, two central 

contributions addressed these challenges. In ‘Decolonial Encounters and the 

Geopolitics of Racial Capitalism’ (2020) Marina Gržinić, Tjaša Kancler and Piro Rexhepi 

join reflections evolving from the 2018 workshop of the Balkan Society for Theory and 

Practice. At the workshop, scholars and activists came together to debate the past, 

present and future of ‘anticapitalistic politics, feminism, queer, and trans studies, 

critical race theory, postcolonial and decolonial critique in the context of postsocialist 

Balkan countries and former Eastern Europe’ (Gržinić, Kancler and Rexhepi, 2020, p.  

13). In ‘The Return of the Colonial: Understanding the Role of Eastern Europe in Global  

Colonisation Debates and Decolonial Struggles’ (2020) Romina Istratii, Márton 

Demeter and Zoltán Ginelli bring together reflections emerging from the homonymous 

workshop with the purpose of:  
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Discussing epistemological and material disparities between European countries 

(…); the lack of open problematisation of the ways in which Eastern Europe has 

been often silenced or ‘othered’ in Northern scholarship, (…) and Southern 

critiques that seemed to ignore the unique histories of the region (Istratii, Márton,  

Ginelli, 2020, p. 5).   

Scholars involved in both initiatives felt the urgency to translate issues and 

opportunities identified in each of the workshops into reflective papers. As a result, 

both papers collide intellectual debates on decoloniality in the Balkans, recognising 

similar challenges.   

A first challenge concerns how to evolve from postcolonial/postsocialist simplifications 

into decolonial dialogue. In ‘Decolonial Encounters’, Tjaša Kancler suggests ‘a need for 

more complex analysis, which would critically address the past and present of 

colonialism/imperialism’s constitutive relation with capitalism and heteropatriarchy 

in the context of Eastern Europe’ (2020, p. 19). In ‘The Return of the Colonial’ Manuela 

Boatca proposes to reverse the way in which the histories of Europe are told to ‘retell 

the history of Eastern Europe so as to encompass the experience of colonial imperial 

and racialised subjects.’ (2020, p. 9). Tsvetelina Hristova also stresses the potential of 

decolonial praxis to re-think anticolonial struggles and their dialogue with socialist 

states (2020, p. 10). Scholars in the workshop agree that binary logics entrenched in 

imperial/territorial epistemology place the Balkans in the trap of dichotomisation, 

where ‘either we are on the side of the colonists or not’ (2020, p. 8) and a plurality of 

transversal and transitional dimensions are overlooked.  

A second challenge concerns how local and global histories in the Balkans can be 

brought together. Two issues are raised with this challenge. On the one hand, scholars 
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consider the urgency of re-localising Balkan histories. On the other, they also agreed on 

the urgency to historicise the Balkans and Eastern Europe in relation to the global 

matrix of coloniality. In ‘The Return of the Colonial’ Zoltán Ginelli argues that:  

Scholars of Eastern European studies could explore the region’s relation to 

colonialism by looking at how this semi-peripheral in-betweenness and 

manoeuvring constructed different relations to colonialism, by both contesting 

and adapting to the global racial-colonial capitalist system (2020, p. 6).   

Similarly, In ‘Decolonial Encounters’ Piro Rexhepi notes that:  

To speak about decoloniality in the postsocialist Balkans from a longer 

perspective, is to rethink the (post) genocidal present (…) not as outcomes of 

socialism but as a historical formation of a European colonial race regime as a 

continuous project of violence, expulsion of undesired raced and religioned bodies 

(2020, p. 12).   

Both scholars agree that a decolonial approach to Balkan Studies overcomes the 

postcolonial tendency to overlook local histories in favour of a global perspective or 

vice versa. On the contrary, it helps to un-learn Eurocentric narrations of such histories, 

and re-centres the enunciating power in the hands of Balkan subjects.   

A third challenge concerns how local scholars and intellectuals can change the terms of 

the conversation in the Balkans. In a session dedicated to ‘Eastern Europe in global 

academic knowledge production’ scholars in ‘The Return of the Colonial’ workshop 

address this issue emphasising the material and structural barriers (funding, 
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publications, university ranking) that exist for Eastern European scholars in Western 

academia. According to Marton Demeter:  

‘The hegemony of Western Europe over its Eastern counterparts can be scrutinised 

at many levels, from theory-making and paradigm-setting to publication outputs 

and citations impact, editorial board membership and research funding’ (2020, p. 

11).    

A problematic aspect of this issue is the tension between the desire to be included and 

the necessity to delink from Eurocentric academic production. In ‘Decolonial 

Encounters’, Piro Rexhepi argues that it is difficult to talk about coloniality in former  

Eastern Europe precisely because the dominant thinking has emerged out of ‘Euro-

American academic concerns with institutionalism, transition, and ethnographies of 

the socialist or Balkan other.’ (2020, p. 17).  

In both initiatives, scholars insist on the themes of positionality and intersectionality as 

epistemological and political tools to decolonise the Balkans and knowledge produced 

about them. Gržinić advocates for the urgency to ‘intervene’ in history and represent 

marginalised positions that are ‘minoritized’ in and beyond Balkan subjectivities 

(2020, p. 31). Scholars in ‘The Return of the Colonial’ workshop agreed that ‘it might be 

possible to turn the apparent disadvantage of Eastern European scholars into 

intellectual capital by using different locations strategically to make Eastern European 

narratives, ideas and ways of perceiving the world more visible globally (Istratii, 

Márton, Ginelli, 2020, p. 14).    

As noted by Rexhepi, ‘decentring Critical Balkan Studies entails a process of parallel 

undoing and unlearning’ as well as a ‘constant questioning of leftist narratives that 
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erase questions of racism, homophobia, and transphobia’ (Gržinić, Kancler, Rexhepi, 

2020, p. 36). Precisely for this reason, he argues, decolonising the Balkans cannot be 

disentangled from the challenge of decolonising all intersections of ‘racial, sexual, 

gendered political, economic and linguistic’ forms of domination which remain 

‘structural and constitutive’ (2020, p. 23) of a profoundly unequal and unjust world.  

In these two contributions, both groups of scholars reflect on the potential to think 

transversally across LGTBQ+ and feminist activist groups emerging in the Balkans and 

elaborate on these as crucial sites of epistemic and political resistance. With these 

reflections, they conclude that practicing border-thinking in the Balkans means 

acknowledging that ethnic, national, religious, and sexual forms of oppression 

assembling in the Balkans cannot be thought of as disentangled from one another. 

Conversely, these issues must be considered transversally, acknowledging the 

potential of fluid and dynamic positionalities within local and global contexts.   

Converging Debates in the ‘Western Balkan Route’  

Coming from the problematisation of two different subject positions, Critical Balkan 

and Critical Migration Studies converge in challenging and redesigning the 

epistemological and political purpose that comes with investigating those who are 

objectivised and subjectivised as EUropean others. By acknowledging intersectional 

struggles and resistances encountering each other in the Balkans, scholars in both 

fields build on decolonial grammar and border-thinking to delink from  

territorial/imperial epistemologies producing subjects as undeserving others.   

In this regards, Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies have contributed to 

articulate heterogeneous critiques of how EUropean others are invented, racialised and 
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marginalised. Sharing this point of origination, both intellectual debates focus on ways 

to emancipate Balkan and migrant subjects from the condition of otherness to which 

they are relegated. Furthermore, they both encourage transversal thinking about local 

and global histories of coloniality and propose a repositioning of these histories in the 

hands of those who directly live and experience them, through practicing border-

thinking.  Finally, both draw on similar theoretical inputs that allow them to engage 

with postcolonial and decolonial movements, militant research methods, and 

intersectional and transdisciplinary approaches.   

Until recently, Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies have articulated similar 

questions and reflected on similar provocations. Remaining focused on different 

objects and subjects, they developed as two parallel lines, travelling in the same 

direction, but without ever encountering each other. In the past five years, the 

imprecise, fragmented, and uneven geographies of EUrope and the Balkans have been 

counter-mapped (Tazzioli, 2015) through the increasingly heterogenous and chaotic 

mobility of thousands of migrants crossing borders on foot. Those subjectivised and 

objectivised as Balkan subjects and those objectivised and subjectivised as migrant 

subjects encounter each other in the liminal space expanding across the Balkan region. 

They assemble in different zones  and travel with different paces in what came to be 

known as the ‘western Balkan Route’.  

From 2015, new practices and vocabularies entered debates on migration and border 

crossing at different margins of EUrope. With the increase in visibility and number of 

people reaching the borders of Italy and Greece, the EU intervened through what has 

been called the ‘hotspot approach’. A hotspot area is identified by the European 

Commission as displaying ‘existing or potential disproportionate migratory challenges 
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characterised by a significant increase in the number of migrants arriving at the 

external EU border’ (European Commission, n.d.). These areas include for example the 

island of Lesbos in Greece, and the island of Lampedusa in Italy. Critical Migration 

scholars have widely criticised the hotspot approach. According to Pascucci and 

Patchett, hotspots are organised through a ‘legal-administrative, humanitarian and 

policing technology’ aimed at identifying, registering, and fingerprinting incoming 

migrants’ (Pascucci and Patchett, 2018, p. 326). According to Tazzioli, hotspots are 

intended to ‘slow down migrant movements, disrupt their autonomy and channel 

deportations, and forced returns’ (Tazzioli, 2018, p. 16). Critiques of EU intervention in 

so-called hotspot areas drew attention to the problems of bureaucratic chaos, 

asymmetric information between institutions and local staff, and issues connected to 

the legitimacy of technologies of surveillance (Tazzioli, 2016; Kasparek, 2016; Sciurba, 

2016). In Greece, for example, thousands of people remain stuck for years in different 

hotspots, with temporary papers. They live in refugee camps, they work, and learn the 

language. When these papers expire, they are forced to keep moving for fear of being 

deported back to their home countries. Their journey continues across the Balkans, into 

the western side of the European Union. Until they reach it, they walk across Europe, 

but not the EUrope they aim towards (Think Tank European Parliament, 2020).   

Since 2017, following transformations in EU and national regulation on 

bordermanagement and control (that will be unpacked in Chapter 6), several zones 

across the Balkans acquired the characteristics of hotspot areas. Yet, unlike Lesbos or 

Lampedusa, these Balkan hotspots were not directly under EUropean jurisdiction, nor 

possible to localise into the perimeter of an island. Conversely, they were expansive, 

difficult to chart and included multiple states. In turn, the expression ‘western Balkan 
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Route’, or simply ‘Balkan route’, grew in EU mediatic and political discourse with the 

attempt to map migrants’ movements across the Balkans and towards EUrope (Beznec 

and Kurnik, 2020).  

Frontex defines the ‘western Balkan Route’ as ‘one of the main migratory paths into 

Europe’, adopted by ‘people who entered the EU in Greece and attempt to make their 

way via the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Serbia into Hungary and Croatia 

and then towards western Europe’ (Frontex, 2018). The terminology recalls another 

EU designed definition of these territories, which group in the Western Balkans the 

states of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and  

Kosovo. Each of these countries are party to the Stabilisation and Association Process 

(SAP), that regulates their relationship with the EU, and aims at guiding countries 

towards harmonisation, and eventual EU membership. In EU vocabulary, both the 

Western Balkans and the ‘western Balkan Route’ express a movement towards EUrope. 

Via this definition, on the one hand, the route is produced as an instrument of mobility 

governance in the hands of a cluster of EUropean authorities (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015, 

p. 900). On the other, it became a catch-all term giving a biased linearity to much more 

multidirectional and complex assemblages of borders, peoples, and spaces.   

Scholars in Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies both came to use the term  

‘Balkan route’ with a different purpose than the one adopted by EUrope. Barbara 

Beznec and Andrej Kurnik use it to catch the ‘unprecedented increase in quantity and 

visibility’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 34) of people transiting in the Balkans. Nidzara 

Ahmetašević uses it to identify the process of ‘seeming de(con)struction and 

restoration of the increasingly restrictive European border regime’ (Ahmetašević et al., 

2020, p. 42). In these contributions, the route does not necessarily map a precise 
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pattern, but gathers imprecise multitudes into chaotic, yet bordered geographies 

where mobilities take place both in the forms of crossings and in the forms of 

deportations. To account for the limits of the term, these scholars began referring to 

the ‘Balkan route’ by putting it in quotation marks (Ahmetašević and Mlinarević, 2019) 

or preceding it with the expression ‘so-called’ (Bužinkić, 2018; Ahmetašević et al.,  

 2020).     

With the increasingly visible presence of migrants crossing Balkan states, observers of 

the Balkans and observers of migration were inevitably faced with a new geopolitical 

configuration of EUrope: one where the borders between EUropean others, Balkan and 

migrant, had blurred, gathering them in the same zones  in Serbia, Macedonia, and BiH.  

In 2012, Étienne Balibar already predicted this collision as he argued that the process 

of EU enlargement and that of border securitisation was creating a situation where ‘one 

part of Europe was transforming another part into an internal post-colony’ (Balibar, 

2012, p. 8). It is precisely under this assumption that Critical Balkan and Critical 

Migration Studies found ground for dialogue.  

The entanglement between EU securitisation and enlargement policies in the Western 

Balkans, led to new questions concerning migrant and Balkan subjects contained 

beyond the EU border. (Balibar, 2012; Razsa and Kurnik, 2020; Razsa and El-

Sharaawai, 2015; Beznec and Kurnik, 2020). These questions interested both scholars 

in Critical Migration Studies and scholars in Critical Balkan Studies in linking the 

colonial wounds that EUrope was causing to both those crossing and those inhabiting 

the Balkans.  

In 2016, a group of Critical Migration scholars who identify as the New Keyword  
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Collective looked specifically at migrants ‘trekking across the Balkans’ and moving 

across ‘eastern European peripheries towards western Europe’ as displaying ‘the 

growing differential between EUropean and non-EUropean land’ (New Keyword 

Collective, 2016, p. 42). By aiming for western EUropean countries and refusing to stop 

earlier, they argue, migrants participate in the act of ‘rating some parts of Europe as 

more worthy than others’ (New Keyword Collective, 2016, p. 46).   

Critical Balkan scholars involved in the Balkan Society for Theory and Practice 

workshop have also discussed how migrants are transforming Balkan space as ‘EU 

migratory control apparatus regulates the selection of bodies in relation to belonging 

to determined ethno/national, racial, or religious groups’ (Gržinić, Kancler, Rexhepi,  

2020, p. 15). Rexhepi also insists on the urgency of contextualising coloniality in the 

Balkans with the contemporary re-production of securitising discourses associated 

with migration and borders. In his words ‘the borders desired by the EU supply Europe 

with both a security zone and a supply of nominally white Europeans – a racialized 

buffer zone that utilizes local race regimes and deploys them at the EU post-national 

level’ (Gržinić, Kancler, Rexhepi, 2020, p. 22).   

Considering these converging reflections, the premises generated within Critical 

Balkan and Critical Migration Studies have been at the centre of new research targeting 

the specific assemblages of mobile and local actors on the ‘western Balkan Route’. In 

‘Old Routes, New Perspectives’ (2020) Andrej Kurnik and Barbara Beznec reflect on 

what they call a postcolonial reading of the ‘western Balkan Route’ proposing the 

concept of ‘assemblages of mobility’ as ‘the mutual articulations of migrant struggles 

and local struggles against the imposition of homogenising forms characteristic of 

colonial modernity (Kurnik and Beznec, 2020, p. 34). The two scholars theorise human 
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mobility as ‘a decolonising act, generating assemblages as hybrid spaces of enunciation 

that articulate a postcolonial critique’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 41). Looking at 

migrant and Balkan subjects interacting on the route, they identify a connection 

between the Yugoslavian and the mobile experiences of anticolonialism, entangling 

Yugoslav histories of anti-fascism and non-alignment to the challenge of anticolonial 

resistance, and claiming these experiences assemble and ‘continue to resonate in the 

route.’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 52). In another paper written with Maple Razsa, 

Kurnik continues to situate contemporary migrant struggles on the route in ‘joint 

agency’ (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020) with local struggle of post-Yugoslavia states. The 

scholars connect local and mobile struggles in the Balkans to propose ‘a new narrative 

of the Balkan route’ that ‘can contribute to amplifying local critiques of Europeanisation 

as an imposition of (neo)colonial domination’ (Kurnik and Razsa  

2020, p. 52). In a detailed report entitled ‘The Dark Sides of Europeanisation’ (2020), 

Beznec and Kurnik are joined by Marta Stojić Mitrović and Nidzara Ahmetašević in an 

important and necessary historical and political analysis of the border regime in Serbia 

and BiH. In the report, the authors go step by step into the making of the regime, 

considering EU and national policymaking, as well as action enacted by local 

communities and migrants stuck in the Balkans (Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020).   

By articulating a connection between past and present, as well as local and mobile 

experiences of colonial oppression and anticolonialism, these scholars mobilize 

border-thinking and propose a way to theorise the encounter between migrant and 

Balkan subjects into the mutual production of ‘resistance to a palimpsest of 

Europeanisation processes’ (Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020, p. 52) which implicitly or 
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explicitly reproduces and simultaneously subverts the colonial logic of the EUropean 

border.   

Zooming in on the Una-Sana Canton  

The premises articulated in this chapter identify a theoretical register connecting the 

objectivation and racialisation of Balkan and migrant others assembling beyond 

EUropean borders. The chapter engaged with this register giving particular attention 

to the influence of decolonial grammars and border-thinking in delinking from the 

territorial/imperial epistemologies that capture subjects within migrant and Balkan 

categories. In this concluding section, I outline how this thesis attempts to 

simultaneously build on and more forward from these reflections.  

In the 2020s, Critical Balkan and Critical Migration scholars inspired by decolonial 

grammars have advanced research to observe assemblages of Balkan and migrant 

others on the ‘western Balkan Route’. In articulating ‘assemblages of mobility’ and ‘joint 

agency’, scholars exploring the convergence between migrant and Balkan subaltern 

positions maintain the route as the central geographical reference to place these 

encounters. Because of this overarching focus on the route, less attention has been 

given to how assemblages between migrant and Balkan subjects articulate and 

transform within the spaces in which these subjects encounter each other and interact.  

Critical Migration and Critical Balkan Studies set up the various angles through which 

migrant and Balkan subjects are researched as objects of study, but rarely connect 

these subject positions to local and temporary existences through which their 

encounters are articulated. With the securitisation of the EUropean border between 

BiH and Croatia, thousands of migrants travelling on the ‘western Balkan Route’ have 
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seen their journeys interrupted by the pushbacks of the Croatian police. They are 

brought back to the towns, villages, and woods of the Bosnian canton of Una-Sana 

where they are stuck for an unpredictable and prolonged time, during which they 

navigate everyday life next to and in connection with local inhabitants. In this context, 

zooming in on the Una-Sana canton provides a privileged opportunity to observe a 

peculiar situation of prolonged encounter between Balkan and migrant subjects and to 

enquire into what agencies, histories and subjectivities converge through their 

assemblage.  

While scholars have widely researched movements, crossings, obstacles, and 

interactions emerging along the ‘western Balkan Route’, to date, there has only been 

superficial engagement with the specific situations in which these encounters unfold.  

The Una-Sana canton is mentioned across several contributions. For example, Razsa, 

Beznec, Kurnik, Ahmetašević, Mlinarević, and El-Shaarawi mention it as one of the 

crucial zone of passages and immobilisation of migrants travelling on the route (2020). 

These scholars focus on denouncing the violent and illegal pushbacks of the Croatian 

police; the mediocre intervention of IOM and local governments; and the asymmetrical 

relation between Bosnian and EU authorities in the management of the ‘migration 

crisis’. All these elements are indeed crucial to reveal the implications of the process of 

border externalisation in the Western Balkans, but do not attend to the complex 

situation of histories, agencies and subjectivities that emerge with the prolonged 

encounter of migrants and inhabitants.  

As noted by Bosnian anthropologist Azra Hromadžić, the challenge to ‘make sense, 

historicize and/or humanise the migration crisis in the Balkans’ misses a debate on 

how encounters ‘articulate themselves’ and transform the unique contexts in which 
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they take place (Hromadžić, 2018, p. 164). Welcoming this challenge, this chapter has 

situated the study within recent debates emerging in and converging Critical Balkan 

and Critical Migration Studies and advances the opportunity of zooming in on the Una-

Sana canton to observe a prolonged encounter between migrant and Balkan subjects to 

which EUrope assigned the position of other.   

I contend that focusing on the making of a frontier allows us to read the subject 

positions that EUrope assigns to Balkan and migrant subjects, the borders that appear 

to enforce and secure these, and the subversive acts that are enacted to resist them, 

without overlooking the dense and complex assemblages of histories, agencies, and 

subjectivities that interplay at the local level, in the spaces where the encounters 

between migrant and Balkan subjects take place.  

The following chapter unpacks the epistemological and methodological premises that 

have informed the research process. It positions the study as a reflexive, extensive, and 

situated participant observation conducted in line with the precepts of the extended 

case method (Burawoy, 1998). The chapter also considers positionality, and power 

effects that have been crucial in shaping my thinking and writing in solidarity with the 

subjects at the centre of this study.  
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Chapter 3. Researching a Frontier  

(Re)Entering the Field  

This thesis emerges out of four years of activism, fieldwork, and research based 

between London and the Bosnian canton of Una-Sana and consists of a situated, 

reflexive, and extensive participant observation of the making of a frontier. This 

chapter discusses epistemological and methodological reflections orienting the 

research.  In the first section, I ground my research practice in a dialogical approach to 

politics and epistemology, and to fieldwork and theory. I bring attention to feminist and 

decolonial critiques of mainstream epistemologies and align with the challenges and 

purposes of scholar activism.  

In the second section, I outline the method through which this study is conducted. I 

reach out to Michael Burawoy’s extended case method (1998) to situate the research 

in a reflexive model of science, extending through the principles of intervention, 

process, structuration, and theory reconstruction. The section evaluates the 

advantages and limitations of this model, considering how both are reflected in my 

experience of participant observation in the Una-Sana canton. It concludes by providing 

an account of practical considerations regarding data production and fieldwork.  

The purpose of this study has been iteratively renegotiated throughout the research 

process, and so have the theoretical and epistemological assumptions guiding it. In 

turn, I shall begin by giving some background of what brought me to the Una-Sana 

canton in the first place.   

I arrived in the canton, for the first time, in February 2019, as part of a group of activists 

interested in migrants and refugee rights. At the time, I was living in Italy, working as a 
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researcher and a freelance writer. During that year, I became increasingly involved in 

activism and awareness campaigns focused on refugee rights and migrants’ 

displacement in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). I was involved in several fieldtrips to 

the Una-Sana canton, where I collaborated with activist and humanitarian 

organisations to bring supplies and document the situation migrants. In the same 

period, I had a job as a visiting researcher at the University of Bologna, where I worked 

on colonial silences in Italy. The contamination with postcolonial literature enabled me 

to read the spaces contained in the canton as a postcolonial space; one where people 

were criminalised as undocumented migrants, racialised as unworthy subjects and 

condemned to remain in a limbo between the promise of humanitarian refuge and the 

vacuum of European imperialism. When I decided to pursue a PhD, I wanted to use 

postcolonial theory to tackle practices of pushback and immobilisation of migrants at 

the EU border between BiH and Croatia, interpreting them as expressions of colonial 

violence.   

During the first year of my PhD, my intentions changed considerably. In the first 

months, I focused on consolidating and re-theorising assumptions about colonial 

violence deployed at the border and practices of torture associated with the pushbacks.  

Yet, because I wanted to tell a story that was exclusively about migrants; I was not 

thinking about the frontier, its history, and its inhabitants at that stage.  

In March 2020, almost one year after my first trip in the canton, I conducted my first 

scoping fieldwork as a doctoral researcher. This was the first time I entered the field 

acting solely as a researcher. I was not escorted by colleagues, not participating in a 

collective agenda. In turn, even though it was not the first time I was in the Una-Sana 

canton, it was the first time I entered what scholars across ethnographic and case study 
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based research call ‘the field’. In his Reflection on Fieldwork in Morocco (1977), 

ethnographer Paul Rabinow defines the field as a space where ‘the world of everyday 

life changes more rapidly and dramatically than it would at home’ and where there is 

an ‘accelerated dialectic between the recognition of new experiences and their 

normalisation’ (Rabinow, 1977, p. 38).  The field, Rabinow argues, is a context where 

researchers act simultaneously as observers and as participants. As observers, they are 

arbitrarily assumed to be able to control themselves, know their limits, refrain from 

establishing unprofessional relationships, and intervene when they witness injustice. 

As participants, they are supposed to interact with the context, assimilating with it and 

abiding by its rules. Yet, these prescriptions often fail to materialise. What happens in 

the field, Rabinow tells us, is a constant bargaining 'between reflection and immediacy’ 

(Rabinow, 1977, p. 6). As we are involved in a context which is completely different 

from everything we know, we change alongside our research questions and research 

plans. Fieldwork forces us to interact with the unknown and to make the unknown 

dismantle our certainties.   

In a paper entitled  ‘The Ethics of Autoethnography’ (2010), Elizabeth Dauphinee 

echoes Rabinow in acknowledging the field as a space that is necessarily unknown and 

uncomfortable. She argues: ‘field researchers are relegated from their first moments 

into a space reserved for a different kind of knowing’ (Dauphinee, 2010, p. 805). Like 

Rabinow, Dauphinee recognises fieldwork as a zone where different stimuli are 

activated. These stimuli, that she defines as ‘kinds of knowing’ have implications. They 

might dismantle and destruct our convictions, make us feel uncomfortable, guilty, and 

lost (Dauphinee, 2010).   
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As I re-entered the field as a researcher, I did not stop being politically and affectively 

driven by the motives that brought me there in the first place. Yet, this time, I was not 

surrounded by other travel companions, and I did not have a specific agenda. As I was 

the only one responsible for choosing where to go and who to talk to, I had the freedom 

to look around, be surprised, and discover.  When I arrived in the field, I had no other 

objective than that of re-establishing the margins of what I wanted to look at. Because 

I already had a background knowledge of the context, I thought I was just looking for 

confirmation. I subsequently realised that I was deeply wrong. My fieldwork has not 

been about proving a puzzle, nor about making sense of one. It has been about 

discovering many of them. To give an account of this, I will now share a particular 

episode of fieldwork which prompted new reflections on how I looked and experienced 

the field and crucially impacted the questions and claims that eventually became 

central to this study.  

During my first scoping fieldwork, I connected with PhD researchers working in the 

University of Bihać, the town where I was based, which is also the administrative centre 

of the Una-Sana canton. Among them, there was Aldin, a historian working as a curator 

in the Museum of the Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia. 

Aldin had no expertise, nor specific interest in my topic of research. His work looked at 

historical silences in the Una-Sana canton. At the time, I did not know many inhabitants 

of the canton. Aldin often teased me, telling me that, while I was so focused on migrants, 

I had completely overlooked the historical and socio-political context where their 

displacement was happening. He invited me to visit the Museum where he was 

working, proposing himself as a guide. He was right. Until that moment I had showed 

no interest in the local history of the canton, nor in the history of Bosnia and 



103  

  

Herzegovina. I did not factor those elements in my investigation. As I was focused on 

migrants’ mobilities, it seemed to me superfluous to research the national or local 

histories of the zone where these mobilities were only temporarily stopped. I accepted 

both the provocation and the offer to visit the museum, thinking of it more as a general 

learning experience than as an occasion to gather information for my doctoral research.  

In the Museum, Aldin walked me through the phases of imagination, development, and 

establishment of SFRY, showing me paintings, photos and documents. He then 

described to me his doctoral work on massacres in the Una-Sana canton during the 

World Wars. We eventually ended up discussing the current political situation in BiH 

and the impact that the phenomenon of migrants’ pushbacks in Croatia had on the local 

community. We spoke in English, and during our conversation, I noted that he kept 

referring to BiH and Europe as if one did not belong to the other. When we were 

discussing history, he used expressions such as when the Europeans came; meanwhile 

in Europe; or some of us fled the country and went to Europe. When we started discussing 

BiH’s present, it seemed to me even clearer that Europe had a different meaning than 

the one I had intended and that, behind that meaning, there was a universe I was 

unaware of. At one point, I teased him asking him the following question: how do you 

think Bosnians are perceived in Europe? His response was as simple as it was powerful 

Europe? Europeans don’t really see us. Well, no they see us, but they keep us apart. 

To them, we are just some Slavs.  l:  

This sentence pronounced with a mix of irony and resignation stayed with me as a 

crucial reflection. As I unpacked the wording considering the context in which it was 

spoken, each word started acquiring deeper meaning. Them, the actors engaged in the 
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definition, i.e., Europeans. We, Bosnians, included Aldin within the group defined. Just, 

suggested that the act of definition was premised on superficial simplification. Some, 

remarked a refusal in being precise, maintaining the blurred signification of the object 

of definition. Slavs, in that context, preceded by just some, worked as an essentialising 

label, one that, I thought, implicitly reflected a mechanism of othering and racialisation.  

 My inclination towards this specific interpretation of Aldin’s words was very much 

influenced by a conversation I had the day before our meeting. I was in Velika Kladuša, 

a city sited 50 kilometres north of Bihać, and I had met a group of Iraqi men who had 

just tried to cross the Bosnian-Croatian border and had been pushed back. Zahir, one 

of the Iraqi men, had been travelling through the Balkans for nine months. He had spent 

two months in Serbia and had been stuck in BiH for three more. The Croatian police 

caught him and his friends a few kilometres from the border. Zahir was telling me how 

the police officers captured them, stole their phones and their money, and beat them 

with batons. He told me:  

This is not new, you know? It happens all the time. They beat us, they make fun of 

us. It’s like we are animals. They don’t treat us like human beings. To them we are 

just some migrants.   

The fact that Aldin and Zahir used similar phrasings seemed far from coincidental. My 

intuition, inevitably affected by the context and by the temporal proximity of the two 

conversations, was that my two interlocutors, who had two autonomous life 

experiences and probably thought of each other as belonging to different worlds, 

shared a perception that to them, Europeans over that border, they, migrants and Slavs 

were just some something else. I started thinking about these perceptions and my 
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inability to read them. Thinking about borders, I had objectified both Aldin and Zahir 

as respectively the European who legitimately stands on that soil; and the migrant who 

claims his right to it. Yet, these objectifications seemed now artificial and reductive.  

These encounters in the field led me to question my theoretical positioning which, until 

then, had solely focused on the ordering logic of the border and only looked at migrants’ 

subject positions. Only at that point did I begin to think with the dimension of the 

frontier and decide to interact with those inhabiting alongside those crossing it.    

From these interactions, I gathered that there was more than one colonial wound 

confined beyond the EUropean border and these were not brought there by 

coincidence. It seemed to me that the connection between these wounds had not been 

yet explored and was worthy of scholarly attention, even if that meant rejecting the 

theoretical premises that I had already identified in my literature review. Indeed, this 

was not an easy process. I did not have the instruments to explore such connections. It 

did not make sense to me.  If my limited, predominantly Eurocentric, education in social 

science oriented me to comprehend the historical and colonial trajectories that brought 

Zahir to that interpretation, (being that of postcoloniality and racialisation) it was less 

clear to me why Aldin, who shared with me the privilege of being white and European,  

felt similarly.   

Before meeting Aldin, I was not interested in exploring the local dimension, nor in 

situating my argument in the context of the Balkans or Critical Balkan Studies.  

Conversely, I arbitrarily included Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Balkans into the 

European side of a binary paradigm where actors had mono-dimensional roles: they 

were either European citizens or undocumented migrants. I had given the migrant the 
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role of the subaltern, and the Bosnian, as they ticked the boxes of being European and 

white, were inevitably and exclusively caught up in the act of producing migrants as 

subaltern subjects. In my mind, the distinction between European and non-European 

subject positions and spaces was simplified through the paradigm of the coloniser-

colonised relation that, I was convinced, summarised the relation between irregular 

migrants and European citizens.  

My conversation with Aldin, and successive conversations with inhabitants of the Una-

Sana canton, encouraged me to question such assumptions, re-think the peculiarity of 

the space I was researching and the analytical references through which I was 

researching it. It seemed to me that both Aldin and Zahir were caught up in the 

ambiguity of being at the same time in Europe and on its border; and that incapability 

of positioning them affected my way of thinking about my research as much as my way 

of thinking about my research practice and method.   

On the one hand, I felt that the dichotomising categories I was working with:  

European/non-European migrant/citizens, coloniser/colonised, good/bad, West/rest 

were no longer useful to unpack such complexity. On the other, I realised that I 

struggled to re-organise my mind beyond those binaries, as I was educated to think 

within and through them. I found myself to be a prisoner of the same Eurocentric biases 

I attempted to question: the othering of migrant voices on the one hand, and the 

silencing of native ones on the other. From these new understandings, emerging 

inbetween experience and reflection, my research approach entangled with the 

purpose of unlearning what I had learned, formulating different questions, and 

proposing different instruments to address them. Ontologically, these questions were 

now less centred on the ‘migration crisis’ itself, but on the historical, social, and political 
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contingencies bringing migrants and inhabitants together beyond a EUropean border. 

Epistemologically, I became particularly interested in feminist and decolonial critiques 

of mainstream epistemic models, particularly concerning openings towards 

connections between ways of knowing, stages of knowledge production and forms of 

research engagement. The epistemological premises that I outline in this chapter are 

the result of horizontal engagement with these critiques.  

A Dialogical Approach to Knowledge Production  

Studies of the social world rarely find themselves dealing with monolithic, objectively 

readable, and unequivocally generalisable matters of study. Unlike natural sciences, 

where the disagreement between nominalists and realists is predominantly about 

objects themselves, debates in social science are concerned first and foremost with the 

epistemological question of how we know our objects of study (Della Porta and Keating, 

2008). Thus, knowledge communities interested in social matters have constantly been 

affected by cycles of self-examination; by the geographical location from which claims 

are enunciated; and by the political, cultural, and social fashion of their time (Marcus 

and Fisher, 1999).  

Broadly speaking, competing approaches in social sciences have been for decades 

contrasted on the eternal choreography between the epistemological and 

methodological dimensions through which an object of study comes to be identified, 

known, and researched (Della Porta and Keating, 2008). At one end of the spectrum, 

pure positivism is interested in testing hypothesis through scientific method and in 

making generalisable claims. It is grounded in the purpose of translating the social 

world into a readable substance which, if not necessarily responding to rational rules, 

can be studied through rational method. At the other end, interpretivist approaches 
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benefit from the inapplicability of scientific methods, reject universal laws, and 

entangle knowledge with the reflexive positioning of the researcher (Eller, 2016).   

In both cases, whether deciding to imitate natural scientific method or to reject its 

postulates, the social science scholar is constantly requested to make structural 

decisions about which claims to knowledge they propose to produce and which 

methods they propose to deploy. Looking at the 1970s, Marcus and Fisher identified a 

moment of rupture in social scientific knowledge production, which they observe as 

‘the era of the post-paradigms’ (Marcus and Fisher, 1999). The latter reflects a phase of 

self-reflection in various fields of social science, particularly concerning questions of 

what knowledge is and what methods produce it. These questions kept proliferating in 

the following decades and collided with concerns about the political purpose 

entrenched across academic and non-academic spheres of knowledge production 

(Haynes, 2010).  

Eventually, decades of debating about the scope, nature, and purpose of knowledge 

production, resulted in turning epistemology and methodology into objects of study 

themselves (Feyerabend, 1970; Code, 2014; Lury and Wakeford, 2012). Nowadays, 

interventions within and beyond social constructivist, postmodern, poststructuralist, 

feminist and decolonial approaches have fundamentally challenged the power 

structures entangled with knowledge production, exposing the patriarchal, 

unidirectional, and Eurocentric dimensions of dominant epistemologies. These 

challenges are expressed in the form of critiques and alternatives that, while presenting 

different forms of argument, contributed to open-up social science to pluralism, 

flexibility, and reflexivity (Dickerson, 2010; Naples, 2010; Oppong, 2014; Code, 2014; 

Alcoff, 2017; Mignolo and Walsh, 2018).   
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I write this thesis at a time when the power structures of knowledge production have 

been exposed, the normative character of epistemology and methodology has been 

challenged and the dichotomised relation between them contested. Welcoming these 

transformations in my research practice, I ground the epistemological approach of my 

research in two dialogical relations. The first dialogue is rooted in feminist approaches 

and is presented as an entanglement between politics and epistemology. The second 

dialogue emerges from the decolonial option and entangles theory and fieldwork.    

Entangling Politics and Epistemology: Situated Knowledges and Scholar Activism   

My articulation of a dialogical relation between politics and epistemology is grounded 

in feminist entitlements to situated knowledges and situated solidarities (Anderson, 

1995; Code, 2014), and is inspired by the ground-breaking work of Donna Haraway. In 

her ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege of 

Partial Perspective’ (1988) Haraway locates feminist epistemologies in a critique of 

classical relativist versus universalist approaches to knowledge production. She 

detaches from the interpretivist prescription that knowledge can only be subjective 

and argues for situated and feminist knowledge that can only be objective by being 

partial. What she calls feminist objectivity, which is situated knowledge, does not have 

the presumption of universal validity. On the contrary, objectivity is described as a 

‘particular and specific embodiment’ rather than a ‘false vision promising 

transcendence of all limits and responsibility’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 583).   

Situated knowledges are neither simply contextual nor universally valid, but always 

and necessarily partial. With this claim, Haraway refuses to take a stand between 

interpretivism and positivism. Feminist epistemology, as theorised in her work, rejects 
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both the rigour of generalisability and the obsession with context-specific claims. In 

turn, a claim to a situated approach is one where the conditions for producing 

knowledge relate to the ‘politics and epistemologies of location, positioning and 

situating’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 589).   

A fundamental aspect of engaging with this approach entails colliding the 

epistemological and political claims to knowledge that emerge out of situated research. 

In the words of Haraway, partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustain ‘the possibility 

of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in 

epistemology’ (Haraway, 1988, p. 584). These webs of connections have different 

names in politics and epistemology but maintain the substance of situated and 

entangled claims. In this regard, a claim to situated knowledges is inevitably entangled 

with one of situated solidarity. In discussing reflexivity and positionality in feminist 

fieldwork, Richa Nager and Susan Geiner defines situated solidarities as:  

Attentive to the ways in which our ability to evoke the global in relation to the local, 

to configure the specific nature of our alliances and commitments, and to 

participate in processes of social change are significantly shaped by our 

geographical and socio institutional locations, and the particular combination of 

processes, events, and struggles underway in those locations (Nagar and Geiger,  

2007, p. 273).   

The connection between knowledge and solidarity emerges precisely from bridging the 

political and epistemic spaces though which situated claims are imagined and produced 

with the critique of larger power-structures constituting these spaces (Routledge and 

Derikson, 2005; Haynes, 2010).  
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What connects these arguments is a link between the purpose of contributing 

theoretically to debates in social science and the commitment to produce research that 

can be useful to address the political issues that are raised. Endorsing and embracing 

this purpose, this study is written in conversation with activists, volunteers, 

humanitarian workers, researchers and journalists interested and working in the Una-

Sana canton. Several of the people that appear in this work are people that I have 

known and collaborated with across time and throughout different projects that do not 

always directly involve this doctoral thesis, but indirectly affected the actions and 

reflections leading to and transforming it.    

The connection between the epistemological and political perspective that emerges 

from my situated claim to knowledge calls for a research practice which is inevitably 

one of scholar activism. Researchers who position themselves as militant or activist 

scholars are observers of situations of social injustice and acknowledge the necessity 

to put academic knowledge and activist practice in dialogue with one another. With 

scholar activism I intend to align academic work with political engagement (Chatterton 

et al., 2007; Routledge, 2008; Garelli and Tazzioli, 2013; Code, 2014; Naples, 2010; 

Routledge and Derickson, 2015).   

Examples of scholar activism are numerous in feminist scholarship, precisely because 

feminist objectivity cannot be delinked from the struggle of the subaltern but is 

necessarily engaged with the purpose of social, political and epistemic justice 

(Bhavnani, 1994; Wright, 2006; Alcoff, 2008). As noted by Routledge and Derikson, 

scholar-activist engagement frequently emerges from ‘our deep emotional responses 

to the world [...] it is our ability to transform our feelings about the world into actions 

that inspires us to participate in political action’ (Routledge and Derikson, 2015, p. 
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396). Scholar activism, they continue, is concerned with the reflexive questions 

regarding ‘how to produce knowledge without reinscribing the interests of the 

privileged and how to root knowledge production to material social change in places’ 

(Routledge and Derikson, 2015, p. 39).   

Questions about the political substance of the claims produced within this study have 

accompanied the whole research process. In turn, engaging with the connection 

between feminist epistemology and scholar activism, I aim to produce knowledge that 

is constituted through a situated and politically grounded approach, allows for 

practicing solidarity within the field and brings that solidarity in conversation with 

theory.   

By acknowledging and welcoming the entanglement of my research purpose with my 

activist practice, I write with the explicit objective to expose and problematize power 

structures affecting migrant and Balkan subjects assembling in the Una-Sana canton. 

This purpose moves both my reflexivity within the research and the kind of knowledge 

that emerges from it (Dauphinee, 2010; Nagar, 2002; Bourke et al., 2009; Sutta, 2020).   

Entangling Fieldwork and Theory: Lessons from the Decolonial Option   

At the very core of most research methods there is a chronological pattern through 

which research stages are organised. This chronology is grounded in scientific method 

and allegedly help us formulate questions and hypotheses, collect data, process them, 

and analyse them. In the case of field-based research, organising principles 

chronologising research practice tend to identify fieldwork and theorisation as two 

separate moments (Lund, 2014). In this study, I disengage with this chronology and 

ground my study in an entanglement between theory and fieldwork.  
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In a provocative book entitled Against Method (1970) Paul Feyerabend manifests his 

scepticism with epistemological rules that prescribe ordering research into 

chronologically determined moments. ‘Creation plus full understanding of a correct 

idea’ he argues, ‘are very often parts of one and the same indivisible process and cannot 

be separated without bringing the process to stop’ (Feyerabend, 1970, p. 33). 

Feyerabend’s insights has been further explored within numerous claims to move from 

a chronological to a dialogical relation between experience-based and reflection-based 

knowledge production. This argument finds space within feminist scholarship, in the 

work of writers such as Gillian Rose (1997) Richa Nagar (2002), Elizabeth Dauphinee 

(2010), and Victoria Dickerson (2010), among others. It has also been developed within 

decolonial approaches.   

Like feminist epistemologies, decolonial approaches intend to challenge and disrupt 

epistemic injustices entrenched in mainstream forms of knowledge production 

(Maldonado-Torres, 2007). Broadly speaking, decolonial thinkers acknowledge the 

production and reproduction of uneven structures of power that emerge out of the 

connection between modernity and coloniality (Quijano, 2004); problematize their 

proliferation in all areas of knowing, doing, and being and call for interventions through 

epistemic and political action (Odysseos, 2017).   

Decoloniality emerges from the call to delink from the promises and dogmas of 

modernity, including those entrenched in the systems of disciplinary management of 

knowledge (De Sousa Santos, 2007). It calls for a move from universality to 

pluriversality, where 'we accept that there are options to be engaged and no universal 

truth to defend' (Mignolo and Tlostanova, 2012, p. 14). For the decolonial scholar, 

research is an organic and dialogical connection between sensing, knowing, thinking, 
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and believing (Mignolo, 2011; De Sousa Silva 2017). Each attempt to produce 

knowledge includes multiple and different stimuli where ‘praxis without theory is 

blind, and theory without praxis is sequestered’ (Mignolo, 2018; p. 138). Thus, as noted 

by Allie McDowall and Fabiane Ramos, ‘writing from a decolonial position consists of 

not merely using concepts around coloniality/decoloniality but also putting its core 

ideas into practice in the doing aspect of the research’ (McDowall and Ramos, 2018, 

p.54).   

In their book entitled On Decoloniality (2018) Walter Mignolo and Katherine Walsh 

reclaim the urgency to re-think the distinction between theory and praxis. In their view: 

‘praxis is an act of knowing that involves a dialogical movement from action to 

reflection and from reflection upon action to a new action’ (Walsh and Mignolo, 2018, 

p. 17). Thinking praxis and theory as mutually consistent enables us ‘to transcend the 

linear precepts, binary-based suppositions and outcome-oriented views of Western 

knowledge, research and thought’ (2018, p. 50). Mignolo and Walsh start from the 

premise that the distinction between theoretical and empirical work is rooted in 

Eurocentric rationalities linked to positivist and scientific notions of knowledge 

production. It follows that a decolonial investigation also consists in re-thinking  

‘theory-as-praxis and ‘praxis-as-theory’ and embracing ‘the interdependence and 

continuous flow of movement of both’ (Walsh and Mignolo, 2018, p. 45). At the centre 

of these claims there is the idea that the very distinction between theory and praxis 

reduces the possibility of linking knowledge emerging from reflection and knowledge 

emerging from experience. This reductive approach deploys the epistemic violence of 

Eurocentric ways of knowing structured around the matrix of modernity/coloniality 

(Mignolo, 2011).  
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 In the case of this study, experience translates into fieldwork and reflection translates 

into theory. By harmonising them into my research practice, I refuse to outline a 

chronological order between them. In turn, embracing the dialogical precepts of the 

decolonial option, I choose to organise this study entangling fieldwork and theory.   

From the moment my research started, I have been voluntarily alternating moments of 

theoretical engagement and moments of participation in the field. This process allowed 

me to slow down and absorb, develop new questions and return with newly formulated 

and informed reflections. Rather than structuring my research practice into a 

prolonged period of fieldwork, a moment for analysis of data and one for writing, I have 

been stepping in and out the field, in and out the data analysis and in and out the writing 

process. Questions and decisions about the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ dimensions of this 

research do not follow chronologically rational stages of knowledge production but 

have been mutually formulated throughout moments of fieldwork and moments of 

theoretical reflection. These questions developed and transformed with the nature and 

scope of my presence in the field, through contamination with different literatures and 

through my encounter with different people, co-constituting the different stages of my 

research practice in a combined process.   

The Extended Case Method  

What is This a Case of?  

By putting feminist and decolonial critiques in dialogue with one another, the previous 

section addressed the question of what, in this study, counts as knowledge. I have 

located my approach to knowledge in dialogical relations between politics and 

epistemology, and between fieldwork and theory. The dialogical dimension continues 

to encompass questions concerning how I want this knowledge to be represented and 
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which method I deployed in my research practice. This research emerges as a case 

study of the making of a frontier in the Bosnian canton of Una-Sana. Therefore, it 

requires reflection on what this case is attempting to represent and how it is attempting 

to represent it.  

Representation encompasses the way in which we choose to make our research into a 

case (Denzin and Lincoln, 2017). In turn, when we ask, ‘what is this a case of?’ (Davis, 

2005) we are enquiring into which priorities we want to represent and which ones we 

need to leave out. As noted by Pascal Vennesson, a case is always the product of a  

‘preliminary and then of an ongoing effort to define the object of study’ (Vennesson 

2008, p. 224). Case study research, he argues, implies ‘a theoretical intention translated 

in a new vocabulary’ (Vennesson 2008, p. 224).   

In this study, the frontier constitutes the object of study at the centre of the 

investigation. However, as an object of study, the frontier is far from being compact or 

monolithic. Conversely, it is elastic, fluid, liminal, and constantly expanding and 

transforming. By investigating the making of a frontier I aim to tackle the different 

complexities composing it, without presuming to describe them in their completeness.   

The expression ‘making of’ highlights simultaneously the constitution of the frontier 

into an ‘analytical construct’ aimed at, in the words of Christian Lund, ‘organising 

knowledge about reality in a manageable way’ (Lund, 2014, p. 224) and a field of power, 

where institutions, arrangements, authorities, and subjects interact with one another.   

In this sense, the frontier is an object of knowledge as much as it is an object of power. 

By identifying the Una-Sana canton as a case study for the making of a frontier I do not 

aim to produce generalisable or universalizable claims to knowledge. On the contrary, 
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I want to produce knowledge that while being situated in my intersubjective 

participation, can be politically and analytically put in dialogue with larger forces and 

processes and with other similar contexts.  

As I have mentioned in chapter one, the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton is 

a case of a forced, unexpected, and prolonged cohabitation between differently 

positioned subjects who share a history of marginality in relation to the external forces 

responsible for their encounter. Researching the making of a frontier necessarily 

entails researching new grammars to elaborate on how these encounters bring to light 

assemblages of histories, agencies and subjectivities that have so far been overlooked 

and marginalised.  

With this purpose in mind, I draw on Michael Burawoy’s ‘extended case method’ (1998) 

to locate my research practice in a reflexive approach and to give an account of the 

intuitions and limitations of my participant observation.   

The extended case method emerges from Burawoy’s reflections on his past research 

practice. The scholar starts from the claim that much literature on participant 

observation tends to be based on a rigid idealisation of the prerogative organising the 

stages through which knowledge is produced. In turn, the extended case method 

resonates with decolonial and feminist dialogues in proposing an alternative to this 

rigidity. This alternative approach remains situated in the case study but also allow to 

extend from it. The method extends out in the sense that it is grounded in theory but 

allows for theory re-construction; it is carried out through participant observation but 

encourages intervention; it emerges from the field but encompasses structuration; it 

begins by posing questions but allows them to change in the process.  
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Without necessarily drawing on the same literature that I explored in the previous 

sections of this chapter, Burawoy’s codification of the extended case method starts 

from similar questions concerning the unpredictability of empirical research and the 

claim to knowledge that can emerge from it. Drawing attention to the forever unsolved 

issue of balancing the situated presence of the researcher with the methodological 

predicament of producing theories, concepts and facts, the extended case method 

provides guidelines for a participant observation that is premised on the  

intersubjectivity of the researcher and subject of study and aimed at locating case study 

research into ‘extralocal and historical context’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 4).   

Applying Reflective Science to Participant Observation  

The extended case method emulates a reflexive model of science, where, as Burawoy 

argues, ‘dialogue is the defining principle and intersubjectivity between participant and 

observer is the premise’ (1998, p. 14). Reflexive science engages with the dialogical 

dimensions that I identified within my approach to knowledge production: it 

encompasses dialogue between observer and participants, local processes and 

extralocal forces, past and present times, and deductive and inductive approaches to 

theory.  

Burawoy’s work resonates with feminist claims about situated objectivities as he 

argues that reflexivity does not simply means thematising ourselves withing the study, 

but ‘recognising that our own place within the field enables us to objectify our relation 

to those we study’ (1998, p. 14).  At the core of the extended case method there is the 

claim that knowledge production, even if reflexive and situated, does not stop with 

situational comprehension. Reflexive science allows researchers to extend beyond 

their located analysis without renouncing specific attention to the field. It enables 
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researchers to ‘collect multiple readings of a single case and aggregate them into social 

processes’ that can be extended out and put in dialogue with other similar cases’ 

(Burawoy, 1998, p. 15).  

Burawoy builds on the predicaments of reflexive science in opposition to those of 

positivist science. Like Dauphinee (2010) and Rabinow (1977), he draws on his own 

fieldwork experience to embed the ethnographic condition into an inevitable violation 

of the principles established by positivist thinking, criticising it as unable to account for 

the situated and transformative relations between the researcher and the field. He 

draws attention to the impossibility of participant observation to stand by the 

principles of reactivity, reliability, replicability and representativeness that positive 

science commands, and proposes to mirror these principles with alternative ones: 

intervention, process, structuration and reconstruction.  

Through these predicaments, Burawoy establishes dialogue as the unifying principle of 

reflexive science. He calls for the intervention of the observer in the life of the 

participants, demands the uncovering of local processes in a relation of mutual 

determination with eternal social forces, and refuses the separation between inductive 

and deductive approaches to theory. Emulating reflective science, the extended case 

method starts from theory, moves to the field, and then goes back to theory, refusing to 

respect chronologically divided stages of research practice.    

In reaching out to the extended case method, my research practice applies the four 

principles of reflexive science. In the following paragraphs, I outline how these 

principles work and how they have been elaborated throughout the making of this 

study.  
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Intervention  

Intervention mirrors reactivity. While the principle of reactivity rules out or minimizes 

the researcher’s intrusion into the world they study, intervention is based on the claim 

that it is only ‘by mutual interaction that we discover the properties of the social order’ 

(Burawoy, 1998, p. 14). Thus, knowledge that comes with communication, as in the case 

of participant observation, cannot be represented by means other than intervention. In 

this view, intervention is not seen as a negative externality, but as ‘a virtue to be 

exploited’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 14). Through intervention, the researcher extends their 

situated position in the study, from one of observation to one of participation. In turn, 

participant observation that engages with reflexive science is one in which 

representation of the object of study is voluntarily distorted and disturbed by the 

intrusion of the researcher.    

Reflexive science admits the relational nature of participant observation. When 

researchers interact with their participants, they inevitably engage in an 

intersubjective practice that, far from simply acquiring neutral knowledge, entails 

intervening in the life of another human being and engaging with their own reflexive 

representation of the world. Intervention is directly linked with the purpose of scholar 

activism. Scholar activism is based on ‘being moved’, both emotionally and politically 

‘to participate in action’ (Naples, 2010, p. 511). It necessarily implies creating spaces 

for interaction between researchers and participants, and between activism and 

academic knowledge.  

In my research practice, intervention has been pivotal to constituting durable and 

trustworthy relations with people in the field. These relations gave me access to 

information and perspectives that I would have otherwise ignored. Furthermore, my 
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practices as an activist preceded my participant observation in the field.  Several of the 

relations I had established before I (re)entered the field, during my previous trips to 

the Una-Sana canton, had developed into acquaintances and friendships. People I have 

known as friends or worked with in previous occasions have subsequently become my 

informants and participants in the study. Some of those who shared their testimonies 

did so because they already knew me and trusted me. In turn, my participant 

observation of the field has always been distorted and disturbed, and my 

representation of the frontier remains entangled with my intersubjective interactions 

with people met in the field.   

In this regard, one of the implications of establishing an intersubjective relation with 

subjects of study is that it becomes hard to trace a sharp line between subjects who are 

informants and subjects who are participants. Several of the people that helped me 

through the research process have been both. This study is written in dialogue with 

experts, researchers, practitioners, and activists that I have met repeatedly during my 

fieldtrips and with whom I established a continuous dialogue. I acknowledge that, at 

times, it was challenging if not impossible to maintain rigid professional boundaries. 

Precisely because participant observation is much more about data production than it 

is about data gathering, I would give an incomplete and dishonest account of my 

research practice if I did not include relationships and emotions that I developed in 

connecting with people on the field. Writing the object while writing the self is, after all, 

a grounded principle of feminist epistemology (Strathern, 2000; Butler, 2003; 

Dauphinee, 2010; Page, 2016; Anderson, 2019). Sherry Ortner stresses the importance 

of using ‘the self as much of it as possible – as an instrument of knowing’ (Ortner, 2006, 

p. 173). Furthermore, as I have interacted with people in condition of vulnerability, I 
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have had to consider affective and emotional implications of these interactions in my 

research practice which, as stated earlier, comes with the intention to act in solidarity 

with the people it addresses. In turn, rather than ‘devising research protocols that will 

purify the data’ (Strathern, 2000, p. 279) I chose to make explicit how I worked through 

and welcomed the intrusion or emotions into my participant observation 

(AbuLunghod, 1993, p. 18).   

In turn, I do not problematize the relational and affective character of these 

connections, nor attempt to neutralize them. On the contrary, I believe the research 

benefits from them (Dominguez, 2000; Page, 2017; Winfield, 2021). The making of a 

frontier is also constituted by my interaction with people I encountered on the field. 

Embracing the principle of intervention, I write this thesis without attempting to 

neutralize my contamination with them, but I welcome it as intentional and constitutive 

of my research practice.   

Process  

Process mirrors reliability. While reliability entails looking for precise criteria through 

which data are selected, process gives the researcher the freedom to rely on multiple 

stimuli and aggregate these stimuli without looking for standardisation. Process 

reflects the aggregative character of reflexive science, that allows the researcher to 

locate their situational knowledge in dialogue with other dimensions.   

Fieldwork is always premised on the intuition that there is something happening in a 

context that deserves observation. Participant observation consists precisely in 

deepening that intuition by being present in the field. Fieldwork is, as Burawoy 

describes, ‘a sequence of experiments that continues until one’s theory is in sync with 
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the world one studies’ (1998, p. 18). Inevitably, when we are in the field, both the way 

in which we think of our questions and the way in which we want to address them 

change, precisely because the field has a transformative nature that does not emerge, 

nor stop with our presence (Rabinow, 1977; Bourke et al., 2009; Dauphinee, 2010; 

Haripriya, 2020).   

Presence in the field allows for observations of a situation and provokes more 

questions about the processes that contribute to constitute that situation. In other 

words, it is about ‘compiling situational knowledge into an account of social processes’ 

(Burawoy, 1998, p. 18). Observing a process with the objective of producing knowledge 

is different than observing a situation per se.  When we move from situation to process, 

we might need to return to the field with a different set of questions, or go beyond the 

established analytical edges of the field to look at it from a different angle. Yet, the 

transformation of situation into process allows researchers to extend their participant 

observation in time and space.   

This type of extension has also entered my research practice. I have extended my 

fieldwork into several short research trips conducted across a timeframe of four years. 

During these four years, I structured each episode of fieldwork by replicating the same 

routine and find space for exploring themes I had not explored before. This exploration 

consisted of going to a different place or engaging with people I did not know. This 

balance between replication and looking for different stimuli allowed me on the one 

hand, to re-observe situations across time and on the other, to change my angle of 

observation.  
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During my extended fieldwork, events such as the openings and closures of reception 

centres, or inhabitants’ responses to the increasing number of displaced migrants, had 

continued to transform the socio-political context, urging me to return to the field and 

account for these transformations in my research. Similarly, my encounter with 

activists, researchers and reporters who worked in the Una-Sana canton and elsewhere 

in BiH led me to explore their respective fields of action beyond the canton itself. During 

my fieldtrips, I went to Sarajevo, Tuzla, and Banja Luka. I have also spent time in  

Croatia, in Zagreb and in Korenica, a small Croatian town on the opposite edge of the 

Bosnian-Croatian border.   

Finally, exiting the field and returning home was also important in extending my 

research, as it gave me time and space to digest new information and re-formulate the 

questions with a transformed approach.   

Structuration  

Structuration mirrors replicability. While positivist science is interested in fixing 

models that are replicable in time, reflexive science insists on the impracticability of 

controlling the social forces enacted beyond our field of action. Studying the everyday 

world from the point of view of structuration means accounting for how our object of 

study is ‘simultaneously shaped by and shaping an external field of forces’ (Burawoy, 

1998, p. 15). These external forces must be addressed as ‘effects of other social 

processes that for the most part lie outside our realm of investigation’ (Burawoy, 1998, 

p. 14). Although we cannot account for their whole complexity, we can still structure 

them into our research practice. Through the principle of structuration, reflexive 

science gives the researcher the opportunity of a further extension from process to 
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forces. Structuration means ‘locating local process at the zone of research in a relation 

of mutual determination with an external field of social forces’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 20).  

In this study, structuration is reflected in the effort of connecting histories, agencies, 

and subjectivities encountering in the Una-Sana canton with global trajectories of 

coloniality emerging with the EUropean border. When I arrived in the Una-Sana canton, 

I was interested in researching a border established between Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and the European Union. That border was relevant to me because, since the previous 

year, it had represented the central obstacle for which thousands of migrants had 

remained stuck in that zone. Yet, through my intervention in the field and my extension 

of fieldwork in space and time, I had the opportunity to develop more questions 

concerning how that border appeared and what preceded it. I explored these questions 

by contacting experts and historians, engaging with secondary sources and 

interviewing survivors of the Bosnian war living in the Una-Sana canton. Only through 

these extensions was I able to contextualise the making of a frontier with the history of 

larger socio-political configurations including the tension between Ottoman and 

Austro-Hungarian empires, or between EUrope and the Western Balkans.   

My attempt to extend from process to force is also relevant in my decisions to focus on 

colonial and subversive logics as the analytical angle to explore acts of bordering and 

acts of subversion in the making of a frontier. By entangling the EUropean border with 

a colonial logic and frontier games with a subversive one, I attempt to negotiate the 

research urgency of scaling levels of analysis and aggregate the forces at stake in 

producing the frontier, as a space co-constituted through coloniality and subversion. 

Engaging with these logics allows me to navigate the dialogical dimension between 
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theory and praxis established in decolonial movements and apply it in my research 

practice through the principle of structuration.  

Reconstruction  

Finally, reconstruction mirrors representativeness. Representativeness is concerned 

with generalisability. It is the principle through which we connect the research practice 

to theory, though confirmation or refutation of our initial hypotheses. Yet, as we 

intervene in the field, the way in which we approach our initial hypotheses changes and 

generalisability is no longer feasible. This does not mean that theory should be 

completely discredited. On the contrary, theory can be reconstructed through the 

inputs that arise in the field. These inputs allow us to move from one generality to 

another. We elaborate existing theory and build our contribution into theory 

reconstruction. There we allow our ‘theoretical point of departure’ to transform and 

adapt to the aggregated knowledge we retrieve as participant observers (Burawoy, 

1998, p. 16).    

The principle of reconstruction permits researchers to apply the extended case method 

to stretch initial theoretical assumptions. Fieldwork entails deconstructing and 

reconstructing our theoretical inputs. In turn, it is much more about theory refutations 

than theory confirmation. In the extended case method, theory is essential to each 

moment of research. It ‘guides interventions, it constitutes situated knowledges into 

social processes, and it locates those social processes in their wider context of 

determination’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 21).   

This study emerges out of very different theoretical inspirations. I started with the 

purpose of identifying the migrant stuck in European frontiers as a colonial subject, 
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victim of the colonial violence embedded in securitising practices at the EU border. My 

study was a study about migration and postcoloniality; not a study about a frontier and 

the histories, agencies and subjectivities partaking in its making.  

The intuition that this theoretical framework did not suffice to describe the complexity 

of the field came from intervening, moving from situation to process, and from process 

to structuration. Theory reconstruction was an inevitable implication of using an 

extended case method. Through allowing myself to be in and out the field, include new 

forces and explore historical entanglement, I was able to see a whole set of previously 

overlooked dimensions that resulted in an urgency to move on the theoretical premises 

informing the research and develop theory from the field.   

My articulation of frontier-making, which is outlined in the final chapter of this thesis, 

concludes the thesis by advancing a new approach to the study of frontiers and of 

subjects inhabiting and crossing them. Theory, in the words of Burawoy, is ‘itself an 

intervention into the world we seek to comprehend’ (1998, p. 18). Only thought 

fieldwork and with the consolidation of new questions have I been enabled to explore 

and develop a different theoretical angle that simultaneously builds on and challenges 

the approaches that informed the research in the beginning.  

Power/Knowledge Effects   

As with all research methods, the extended case method comes with several limitations. 

In Burawoy’s approach these limitations are called power effects. The relation between 

power and knowledge production is one that has been extensively discussed across 

social science and political theory, particularly thanks to the work of Michel Foucault. 

Knowledge, in the work of Foucault, is ‘that of which one can speak in a discursive 
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practice’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 182) and is inevitably attached to and shaped by the 

positions and zones from which this discursive practice begins and through which it 

develops. Producing knowledge means taking a position of domination and speaking of 

an object by turning it into and governing it as an object of study. It entails creating a 

‘field of coordination and subordination of statements in which concepts appear and 

are defined, applied and transformed’ until the object is formed (Foucault 1982, p. 183).    

Power effects reveal the issues and artefacts that are constituted within the act of 

knowledge production. Burawoy identifies four of them, each one corresponding to 

each of the four principles of reflexive science. Domination exists within intervention; 

silencing exists within process; objectification exists within structuration, and 

normalisation exists within theory reconstruction. In the following paragraphs, I will 

address these limitations and account for them in my research practice. I will also 

discuss issues of privilege and positionality that inevitably appear within my approach.  

Domination  

In one of the most ground-breaking contemporary contributions to feminist studies: 

Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Judith Butler discusses the impossibility of 

describing the social world without describing the self. ‘We are constituted in 

relationality’ she claims ‘implicated, beholden, derived, sustained by a social world that 

is beyond us and before us’ (Butler, 2005, p. 64). Relationality comes with intervening 

in someone’s life and letting that same someone intervening in ours. As power cannot 

be ruled out, by positioning ourselves in relation to others, we are inevitably taking a 

position of domination or of being dominated.   
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Domination is the power effect that arises from being an intervening actor in the field.  

It is inherently linked with our role as external observers and often reinforced by 

structural and situational privileges that researchers might display when entering 

contexts of trauma and vulnerability (Winfield, 2021).  Although domination cannot be 

avoided, it can be accounted for in research practice through self-reflection on how 

one’s positioning within the field has an impact on its representation.  

Domination has been an integral part of my fieldwork in the Una-Sana canton. On the 

one hand, it was inherent in my intellectual intention to produce knowledge that was 

not necessarily accessible to the same subjects about which it was produced. On the 

other, it was embodied in the structural and situational privilege that I embodied when 

interacting with often vulnerable, traumatised, and displaced individuals.   

Burawoy argues that ‘there is no escaping from the elementary divergence between 

intellectuals, no matter how organic, and the interest of their declared constituency’ 

(Burawoy 1999, p. 23). I encountered this divergence during my fieldwork. My 

interlocutors often showed confusion about the purpose of my questions and interest, 

and several of them were concerned with how our interaction would help them.  

Although I attempted to make them aware of my intentions, I cannot ensure that I have 

not been, in some cases, misunderstood or misinterpreted. Sometimes migrants have 

referred to me as a journalist, sometimes as a volunteer. Although I have presented 

myself as a doctoral researcher and my purpose as researching the frontier, I was often 

traveling with groups of volunteers or reporters, contributing to writing pieces for non-

academic platforms, and participating in activist work. While I was attentive to make 

clear that my intentions were in solidarity with them, I cannot ensure that my 

interlocutors always understood completely the scope of the research. This was also 
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because, during the majority of the conversations, I did not yet know what my final 

argument would have looked like.    

Domination was also present in the tension between extraction and reward that exists 

in interaction with vulnerable people. Especially among migrants, several of those I met 

were frustrated with having what one of them defined as tons of white journalists 

approaching them, taking pictures, interviewing them, and then just leaving. These 

tensions are entangled with structural and situational privileges that I embodied in 

researching with people in conditions of vulnerability (Bashir, 2018; Hoff, 2016).  

By vulnerability I intend to denote ‘diminished autonomy, lack of power, limited agency 

or capacity to function due to physiological, psychological, spiritual and/or structural 

factors’ (Winfield, 2021, p. 3). Migrants stuck in the Una-Sana canton display 

vulnerabilities that might emerge from past trauma, experienced in their homelands or 

through their journeys, and present trauma arising from physical violence during 

pushbacks, social exclusion, and precarious health and living conditions (Garelli and 

Tazzioli, p. 2013). The process of acknowledging and interacting with these 

vulnerabilities has been emotionally and intellectually challenging and brought to light 

inevitable complications concerning my structurally and situationally privileged 

position (Torre et al., 2017).  

Structural privilege is embodied in my bodily appearance as a white woman and a 

legalised EUropean citizen. If historical trajectories of coloniality make whiteness a 

structural condition for privilege in most socio-political contexts, they matter even 

more in contexts where non-whiteness is not expected. In the Una-Sana canton, black 

and brown bodies are signalled and racialised as strangers, while whiteness represents 
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a social as well as bodily given (Ahmed, 2007) that marks the expected from the 

unexpected, the dangerous from the safe, the normative from the odd. Since the arrival 

of migrants, a non-white body in the frontier is more likely to be an object of distress. 

Migrants are stopped, pushed back, abused, detained, forced to hide (Goldberg, 2006; 

De Genova, 2018). In my research practice, my white body gave me the privilege of 

being expected, free to move, and perceived as harmless. As an EU citizen, I also 

embodied the privilege of being legal and mobile across borders. My EU passport gave 

me access to spaces from which migrants, and, in some cases, inhabitants, were 

excluded.  

Domination was also established through situational privilege, particularly when I 

entered spaces inhabited by migrants. Part of my fieldwork consisted in visiting 

reception centres and makeshift camps where migrants had found shelter following the 

repeated pushbacks of the Croatian police. I either reached these zones escorted by 

humanitarian workers, volunteers and activists on the field, or thanks to migrants with 

whom I had established a relation of trust. Entering these spaces, I walked around 

people, including children and women, living in inhuman conditions, without heating, 

water or electricity. Some had tents and sleeping bags, some others were sleeping on 

the floor. Because of the poor health conditions of the environment, several of them 

were suffering from scabies. Engaging with people inhabiting these precarious spaces, 

I was not solely displaying structural privilege coming with my whiteness and my EU 

citizenship, but also evident wealth differentials that were immediately recognisable in 

the clothes I wore and in my healthy appearance. When I entered these spaces, I was in 

a position of privilege and domination that extended out from the structural conditions 

that brought me and them to that same space.  
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Domination also entered my interactions with inhabitants of the frontier. Although 

their vulnerabilities did not necessarily include present conditions of statelessness, 

homelessness or illegalisation, conversations with them, especially those addressing 

personal memories, entailed entering a space of war-related trauma that had often 

developed into PTSD, anxiety, or depression.  

Entering traumatic spaces meant entering different linguistic registers: silences, body 

language, pauses, tears and change of voice tones (Dauphinee, 2010). It also meant 

learning to respect each of these registers without forcing the interlocutor back into 

talking.  

Thus, although my practice of scholar activism entangles with the intention to act in 

solidarity with research subjects, my intervention in the field is an intervention in a 

space of cumulated vulnerability where I inevitably displayed a position of domination.   

This position of domination was further complicated by my feminine appearance. If 

women in research have often identify womanhood and femininity as limits to research 

production (Pante, 2014; Johnson, 2018), in the context of my fieldwork I noted the 

opposite. My appearance as a woman gave me access to spaces of vulnerability that I 

believe I would not have been admitted to with a different appearance. For example, on 

several different occasions in which I was travelling with male-looking companions, I 

noted that women felt more comfortable in talking to me than in talking with my 

colleagues. I had intimate conversations with migrant women talking to me about 

private concerns including period problems, pregnancies, and mental health issues. 

These conversations often mutated into longer and deeper relations that are still vivid 
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now. Although I am not sure how to account for this domination effect, I do believe that 

my womanhood, on some occasions, has been an advantage in my research practice.   

Silencing  

Domination requires researchers to give an account of themselves and of their often 

privileged and dominant interventions within their research practice. The question of 

silencing urges exploration of another issue concerning our reflexive and relational 

presence in the field: the problem of speaking for and about others. As noted by Laura 

Alcoff, ‘the practice of privileged persons speaking for or on behalf of less privileged 

persons’ risks resulting in ‘increasing or reinforcing the oppression of the group spoken 

for’ (Alcoff, 1991, p. 7). In this regard, silencing is not simply erasing or excluding 

peoples, knowledges or points of view, but; as pointed out by De Sousa Santos, it is 

about ‘producing them as absent’ (De Sousa Santos, 2018, p. 2). ‘Retrieving the silenced’ 

he argues, requires precisely ‘engaging in resistance against the abyssal exclusion 

caused by capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy’ (De Sousa Santos, 2018, p.  

4).  

Decolonial and feminist research practice are deeply concerned with the purpose to de-

silence and re-voice marginalised, dominated, and underprivileged groups; as well as 

with that of re-centring politics and knowledge production in their place (Odysseos, 

2017). The very purpose of decoloniality, is, in the words of Walter Mignolo, ‘the 

reconstruction and the restitution of silenced histories, repressed subjectivities, and 

subalternized knowledges and languages’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 451). Reconstruction and 

reconstitution, as Mignolo describes them, represent the antidotes of determination 

and extraction in research practice. In advocating for them, feminist and decolonial 

approaches do not presume to tell stories that, by virtue of having been silenced in the 
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mainstream, represent alternative versions of absolute truth. On the contrary, they are 

concerned with partial (Haraway, 1988) or pluriversal (Mignolo and Walsh, 2018) 

accounts, that have to be made in connection with the political purpose of epistemic, 

gender, sexual, and racial justice.   

Burawoy constitutes silence as the power effect that arises from extending out from 

situation into process. In this endeavour, researchers using the extended case method 

are demanded to engage more explicitly with ‘the economic, political, and institutional 

processes and structures that provide the context for the fieldwork’ (Burawoy, 1988, p. 

23).  This extension necessarily leaves out other situations that might or might not 

affect the localised angle, but inevitably fade out with enlarging our view.   

My research practice began with the purpose of retrieving the silenced lived 

experienced of migrants stuck in the Una-Sana canton.  In the beginning, I had produced 

inhabitants of the frontier and their lived experienced as absent in my study. According 

to Burawoy, ‘since silencing is inevitable, we must be on the lookout for repressed or 

new voices to dislodge and challenge our artificially frozen configurations and be ready 

to reframe our theories to include new voices without dissolving into the bubble’ (1998, 

p. 23). This is precisely what I attempted to do once I encountered the personal 

histories of inhabitants of the canton. However, I remained aware that there were other 

silences I was not able to explore.   

Bosnia and Herzegovina is a multi-religious country. The Constitution of 1995 

establishes, Bosniaks, Croats, and Serbs, alongside others as constituent peoples. The 

Una-Sana canton is predominantly inhabited by Bosniaks, who are Muslim or have 

Muslim heritage. There are some small Serb communities, although most of the Serbs 
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escaped before or during the 1990s war. My representation of the inhabitants of the 

frontier, is a representation of the Bosniak majority. This inevitably means that 

minorities included as constituted peoples and minorities included as others, to use the 

wording of the constitution, do not appear. These silences are even more problematic 

given that these ethnic minorities have been and keep living in tension with one 

another. As I will point out in the next chapter, the conflict that torn BiH apart in the 

1990s unfolded differently across the whole country. In the Una-Sana canton the war 

consisted predominantly of attacks on behalf of the Serbs who took over the Yugoslav 

People Army (YPA) against Bosnian civilians. Inhabitants (including local researchers 

and activists) that I have interacted with, were either survivors of these attacks or sons 

and daughters of survivors and victims. Indeed, their representations of the Serbs were 

connected to their personal and family histories. By choosing to give space to these 

representations, I have also silenced the voices of non-Bosniak subjects inhabiting the 

frontier. In turn, this study gives what is necessarily a partial account of historical and 

political processes that inevitably make others absent.  

The study acknowledges the limitations implied in these silences but considers them 

inevitable in the context in which the participant observation was conducted. As this is 

not a study about national and ethnic tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina, including 

disagreeing voices would have risked deviating the extension to process beyond both 

the political and the epistemological scope of the research.     

Objectification  

Objectification is the power effect that emerges from structuration. If structuration 

involves ‘locating social processes in the context of their external determination’, 

objectification means ‘hypostatising that external determination suffice to explain a 
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social phenomenon’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 25). Burawoy accounts for objectification by 

arguing that ‘there are simply limits to the temporal and spatial reach of participant 

observation, beyond which we substitute forces for processes’ (1998, p. 25). In turn this 

effect reflects power exercised though knowledge production.   

In the process of becoming an object of knowledge, the subject is not only determined, 

but also controlled and governed by the power structures objectivising them. This 

process resonates with what both Foucault and Tazzioli have called objectivation and 

that I have explored in the first chapter of this thesis. Modes of objectivation refer to the 

‘multiple nexus between knowledge production, exclusionary criteria and power 

relations’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 52). In turn, the connection between the two can be 

unpacked in the following way: while empirical research has objectification as the 

translating mechanism to turn empirical data into readable outputs, objectivation refers 

to ‘mechanisms of data extraction that often do not involve forms of interpellation’ and 

result in the creation of labels that ‘shape and govern ‘peoples’ into heterogenous 

categories (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 53).  

In The Making of Migration (2020), Martina Tazzioli includes modes of objectivations 

as ‘constitutive and inherently entangled’ (2020, p. 54) with the act of ‘making up’ 

peoples (Tazzioli, 2020; Isin, 2018). ‘Looking at objectivations’ she argues ‘allows us to 

reconstruct how through laws, policies and administrative measures some individuals 

are racialised as migrants’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 54). The making of a frontier draws on 

this approach. Looking at techniques of objectivation that emerge out of policymaking, 

political configuration, bordering practices and local solidarities; it composes colonial 

and subversive logics as the analytical nexus to assemble forces displayed in the 

frontier into knowledge.    
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However, exposing mechanisms of objectivation does not automatically mean escaping 

the objectification of the subjects of our research. The relation between objectivation 

and objectification remains paradoxical. On the one hand, we recognise and 

problematize the power structure entrenched in the act of constructing subjects as 

objects of knowledge (objectivation). On the other, we inevitably reproduce them 

(objectification). When I address people migrants, I am replicating labels that objectify 

and govern people as migrants. When I address people as inhabitants, I am replicating 

labels that objectify and govern people as inhabitants. Objectification outlines the 

boundaries of the partial scope of this study, but inevitably entails replicating and 

leaning on objectivising labels governing subjects into objects of knowledge (Tazzioli, 

2020) by labelling them through the same categories that this study finds essentialising 

and problematic in the first place.  

Normalisation  

Normalisation is the power effect that comes with theory reconstruction. As my 

research practice consists of a dialogical relation between fieldwork and theorisation, 

questions about theory are present at all stages.  Frontier-making will be discussed as 

the outcome that emerged out of extending out, ruling out, reconsidering, and zooming 

in and out. Because I do not identify a moment for theorisation and one for fieldwork, 

but rather, connect them in my practice; the conclusive advancement of frontier-

making as a pioneering approach to the study of frontiers combines unintentional 

effects of tailoring theory to fit the case study and tailoring the case study to fit theory 

(Burawoy, 1998).  

Even when dialogue is the guiding principle of one’s research practice, at some point 

every researcher needs to make an active decision to stop gathering information and 
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begin to assemble writing into a compact and coherent piece. Indeed, there are 

inevitable limitations to the kind of work we can produce. Normalisation is the effect 

through which theory reconstruction ‘creates an apparatus for reducing the world to 

categories that can be investigated, zones  that can be evaluated and people that can be 

controlled’ (Burawoy, 1998, p. 24). Like objectivation, it is a necessary implication of 

translating participant observation into a readable output, accessible to a non-

observant and non-participant audience. It entails gathering extensions from 

situations, forces, and process, into theory; and constituting that theory into the 

entanglement between our intersubjective participant observation in the field and our 

contamination with readings and information.  

Reconstructing the making of a frontier into frontier-making is, therefore, inevitably a 

coercive process. Because I am not looking for either replicability nor generalizability, 

I am making a claim to knowledge that reflects both my contamination with certain 

literatures and my unawareness of others. Frontier-making engages with decolonial 

grammars adopted in Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies and is guided by 

feminist and decolonial epistemology. It also engages with reflections that emerge out 

of fieldwork in the Una-Sana canton. Because this study of the making of a frontier is 

one where knowledge is firstly situated and then extended out, fieldwork and 

theorisation have inevitably been tailored for one another.   

On Primary Sources and Fieldwork   

In the previous sections, I have given an account of the epistemological and 

methodological inputs through which I developed this study of the making of a frontier. 

I have identified dialogue as the guiding principle of my research approach and reached 

out to the extended case method to situate my research practice into the principles of 
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reflective science. Finally, I have identified power effects as limitations encountered in 

carrying out my participant observation. In this section I conclude my discussion with 

some consideration of the practical execution of the research.    

I divide my fieldwork into two phases. The first phase was from February 2019 to 

September 2019, when I conducted six three-week long trips to the Una-Sana canton, 

in the role of activist for refugee rights and freelance writer. Although these trips 

preceded my doctoral research, I account for them in my journey towards this study. 

The second phase of fieldwork includes one fieldtrip conducted between March and 

April 2020 and another one conducted between August and September 2021. This 

fieldworks was conducted as part of my endeavour as a doctoral student and the data 

collected was ethically approved by Queen Mary University of London Ethics 

Committee. Extracts that appear in this dissertation are from interviews recorded or 

notes taken in this timeframe. Each of these fieldtrips lasted four weeks. I was supposed 

to conduct an additional trip in December 2020, but that was not possible due to 

national border restrictions connected to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Fieldwork was always based in Bihać, and I used buses or rented cars to move around 

the villages and towns of the Una-Sana canton. These include Velika Kladuša, Cazin, 

Ključ, Šturlić, Bosanska Bojina, Bosanska Krupa, and Kulen Vacuf. I have also conducted 

visits beyond the area of the canton; to Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Zagreb and Korenica. In 

2019, during my pre-PhD fieldtrips, I obtained the authorisation to access the four  

Temporary Reception Centres (TCRs) managed by the International Organisation of 

Migration (IOM). I was also granted access to the informal camp of Vučjak, managed by 
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the local government of Bihać. In 2020, I did not request to be authorised to enter any 

of the locally managed nor IOM reception facilities.  

During my fieldwork, I established two different networks of informants: one with local 

inhabitants, activists, and researchers, and one with international activists, 

practitioners, and volunteers. Through these networks, I was able to engage into two 

different types of conversations. The first type of conversation was conducted with 

migrants and inhabitants of the frontier and consisted of collecting personal life 

accounts. The second type of conversation was aimed at gathering information and 

expert advice. At times, these two types of conversation overlapped.   

I collected expert advice from academics, activists, and practitioners working in 

migrant support, community building, art, and academia. I have established enduring 

dialogues with scholars working at the University of Bihać, the University of Banja 

Luka, and the University of Sarajevo who have given me extensive advice and pointed 

me to literatures and readings that became fundamental sources in my research. I have 

also established dialogues with humanitarian practitioners and activists working 

within locally based organisations such as IPSIA, KRAK, U-Pokretu, Jesuit Refugee 

Service, No Name Kitchen, the Bosnian Red Cross and the Border Violence Network. 

These connections helped me to remain informed and updated about the ongoing 

situation when I was not in the field. They also remained my first point of contact when  

 I returned to the canton.     

Among these experts, several were native inhabitants of the frontier and pointed me to 

their friends and acquaintances as possible participants in the study. The collection of 

personal life accounts of the inhabitants of the frontier was built up with a snowball 

effect. Local researchers and activists introduced me to people of different ages, 
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genders and professions inhabiting the frontier. I have recorded or taken notes of 

conversations with seventeen of them. Each of these conversations was distinct, and I 

voluntarily did not address precise themes. I refer to these as personal life accounts 

precisely to highlight their subjective, intimate, and diverse character. In almost all 

cases, conversations started as very informal and colloquial chats. Sometimes they 

expanded into the past or the future; sometimes they were grounded in the present. 

Eleven of the inhabitants I interviewed consented to give their testimonies of their 

memories of the 1990s war. In all cases, these participants were friends or 

acquaintances of my informants. In some cases, they were my informants themselves.   

Whereas networks and the snowball effect were crucial in establishing relations with 

inhabitants of the canton, the same techniques were highly ineffective with migrants. 

Because of their temporary permanence in the frontier, it was very hard to set up 

appointments or constitute a network of participants I could rely on, and to which I 

could return on each fieldwork trip. In turn, conversations with migrants were 

predominantly initiated and carried out in informal settings.  

I approached migrants on the street, in public spaces or outside makeshift camps and 

Temporary Reception Centres (TCRs). On a case-by-case basis, I assessed the situation 

and asked them if they were comfortable in talking about their situation. During these 

conversations, I always attempted to keep the nature of my interactions as organic as 

possible. My priority was to make sure that my interlocutor was safe and comfortable 

in speaking with me and could understand and speak English. Also, in this case, I did 

not engage in structured or semi-structured interviews, but in open-ended 

conversations. Most migrants wanted to tell me about their situations, showed me their 

shelters and told me about violence experienced during a pushback. Others wanted to 
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talk about their future goals once they managed to pass the border. I did not force the 

conversation into one or the other direction and let them decide what they wanted to 

tell me. Thirteen of the migrants I have had conversations with consented to have 

extracts of our conversations quoted in this thesis.   

Conversations were set up in the following way. Once I had ensured my interlocutor 

was comfortable with speaking and I had generally presented myself as a researcher, I 

gave them an information sheet, which I had translated in Arabic, Farsi and Urdu, 

(which are the language predominantly spoken among migrants). I requested oral 

consent to record them or take notes as they were speaking and I specified, both in the 

sheet and orally, what the purpose of my research was. On some occasions, I met people 

more than once. Some migrants introduced me to their travel companions, brought me 

to their makeshift camps and let me spend time with them. At times, migrants were also 

both participants and informants. They showed me maps, patterns, and strategies to 

cross the border; and they let me witness their preparation for the game and their 

returns after pushbacks.   

To protect all the participants, and ensure respect for their privacy, I do not disclose 

their identities, nor utilise their real names in this thesis. I use alternative names to 

identify them and generally address them concerning their positions as migrants, 

inhabitants, researchers, activists, or humanitarian workers. The names that I have 

picked have been either agreed with my interlocutors during our conversations or, 

when they did not have a preference, were picked by me as I relistened to the 

recordings. Those who asked me not to be directly quoted do not appear in this study. 

When they explicitly told me not to use a piece of information, even if recorded under 

consent, I did not used it.  
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Personal life accounts and expert advice compose the central body of data in this thesis. 

Yet, the analytical matrix that is constituted with the making of a frontier also entails 

giving an account of historical socio-political and legal contingencies. In turn, I have 

complemented my participant observation based in the Una-Sana canton with an 

investigation of the historical, socio-political and legal dimensions constituting the 

EUropean border and the frontier.  

This investigation is carried out through consultation of a body of primary and 

secondary sources. Secondary sources include books, academic articles, and policy-

briefs. Finding translated historical material covering the local history of the Una-Sana 

canton has proven to be particularly challenging. This area is still largely under-

researched. Apart from the work of anthropologist Azra Hromadžić (2018; 2019) and 

the studies of the historian Max Bergholz (2010; 2014), which will be discussed in the 

following chapter, it was very difficult to find translated sources. Much of the material 

addressing this frontier is not translated from Bosnian or Serbo-Croat, languages that I 

do not speak fluently. Once again, in this case, I could count on the extended network 

of people I got to know during my fieldwork. They have pointed me towards sources 

that I would have otherwise not discovered and, in some cased, offered to translate 

extracts for me.   

Primary sources include grey literature, national and international agreements, policy 

implementation strategies, regulations, and international conventions, as well as public 

statements, policy briefings and press releases. I have been able to access these 

documents through official online legal archives and databases open to the public. As I 

am not a legal scholar, I read and used these documents alongside commentaries, 

reports, and summaries that could help me navigate the complex substance of legal 
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language, and I use them to support and ground my participant observation and my 

reflexive case study of the making of a frontier.   

To conclude, this chapter positioned this study of the making of a frontier in a dialogical 

approach to knowledge production. I articulated the premises guiding my approach 

allowing for a dialogue between politics and epistemology and between fieldwork and 

theory. Reading across feminist and decolonial scholarship, I situated my research 

journey into scholar activism and reached out to the extended case method to deploy 

the principles of reflexive science. Finally, I considered the power effects and 

limitations of my research practice and provided some practical considerations 

regarding fieldwork and data production.   

The reflections contained in this chapter serve to negotiate expectations on the kind of 

knowledge I aim to produce on the events I witnessed, the information I collected and 

the people I interacted with. I conclude by restating the reflective, extensive, and 

situated nature of this research and by entangling its intention with the purpose of 

remaining in solidarity with the subjects and struggles this study engages with.    
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Chapter 4. Becoming a Frontier  

Bosanska Krajina  

The Una-Sana canton extends through a region called Bosanska Krajina and stretches 

on the north-western margin of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. The canton 

is named after the Una and the Sana, the two rivers that flow across its land. In Bosnian 

language, kraij means ‘end’ and the name of the area translates as the Bosnian frontier. 

Bosanska Krajina comprises territories under the jurisdiction of the two biggest 

political entities in the country: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and  

Republika Srpska. Migrants who arrive in the Una-Sana canton must first cross into the 

Republika, predominantly inhabited by Bosnian Serbs, and then reach the Federation, 

predominantly inhabited by Bosnian Muslims, or Bosniaks, as they came to be called 

following the recent war (Minority Rights, 2022).  

Since 2017, the natural and urban landscapes of the Una-Sana canton have been 

disturbed by the transformation of familiar spaces and the appearance of unexpected 

objects. Abandoned factories, hotels and buildings had been filled up with white tents 

and containers. Fireplaces, sleeping bags, clothes, blankets, and camping tents began to 

appear in the more remote areas of the town of Bihać and Velika Kladuša, in the villages 

of Ključ, Cazin and Bosanska Bojina, and on the side of the provincial roads connecting 

them. On the paths of Plješivica, the mountain that connects the canton to Croatia, it is 

not unusual to find empty energy drinks cans, chocolate wrapping, clothes, shoes, and 

rubbish.   

These unusual objects appear alongside unexpected subjects. Migrants can be spotted 

sitting in groups or walking with their backpacks on their shoulders. In Bihać, they 
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often sit on the shores of the river Una, which flows across the city centre. Driving 

across the provincial roads that connect the two towns, one can often see groups of 

them walking on the margins of the street. Some of them are directed west or north, 

towards Plješivica. They are participating in what they call the game: the attempt to 

cross the border and reach EUrope. Some others are returning east or south. For them, 

the game has not been successful. The Croatian police have caught them and taken them 

back to the Bosnian side of Plješivica. They are returning to a managed facility or to a 

makeshift camp. They will take some time, recover and, as soon as they can, they will 

reattempt the game.   

These images are familiar to most people who arrived in the Una-Sana canton after 

2018. They might also be familiar to people who read newspaper articles about the 

migrants travelling across Bosnia and Herzegovina. Indeed, they now participate in the 

spectacle of violence and desperation that, for almost a decade, dominated the political 

imaginary of the ‘migration crisis’ in Europe (Papastergiadis, 2000).   

One of the problems with this imaginary is that it overlooks the complexity of the social 

contexts in which the ‘crisis’ unfolds. Too often, the spaces squatted, crossed, and 

transformed with the passage of migrants disappear beyond the spectacle of the border 

(De Genova, 2013) and are deprived of the complex history that produced them in the 

first place. Eventually, it seems that the frontier only comes into being with the events 

and images associated with the ‘crisis’. If Critical Migration scholars unpack this issue, 

theorising borderlands (Agier, 2018) and borderscapes (Kumar Rajaram and Grundy-

Warr, 2007), as spaces transformed through migrants’ agency and presence, they have 

also tended to overlook how and why these spaces become frontiers in the first place.   
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As I argued in Chapter 2, since 2015, attention to the constitution of frontiers in the 

Balkans, where the legacy of a tumultuous past is far from being erased from public 

memory, encouraged reflections on ‘assemblages of mobility’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 

2020) and mechanisms of objectivations and subjectivations connecting Balkan and 

migrant experiences of struggle and resistance. In most contributions, these reflections 

have been articulated by activist scholars originating from the Balkans, with personal 

and political relations with the spaces and contexts they are describing (Beznec and 

Kurnik, 2020; Kurnik and Razsa, 2020). This is also the case of Azra Hromadžić; a US-

based anthropologist, originally from the town of Bihać, the administrative centre of 

the Una-Sana canton.  In 2018, Hromadžić visits Bihać, and finds it transformed by the 

arrival of migrants. As a scholar and as a person with personal knowledge of the local 

community, Hromadžić sensed the urgency to reflect more closely with the subjects, 

events, and historical entanglements that assemble in Bihać and in the Una-Sana 

canton.  

In her ‘Notes from the Fields - Migrant Crisis in Bihać, Bosnia and Herzegovina’ (2018), 

Hromadžić explores different moments and spaces capturing migrants and inhabitants 

participating in what she describes as ‘vignettes and fragments of social life [...], local 

articulations, discursive spaces and historical conjunctions’ that express the ‘coming 

together, living together and surviving together’ of different subjects in the frontier 

(Hromadžić, 2018, p. 163).  

Starting from the problem of the ‘migration crisis’ in Bihać, and moving towards 

connections between local and global, past, and present, trajectories of containment, 

displacement, and violence; Hromadžić calls out scholars entering spaces crossed by 
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migrants to search for new ways to account for the prolonged assemblages that are 

constituted with those inhabiting these spaces.   

‘Notes from the Field’ (2018) is, so far, the only piece of scholarly work that directly 

engages with the complexities that assemble in the Una-Sana canton and contextualises 

the containment of migrants beyond the EUropean border with the local context in 

which it takes place. It is a poetic and moving reflection, written by a writer who is 

familiar with the people and spaces she describes and who is emotionally affected by 

the transformations she witnesses. It is also a call for action directed towards 

academics, journalists, and knowledge producers. Maintaining the focus on the 

experience of Bihać inhabitants, Hromadžić draws attention to how new encounters 

between inhabitants and migrants on this frontier require ‘new grammars’ 

(Hromadžić, 2018, p. 164) which have not yet been produced.   

This study of the making of a frontier welcomes the challenges of producing these new 

grammars. In turn, this chapter aims to retrieve the complexities that precede the 

appearance of the EUropean border and of migrants attempting to cross it.  

In this chapter, I draw attention to key moments and transformations in history 

through which a frontier is constituted in the area today known as the Una-Sana canton.  

I argue that the frontier does not emerge with the EUropean border but has been a 

frontier for a long time.  

The Una-Sana canton has been a frontier of Europe, before being a frontier of EUrope. 

The Una valley, the area of Krajina where the Una-Sana canton is sited, has been the 

western edge of the Ottoman Empire and the eastern edge of the Habsburgs one. It has 

been occupied by the Croatian Fascists and reclaimed by Yugoslav Partisans. It has 
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witnessed Muslims and Serbs fighting on the same front and against one another. It 

experienced the industrial renaissance of the first decades of the SFRY and the 

destruction brought with the war that succeeded Bosnian independence. The 

consecutive kingdoms, empires and occupations kept this piece of land constantly 

conquered but never directly ruled, autonomous but not independent, closer to its 

enemies than to its rulers; bordered and re-bordered, conquered and liberated. While 

the rulers changed, inhabitants of the Una valley have been subject to multiple masters, 

but never assimilated by any of them.  

As discussed in Chapter 1, I understand a frontier as a field of contestation where 

oppression and resistance, occupations and liberations, colonial and subversive logics 

and differently positioned subjects coexist and assemble into temporary and 

heterogeneous multiplicities (Tazzioli, 2020). This chapter observes the Una valley 

becoming a frontier, by elaborating on how these temporary and heterogeneous 

multiplicities articulated and transformed through the passage of different social and 

political forces. The chapter is written in conversation with researchers and activists 

with whom I established continuous dialogue during and after my fieldtrips. On the one 

hand, they guided me through developing an historically-grounded knowledge of the 

frontier. On the other, their guidance is inseparable from their inheriting the weight of 

these histories in their personal lives. In turn the chapter is also enriched with their 

personal accounts and with those of other inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton, 

concerning their memories of the siege that, for three years, in the 1990s kept 

inhabitants of Bihać prisoners of the Serbian Army.   
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Kingdoms and Empires: From an Ottoman to a European Frontier  

Until the early 20th century, Bosanska Krajina has been an occupied zone. Kingdom and 

empires acting as occupants have changed, but the piece of land remained for centuries 

a zone that everyone wanted to conquer, but no one dare to rule.    

The first empire that dominated Krajina was the Roman one. In the 6th century, the 

whole territory of north-western Bosnia was part of the Roman province of Dalmatia 

and inhabited by Slavs and Avars (Mahmutović, 2001). The Romans remained in power 

until the 13th century. After that, Bosanska Krajina became part of the Kingdom of  

Hungary and Croatia and remained under the Kingdom for the following 200 years. The 

Kingdom expanded from the western border of the Byzantine Empire to the eastern 

border of the Holy Roman Empire. Already in the Middle Ages, this zone constituted, in 

central-eastern Europe, an extended frontier between two articulations of Europe: the 

one unfolding into Roman Christendom and the one represented by Byzantine rule 

(Malcolm, 2002).   

The Una valley formed the western edge of this extended frontier and flourished as an 

important centre for commerce and trade within the Kingdom and in-between the 

Roman and Byzantine empires. In 1263, the town of Bihać, already emerging as the 

institutional centre of the region, was awarded the status of royal free city (Milic, 1982). 

Under this status, the city was detached from centralised control in matters of internal 

affairs, and the local rulers were enabled to exercise autonomous ruling on the 

communities inhabiting the Una valley (Mahmutović, 2001). This detachment made it 

extremely convenient for travellers and merchants to pass through the valley for 

business. It also favoured the temporary stay of nomadic groups, who, in Bihać, unlike 

other areas of the kingdom, were not persecuted.   
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In 1434, the Hungarian-Croatian king Sigmund offered the Frankopan, A Croatian noble 

family, the control of Bihać. The Frankopan remained in power until 1527, when the 

city returned under the Hungarian-Croatian jurisdictions of King Ferdinand of 

Habsburg (Steigerwald, 2021). In the following decades, the Ottomans advanced 

towards Habsburg rulers, who had to defend their eastern gates from constant attacks.  

Notwithstanding the constructions of fortifications, the Una valley fell under the 

Ottomans in 1592 (Bosnian History, 2019). Bihać resisted the Ottoman siege for 10 

days until the Ottoman army guided by Hasan-pasha Predojević finally conquered it. At 

that point, the Una valley was inhabited by Christian Croats, Slavs and Serbs. With the 

arrival of the Ottomans, a great portion of the inhabitants of the valley converted to  

 Islam.     

Across the whole Ottoman Empire, no rules were imposed forcing Christians to convert 

to Islam. The empire mainly organised its occupation into extractive policies aimed at 

collecting taxes and supply commercial and military resources or, in the words of 

historian Noel Malcolm, ‘men to fight wars and money to pay them’ (Malcolm, 2002, p. 

45). The prioritisation of military resource over cultural assimilation let conquered 

regions under the Ottomans relatively autonomous in terms of customs and values. For 

many subjected people within the Empire, the main push towards faith conversion had 

to do more with socio-economic convenience than with religious repression (Van 

Antwerp, 1991; 1994). In Ottoman controlled areas, non-Muslim subjects were not 

allowed to ‘ride horses, wear certain clothes and carry weapons’ (Malcolm, 2002, p. 66).  

Only male Muslims were offered land tenure in exchange for military service and 

Christians were excluded from most public benefit and jobs (Pinson, 1994). In a few 

decades, social classes in Bosanska Krajina, as elsewhere within the empire, related to 
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religion. A class of Muslim landowners emerged imposing itself on the rest of the 

population, extracting taxes, land, and labour from Christian peasants (Bergholz, 2014). 

According to Harun, an history teacher living and working in Bihać, the Ottoman 

conquest represents the moment where the European border appeared for the first 

time. In the 15th century, he explained:  

The border between Slavic and Christian Europe changes. In Bosnia, you have  

Christians, Muslims and Orthodox. And here is Bihać, the last city in the border. 

Plješivica was a border between east and west. Right now, it is the border between 

EU and Bosnia.  

According to Harun, the border between east and west changed name, but those 

inhabiting the Una valley maintained a sense of detachment from the centre of power 

in charge of its administration. He continued:  

The sultan in Istanbul does not know what is going on, in this border. Inevitably, 

private armies and guerrillas start to emerge. There is a high detachment between 

independent military organisations and the central government in Istanbul. 

Nobody really cares what’s happening here, as long as taxes are paid.    

The Ottoman ruling in Bosanska Krajina began with a violent gesture. Right after the 

occupation, general Hasan Predojević ordered to turn St. Anthony Church, built in 1266 

in Bihać under the reign of Béla IV, into a Mosque. Up to this day, the Mosque carries 

the name of Fethija, the Turkish word for conquered. From this moment, Bihać became 

one of the central strongholds of the western province of the Ottoman Empire  

(Mahmutović, 2001).  
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In less than a century of Ottoman domination, Bosnian Muslims became the 

predominant inhabitants of the Una valley (Bergholz, 2010). The majority were 

landowners or traders taking advantage of the area’s proximity with the Habsburg 

territory to engage in inter-imperial commercial relations. On the Western side of 

Krajina, the Ottoman Empire encountered the border with the Habsburg Kingdom of  

Croatia.    

In 1627, the Habsburg took control of the military zone that was established on the 

Croatian side of Plješivica. This was called Vojina Krajina, which translates as military 

frontier. People inhabiting this area were promised freedom of religion in exchange of 

their commitment to protect the land from the proximate Ottoman threat (Stoianovich, 

1992). At this point, on the opposite sides of the edges of Plješivica, an official and 

military protected border was created to separate the frontier constituted in the Una 

valley from the Habsburg Empire. The border between Vojina Krajina and Bosanska 

Krajina was geographically located where the national border between BiH and Croatia 

stands today. Notwithstanding the militarisation of the area occupied by Vojina Krajina, 

before the beginning of the Austro-Ottoman war in the late 17th century, the 

relationship between inhabitants of the two sides of Plješivica remained peaceful and 

mainly based on commercial exchange of commodities and resources (Van Antwerp 

Fine, 1991; 1994).  

Inhabitant of the two Krajina were at the margin of a huge empire and had another huge 

empire on the opposite side. Yet, this did not mean they were enemies. In the political 

configuration brought by the Ottomans, the border had more to do with military 

tension between two detached imperial centres and less with actual hostilities between 

those inhabiting conquered lands (Donia, 1981).   
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Between 1683 and 1699 and again between 1710 and 1730, the Austro-Ottoman wars 

interrupted the peaceful balance that had been instituted in-between the Bosanska and 

the Vojna Krajina. Since the beginning of the conflicts, Ottomans struggled to defend 

their north-western border and lost a great amount of territory. In 1866, the Great 

Turkish War had the Ottomans lose three districts on the Bosnian division. The 

Ottomans responded by sending military units in the Una valley and increasing taxes 

to sustain war expenses. Muslim landowners started abusing their power over  

Christian peasants and increased their practicing of corruption and tax farming. In the 

1740s, following many Ottoman losses to the Austrians and the Russians, Christian 

minorities started sympathising with the Austrian enemy. This led to further 

restrictions, including the prohibition to build new churches in the whole territory 

(Donia, 1981; Pinson, 1994; Bergholz, 2010).   

In 1875, Ottoman authorities imposed a new rule according to which peasants had to 

pay an implemented tax on 1/10 of their possessions in cash. This imposition caused 

numerous rebellions. In Bosanska Krajina, several Orthodox Serbs, supported by 

Austrians living on the western side of the border, started a revolt and many Ottoman 

fortifications were burned or destroyed (Bergholz, 2010). The various riots that took 

place between 1875 and 1878 across the whole occupied territories in the empire did 

not emerge to reclaim confessional identities. Peasants were revolting against the 

oppression generated by Ottoman agrarian and tax exploitation. Their rage, scholars 

have argued, had emerged out of condition of permanent class injustice rather than 

from a desire for national or ethnic self-determination (Malcolm, 2002).   

Indeed, the very concept of nation had remained extraneous to these population, who 

had, at that stage, only known kingdoms and empires (Malcolm, 2002). Yet popular 
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frustration under the Ottoman Empire was predominantly caused by the never-ending 

and heterogeneous forms of extractive policymaking that the imperial centre 

conducted in the occupied territories (Donia, 1981). Issues of cultural or religious 

assimilation emerged as an implication of these processes and were strictly linked to 

material demands for lower taxes and with the agrarian question (Malcolm, 2002).   

During the riots, the Russians took advantages of the endogenous weakening of the 

Ottoman Empire to make plans for attacking. In 1877 the Russo-Turkish war broke out. 

The Habsburg monarchy remained neutral in the conflict, maintaining a benevolent but 

inactive support for the Tsarist faction. In exchange, the Russians offered them the 

region of Bosnia and Herzegovina as an inducement (Donia, 1981; Jelavich, 1983; 

Dedijer, 1974; Euthner, 2018). The 1878 Berlin Congress formalised this agreement.  

The Austro-Hungarians divided Bosnia into six districts: Banjaluka, Tuzla, Travnik,  

Mostar, Sarajevo and Bihać. However, until 1908, the whole region remained under 

Ottoman control. For three decades, it was simultaneously part of both empires and 

belonging to none of them (Dedijer, 1974).  

This moment of uncertainty regarding who had legitimate jurisdiction on 

administering Bosnia remained at least until the creation of the FSRY. For political 

forces on the east and on the west of Europe, having a foot in Bosnia meant stepping 

out of a comfortable geopolitical zone and into a field that was known to be complex 

and messy. Owning this land meant simply acknowledging that it formally belonged to 

one or the other empire, but, in practice, political conquest did not resonate with 

concrete attempts to develop consensus within the population, nor to resolve issues 

brought with earlier conquerors or conflicts.  
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In contemporary Balkan and Habsburg historiography, a debate exists concerning the 

reasons of Habsburg interest in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Some scholars argue that the 

Habsburg monarchy had an interest in safeguarding its territory from the Serbian 

expansion plans that maturated after decades of Ottoman oppression of orthodox 

Serbs. According to this version, by acquiring a significant portion of the South Slavic 

population under their ruling, the Habsburg hoped to reconstitute a collective Bosnian 

identity that could reconnect to the pre-Ottoman Austro-Hungarian ruling and rethink 

Bosnia and Herzegovina as lands liberated from the Ottoman invader (Sugar, 1963; 

Jelavich, 1983; Malcolm, 2002). Other scholars claim that Bosnia and Herzegovina 

represented the last opportunity for imperial expansion in the southeast of the 

continent (Pinson, 1994; Sugar, 1963). Although arguments diverge in the reason 

guiding the action, most scholars agree that in a strategic sense, the occupation was 

more a loss than a gain (Kann, 1977).   

The peoples inhabiting Ottoman controlled Bosnia had been through decades of riots 

and uncontrolled increases in taxes. They belonged to multiple artificially constituted 

ethnic and religious groups and had been left without a common political identity 

during the whole Ottoman occupation. While on the western side of Europe a sense of 

collective identity had begun to crystallise around nationalisms, in Bosnia and in 

Herzegovina, indirect rule was carried mostly through extraction of labour, taxes and 

resources. This approach impeded the consolidation of a common identity linked to the 

Ottoman rulers (Ruthner, 2018).   

The mission of the Austro-Hungarians in the newly acquired region was, as several 

scholars have argued, not too dissimilar from the civilising mission of European 

colonial empires. Bosnia and Herzegovina were never included as imperial provinces.  



157  

  

They remained lands with a status of condominium which did not formally belong to 

either the Austrian or the Hungarian entities composing the empire (Sugar, 1963; 

Ruthner, 2018). The Habsburg also encouraged a process of settler colonialism, where 

each provincial government created incentives for people from other regions of the 

empires to settle in Bosnia and Herzegovina in representation of imperial forces. As 

noted by Alan Taylor, ‘while other European powers sought colonies in Africa [...] the 

Habsburg Monarchy exported to Bosnia and Herzegovina its surplus administrators, 

road builders, archaeologists, ethnographers, and even remittance-men’ (Taylor, 1990; 

p. 166).  

The civilising mission of the Habsburg regime also consisted in what Clemens Ruthner 

calls the establishment of an ‘epistemic regime’ of knowledge production (Ruthner, 

2018) aimed at ‘inventing, structuring and synchronising pre-Ottoman Bosnian 

identity with European history (Rexhepi, 2018, p. 11). The joint finance minister and 

administrator of Bosnia and Herzegovina Benjamin Von Kállay, was particularly 

invested in the mission of re-creating a unified Bosnian identity under Austro-

Hungarian history. In a paper entitled ‘The Proximate Colony: Bosnia-Herzegovina 

under Austro-Hungarian Rule’ (2008), Robert Donia retrieves an extract from Kallay’s 

interview with the Daily Chronicle, where he comments:  

 Austria is a great Occidental Empire [...] charged with the mission of carrying 

civilisation to Oriental peoples [...], retain the ancient traditions of the land vilified 

and purified by modern ideas (Kallay in Donia, 1981; 2008, p. 14).   

In the same contribution, Donia reports that there were also many attempts, on behalf 

of Kallay and others, to rewrite Bosnian versions of regional histories that erased 
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Ottoman occupation (Donia, 2007). The Zemaljski Muzei, established in Sarajevo in 

1888, was one of the material representations of this erasing attempt (Donia, 2007; 

Ruther, 2018; Rexhepi, 2018).  

While Bosnian history was requalified  as Austro-Hungarian history, the 

representations of Bosnian people on the western side of the empire suffered from the 

contamination of the Ottoman Empire. Inhabitants of Bosnia were represented and 

formatted through orientalist discourse as barbaric and uneducated subjects which had 

to be, on the one hand, recuperated and civilised and, on the other, enabled to 

rediscover their European identity (Heiss and Feichtinger, 2013; Mutschlechner, 

2014). 

From this historical period onwards, representations of Bosnian people as uncivilised 

yet transitioning, and inferior yet tameable permeated Western European and, 

subsequently, EUropean policymaking and knowledge production. As I have pointed 

out in Chapter 2, in the early 2000, these representations echoed in the phrasing of 

Bosnian post-conflict reconstruction as a slow and controlled process of transition and 

harmonisation in line with the values of the EU (Majstorović, 2007).  

 Yet, this dual articulation of the Habsburg civilising mission was not fully realised. The 

imperialist rule of the Austro-Hungarians unfolded more into a process of urban 

colonisation (public buildings, museums, and churches) than in actual effort in creating 

incentives for people to trust the new administration (Heiss and Feichtinger, 2013). 

According to Harun, the history teacher that informed much of my initial knowledge of 

the history of the canton, while the Habsburg rulers had the intention of investing in 
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the country’s development and innovation, this effort mainly consisted of an 

architectural re-branding of the country’s image:  

 The Austro-Hungarians wanted to give a sign of change, but their action remained 

on the surface, especially here in Krajina. What we have is mainly some 

architectural project to turn Bosnia into a more western-looking place, but nothing 

changed really in terms of administration.   

In Bosanska Krajina, the agrarian question remained highly unsolved. While Ottoman 

fortresses and mosques were demolished, nothing was done to rebalance land and tax 

powers between different groups. Whereas the power centre had moved from east to 

west, the land tenure system remained the same. According to Malcolm, 'the main 

reason for resentment against Austria-Hungary among Christian peasants was that the 

great land reform which they expected never took place' (Malcolm, 2002, p. 140). 

Muslim landowners kept implementing a corrupted system of land exploitation and tax 

extortion and, besides symbolic changes in the flag and in the currency, issues of 

economic and social inequality among local groups empowered and disempowered by 

the Ottomans remained unaffected. Harun also remarked that there was no real 

attempt to engage into a cultural or societal transition:  

It was Europeanisation of Bosnia, but it was just the same form of submission. The 

only thing that changed was the name of the master.   

In both the Ottoman and the Habsburg political configuration, we see the gap between 

conquering and ruling that characterises most empires, European or otherwise, and 

their relations with their conquered peripheries.  During the Ottoman period, 

extractive politics and indirect rule created a huge detachment between the metropole 
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and the occupied territories. Nonetheless, people remained able to trade, interact and 

communicate with their neighbours on the opposite side of the border. The border 

existed as a political construct that remained extremely porous. At the same time, 

tensions began to emerge between different religious groups, fighting on class 

privileges that had been arbitrarily established on their faith affiliation.   

With the Habsburg domination, the imperial logic at play transformed. The Austro-

Hungarians saw Bosnia and Herzegovina as liberated lands that now had to be civilised. 

This civilising mission mainly consisted of erasing Ottoman architecture and 

remapping the history and geography of Bosnia and Herzegovina into that of Western 

Europe. At this point, Bosanska Krajina was reclaimed as Europe’s frontier, 

reconquered after the illegitimate Ottoman occupation. Although with the Habsburgs, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina entered the political construction of Western Europe, they 

remained on its margin. There was no real attempt to incorporate the region into either 

the Austrian nor the Hungarian entities, and Bosnia and Herzegovina remained a 

condominium. While Ottoman architecture was slowly destroyed, the political structure 

empowering Muslim landowners over other groups remained in place. As rulers came 

and changed, the Una valley moved from being an Ottoman space to a European one. In 

keeping its peripheral configuration, it already presented the characteristics of a 

frontier: detached from the centre of power, unclear about the forces dominating it, 

continuously transforming, and constantly open to conquest.  

Making and Unmaking Muslims, Croats, and Serbs  

As I have outlined in Chapter 2, a central component in EUropean representations of 

Balkan otherness as violent and barbaric is built on the perception of long and 
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unsolvable inter-ethnic and inter-religious tensions between the different ethnic and 

religious groups inhabiting the Balkan peninsula (Türesay, 2013).   

In the specific case of Bosnia and Herzegovina, these tensions mainly articulated 

between three ethnic minorities: Bosnian Muslims, Croats, and Serbs. Yet, while these 

groups inhabited the Balkans for centuries, they have not always been in tension with 

one another. Furthermore, when tensions emerged, they developed into different 

configuration of alliances and hostilities between these groups, which have been 

constantly renegotiated over time.  The imprecise and ever-transforming distribution 

of ethnic, religious, and political tensions in Bosnia and Herzegovina makes it very hard 

to pinpoint a specific moment or place in which these tensions first emerged.   

In the Una Valley, Muslims, Serbs, and Croats have lived peacefully for most of the 

Ottoman and Habsburg occupation and hostilities among them only started to intensify 

in the 20th century. In 1908, Bosnia and Herzegovina were fully annexed to 

AustriaHungary. This sudden move created a diplomatic crisis which exacerbated 

nationalist sentiments and contributed to radicalise already existing separatist 

movements across the annexed territories.  The strongest of these movements was the 

one for Serbian autonomy.   

Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina were resentful to both empires; the Ottoman for 

having empowered Muslim landowners, and the Austro-Hungarian for having 

overlooked the agrarian question. To keep them down, Austro-Hungarian authorities 

imposed repressive measures against Serbian civilians both in Sarajevo and on the 

eastern borders with Serbia and Montenegro (Kann, 1977).   
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In the first decade of the 20th century, the Austro-Hungarian administration had only 

partially supplemented and replaced Ottoman laws. The administrative hierarchy 

between Muslim landowners and Christian peasants had remained in place across all 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. Furthermore, Austro-Hungarian minister Benjamin Kallay, in 

power until 1903, failed to prompt Austro-Hungarian identity over growing sentiments 

of Serbian nationalism (Ruthner, 2018). In May 1913, following the breaking-out of the 

First Balkan War, Governor Oskar Potiorek declared a state of emergency dissolving 

the Parliament, closing Serb cultural associations, and imposing martial rule. Suspects 

of Serb radicalisation were captured and executed without due process creating even 

more resentment against imperial authorities (Bergholz, 2010).   

On the 28th of June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand was assassinated by the young 

Serb revolutionary Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo. The act will be remembered as the 

catalyst for the breakout of World War I as, one month later, Austria-Hungary declared 

war on Serbia. In the meantime, repression of Serbian civilians continued in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. According to Max Bergholz, the Austro-Hungarians also recruited 

Muslims and Catholic Croats to assists with repressive activities against Serbs, which 

included ‘hostage taking, stealing, demolition of property and murders’ (Bergholz, 

2002, p. 52). Between 1914 and 1918, Bergholz argues, ‘Muslim-Croat violence against 

Serbs and subsequent Serb attacks on Muslims prevented the process of harmonisation 

of confessional and national relations’ that had been envisioned by the Austro-

Hungarian rulers (Bergholz, 2010, p. 53). On the contrary, it contributed to spark 

hostilities that, in the following decades, solidified among each of the different ethnic 

minorities.   
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Until the 20th century, Croats, Muslims, and Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina were 

aligned in their shared frustration towards the centre of the kingdoms and empires 

which subjugated them (Cornishm, 1935). In the 20th century, these frustrations were 

transferred to the local level, and stretched into different and differently organised 

fights against one another which, up to today, are not fully resolved (Majstorović and 

Vučkovac, 2016).   

In this context, it is interesting to note that these differentiations have been primarily 

constructed as antagonisms by external imperial forces who had an advantage in 

keeping people separated, rather than letting them unite in rebellion (Kann, 1977; 

Ruthner, 2018).   

When the war ended in 1918, The State of Slovenes, Croats and Serbs was constituted 

in the southernmost of the dismantled Austro-Hungarian empire, merging South Slavic 

populations under the same political entity. On the 29th of December, the state was 

unified with the Kingdom of Serbia and Montenegro into the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats 

and Slovenes. In 1929, King Alexander I, a sovereign of Serbian origins, changed the 

name into the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, the land of South Slavs.   

The emergence of a Kingdom signed a shift in the power balance between Serbs, Croats 

and Muslims in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The government was now dominated by Serbs 

and immediately declared a new agrarian reform to redistribute land from Muslim to 

Serbian owners (Pinson, 1994). This reformist approach did not suffice to meet the 

expectations of Christians inhabiting Bosnia and Herzegovina. After centuries of 

entanglement between class and confessional disputes centred on land possession, the 

Kingdom’s negligence encouraged Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina to take matters 



164  

  

into their own hands. Across the region, armed groups of Serb peasants began to 

systematically murder and rob Muslim landowners, including both large tenants and 

smallholders. Historians of this period have argued that the rationale for the Serb 

revenge was, once again, less directed at Muslim inhabitants of the Kingdom and more 

at the centuries of exploitation that they had to suffer under both Ottoman and 

Habsburg occupation, for which Muslims had become scapegoats (Purivatra in 

Bergholz, 2010, p. 55).  

During both the Ottoman and the Habsburg periods, Croats, Muslims, and Serb 

inhabitants of Bosanska Krajina have been living peacefully. They continued living 

relatively peacefully under the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Although the agrarian question 

had profoundly impacted the social balance between peasants and landowners  

inhabiting the frontier, their day-to-day interaction was not disrupted by the politics of 

the Kingdom. Most of the attacks that the Serbs planned against the Muslims were 

mitigated or prevented by ‘a long-term tradition of friendship between Serbs and 

Muslims in the region’ (Bergholz, 2010, p. 56).  On the eve of World War Two, this 

delicate balance was completely disrupted.  

In the 1940s, three political forces entered Bosanska Krajina: Croatian Fascist, Serbian 

nationalists, and Yugoslav Partisans. While the region was occupied by Croatian 

Fascists, Serbian nationalism and the Partisan resistance opposed the regime 

articulating their own political claims. The conflict between these three political forces 

had a profound impact on those inhabiting the Una valley where the political situation 

had profoundly changed from the indirect rule of the empires. While the empires where 

far away and detached. Croatian Fascists, Serb nationalists and Yugoslav Partisans 
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were materially present in Bosanska Krajina. They brought direct conflict in the hills, 

woods, and villages of the Una Valley, turning it into a battlefield.  

On the 6th of April 1941, Germany invaded the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. This historical 

event destabilized the already precarious and fragmented socio-political order, 

empowering local nationalists (Bergholz, 2010). The kingdom was dismembered 

among Axis powers and most of the Bosnian territory, including Bosanska Krajina, was 

incorporated into the Independent State of Croatia (NDH). The NDH was governed by 

the Ustashas, a group of Croatian nationalists who rose in the previous decade as a 

terrorist organisation opposing the Kingdom of Yugoslavia.   

From the beginning, the Ustashas’s nationalist agenda was difficult to implement in 

Bosanska Krajina, where the majority of the inhabitants where either Serbs or Muslims.  

To address this problem, the NDH regime re-qualified Muslim Bosnians as ethnic 

Croats. This requalification was grounded on the argument that this group of 

inhabitants had been forced to convert to Islam because of the Ottoman domination 

(Bergholz, 2010). Yet, their ethnic lineage was originally Croat. By considering more 

than half of the population Croatian, it was easier for the Ustashas to mobilize 

nationalist values against the Serbian, but also against Jewish, and Roma minorities 

(Bergholz, 2010).   

Until the NDH occupation, ethnic and religious identities had mattered in Bosanska 

Krajina only to the extent in which they represented particular social classes and tax 

duties. Claims of national autonomy and self-determination were brought by the 

foreign occupants and arbitrarily articulated through political convenience. Bosnian 

Muslims had been for centuries orientalised and racialised as barbarians in Western  
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Europe (Pinson, 1994; Türesay, 2013). Under the NDH, this racialisation was twisted.  

Discourses elevating, downgrading, and victimising the multiple groups inhabiting and 

crossing the Una valley kept changing in the 20th century, always prompted by the 

intervention of external occupants empowering one group over the other and 

encouraging hostilities between them.  

The oppression of non-Croat minorities escalated quickly. In the beginning, Serbs, Jews 

and Roma were encouraged to convert. Those who did not convert were excluded from 

public offices. The following step was prohibiting the use of the Cyrillic alphabet and 

the construction of Orthodox churches (Dulic, 2005).   

The NDH headquarters in Bosanska Krajina were located in Bihać. From there, the 

Ustashas immediately launched a plan to cleanse the whole territory from Serbs, Roma, 

and Jews. On 17 April 1941, they began to arrest Serbian intellectuals, teachers, doctors, 

and public figures. Arrests were often motivated by accusations of unfaithfulness 

towards the regime. According to Bergholz, it was hard for minorities in the region to 

perceive they were in danger. ‘Serbs, Muslims, and Croats in the region’ he argues, 

‘continued to meet peacefully every Thursday at the market, and they attended dances 

and played soccer together, just as they had before the war’ (Bergholz, 2010, 69). In 

June, more and more Serbians were arrested, and Orthodox churches were demolished 

or turned into jails. Serbs who had been arrested in the previous month started to be 

executed. Captures and execution continued until the end of July. The huge number of 

dead bodies forced NDH authorities to dig mass graves (Bergholz, 2014).  

During the summer of 1941, hundreds of persecuted Serbs escaped the villages of 

Bosanska Krajina and found shelter in the woods of the Una valley. They soon started 
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organising in militia groups, planning to race down from the forest and storm in the 

NDH occupied villages. These groups called themselves Ustanici (insurgents), and they 

represented the embryonal version of what became a violent movement of Serbian 

nationalists during the 1990s war.    

At the end of the summer of 1942, the Communist Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

began to organise an anti-Fascist resistance front across the country, urging people to 

rise against their Fascist occupiers. Although they disagreed on the future political 

project envisioned for the country, Serb nationalists and exponents of the Communist 

resistance shared the short-term objective of defeating the NDH. The support of the 

Communist party strengthened the resistance of Serbs nationalists in the Una valley. 

With time, Serbs had become more and more violent. At the end of the summer, they 

were targeting Muslim civilians.    

In the 1940s, identifying as a Muslim, a Serb or a Croat meant taking a side in a 

nondeclared civil war. Bosnian Muslims started referring to the Ustanici as Chetniks as 

they recognised in their action an evolution of the homonymous Serb nationalist 

paramilitary unit who in the earliest decades had opposed the Ottoman rule (Bergholz, 

2010).  

On the 6th of September, the Ustashas commanded the 5600 Bosnians living in Kulen 

Vakuf, a village in the Una valley, to evacuate their houses. As they were walking 

towards the western border, groups of Chetniks hidden in the woods attacked them by 

surprise. Many were killed instantaneously, and those who survived where tortured 

and killed on the following days (Bergholz, 2015, p. 134).   
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In 1942, the Partisan resistance arrived in Bosanska Krajina, supported by the Allies. 

They were better armed and better organised and constituted a threat for both NDH 

and Serbian insurgent (Redzic, 2006). In principle, the Partisans were both against the 

Fascist occupants and the Serbian dissidents. Their arrival immediately caused 

disputes among the Serbian nationalists. A group of them decided to ally with the 

Croatian Fascists. The remaining Serbian nationalists opposed the anti-Partisan 

alliance with the Croats and decided to align with the Partisan side. Although the 

Partisans did not support Serbian nationalism, Croatian Fascists represented a bigger 

and more dangerous enemy and welcomed the support.   

In the early 1940s, the cohabitation and competition between Fascist, Serb and Partisan 

forces contributed to create a precedent for hostility and division among different 

groups inhabiting Bosanska Krajina. Before the 1940s, Croats, Muslims, and Serbs had 

inhabited the Una valley without paying much attention to respective ethnic or 

religious identities. In 1941, Muslims were renamed Croats; Croats were oppressing 

Serbs, and Serbs were resisting Croats. In 1942 Croats and Serbs had allied against the 

Partisans, while other Serbs had joined them. The velocity with which partnerships and 

alliances shifted in this very short amount of time helps to give an account of how Croat, 

Serb and Muslim identities in Bosanska Krajina have always been volatile and fragile 

constructs, crafted to pursue someone else’s political goals.  

On the 4th of November 1942, the Partisans liberated the city of Bihać and established 

what for a short period became a liberated pocket under Partisan control, named Bihać 

Republic. The liberated territory contained a total of 125,000 square miles and was the 

second political entity, after the Republic of Užice, to be organized as a Soviet-style 
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republic by Josip Broz Tito, who subsequently served as the president of the SFRY 

(Sotirović, 2015).    

Bihać Republic had a central role in the history of the formation of the SFRY. Shortly 

after its liberation, Bihać hosted the first meeting of the Anti-Fascist Council for the  

National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ). The AVNOJ was set up as a provisional 

wartime deliberative body in charge of setting up a post-war Yugoslavian nation to be 

built under socialist rule. The meeting took place from November 26th to November 

27th.  Several inhabitants of Bihać I have spoken to remember this as the moment in 

which Socialist Yugoslavia was first imagined. Today the building that hosted the 

AVNOJ has been turned into a memorial museum.   

That museum is the one that I visited with Aldin, the PhD researcher who I mentioned 

in Chapter 3, who convinced me that I had to dig down into the local history of the Una-

Sana canton. The permanent exhibition of the Museum is composed of paintings and 

official documents set up around the conference theatre where the meeting was held. 

On top of the theatre’s stage, there is a writing that says:  smrt fašizmu -sloboda narodu- 

that translates as ‘death to Fascism, freedom to the people’.   

Bihać Republic was re-occupied after a combined German and Italian offensive in 

January 1943. Fights between Partisans and Fascists forces continued in the pocket, 

which Germans grew to call Tito's state (Bieber and Galijaš, 2014).   

Aldin explained to me that, following the NDH regime, Serbs in Bosanska Krajina split 

between those remaining nationalists and those joining the Partisan lines. Within the 

Partisan movement, the political challenge of Socialism managed to bring together 

Muslims and Serbs on the same side after years of conflict. As mentioned by Aldin:  
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In the beginning, Serbs did not accept Muslims who wanted to join the party. All 

Muslims in the party had to change their name because they were not really 

trusting Serbs.  But after 1943, following the second council of Yugoslavia, the idea 

of a new, unified country started concretising, easing the relationship between 

Serbs and Muslims in the party.          

Between 1943 and 1944, the Partisans kept operating secretly under German 

occupation. These years were crucial for imagining a post-war future for the peoples of 

Yugoslavia. Socialists guided by Tito had started realising their ideal to forge a 

multinational fighting force, which also had to include those Chetniks that had deserted 

nationalist purposes. On the 21st of November 1944, all fighters that had been in 

Chetniks units were granted general amnesty by the Partisans and admitted in socialist 

lines (Hoare 2007, 26). The mass forgiveness of Serbs implicated covering up the mass 

atrocities they carried out in the previous decade. For this reason, Aldin explained:  

There is very little knowledge about the massacres that took place during the two 

World Wars. Most of the evidence have been destroyed to prevent further tension 

among Serbs and Muslims, especially because from that moment on, they were 

cooperating under the same Socialist movement.  

In the first half of the 20th century people inhabiting the Bosanska Krajina witnessed a 

chaotic, heterogeneous and violent shift of powers between Bosnian Muslims, Serbs 

and Croats. The power configuration through which these groups recognised and 

interacted with each were consistently prompted by foreign occupants of the region 

and rearticulated thorough instrumental and volatile alliances and hostilities. While the 

Ottoman and Habsburg occupations had little impact on the local relations among 

inhabitants of the valley, the Fascist occupation contributed to radicalise, diffuse, and 
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localise hostilities among different ethnic and religious groups. At the same time, 

resistances and rebellions proliferated across this area against the oppression that 

these rulers had imposed on the people.  

In the decades that preceded the consolidation of the FSRY, the Una valley was a 

frontier where oppression and resistance; subversion and subjugation coexisted and 

collided in different political and social configurations which were volatile, fragile and 

unstable and which contined for the rest of the century.  

The valley remained under German occupation until March 1945, when the Fourth 

Army liberated it. Between 1945 and 1992, the area of Bosanska Krajina was 

recognised as part of the newly established SFRY. In the aftermath of the war, many 

Bosnian Muslims came back to the territory they left when the massacres started. At 

this point, the local authorities were now overwhelmingly composed by Serbs. As the 

Partisans had open the gates to those who deserted Chetniks groups, Serbs ‘continued 

to be over-represented in the branches of the Communist Party’ (Bergholz, 2010, p. 

171).   

Notwithstanding the disproportion between Muslims and Serbs, the post-war years 

witnessed a slow reestablishment of peaceful coexistence in the region (Malcolm, 

2002). FSRY’s Socialist ideology was grounded on a solid rejection of ethnic identities 

dividing Yugoslav people into Muslims, Croats and Serbs (Kurtović, 2019). Tito’s 

regime strongly relied on repressive instruments such as secret police forces, 

assassinations of political enemies and terror-building propaganda to scare those who 

opposed Yugoslavia (Malcolm, 2002, p. 193). However, in certain areas of the 

Federation, it also gave people who had suddenly found themselves fighting against one 



172  

  

another, an opportunity to re-think of themselves as one (Silber, 1997). According to a 

very large majority of my interviewees inhabiting the canton, this was the case of  

Bosanska Krajina.  
 In the main towns of the Una valley, the construction of roads, railroads and factories 

facilitated a process of urban and social transformation. Between the 1940s and the  

1950s, sections of railways were built on the routes Bihać-Licka Kaldrma-Kinin and 

Bihać-Zagreb-Split (Pašić, 2021). The city of Velika Kladuša was chosen to host the 

headquarters two of two of the largest industries in the SFRY:  Agrokomerc, one of the 

biggest companies distributing food across the whole Federation, and of the 

manufacturing industry of Miral. Bihać hosted the textile industrial complex of 

Kombiteks and the refrigeration industries of Bira, that, decades later, would be 

transformed into a reception facility for migrants.    

The proliferation of multiple industrial headquarters had many people inhabiting this 

land moving from the rural sector to the manufacturing one (Pašić, 2021). Today, the 

workers club of Kombiteks hosts the headquarters of KRAK, Bihać Centre for 

Contemporary Culture, which will be discussed in Chapter 6. In 2021, the founders of 

KRAK organised an exhibition entitled ‘Kombiteks: Space and Time’ where they 

gathered visual and photographic material inherited from the previous administration. 

The videos and photos in the exhibition showed daily lives and relations in the 

factories. Seno, artistic director of the exhibition, explained that the factories were 

more than just a workplace:  

The factories were generators of social and cultural unity that this area had not 

seen for a decade. These workers were the sons and daughters of generations who 

were at war with one another. Working together and spending time together after 
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work, they forgot the meaning of their surnames. Being a Serb or a Muslim, at least 

for that short period, did not matter.  

Factories brought together Muslim, Croat, and Serb men and women to work and live 

in the same places and increasingly contributed to reduce the value of ethnic and 

religious identities (Pašić, 2021). Both Harun and Aldin agree that from the late 1940s 

to the 1980s, Bosanska Krajina experienced a moment of prosperity. Aldin described it 

as the golden age for Krajina. Harun called it a good utopia.  

The constitution of the Bihać Republic and the AVNOJ Congress that followed were 

inscribed as pivotal moments in local history. For the first time, and after centuries of 

being conquered and occupied, people in the valley had the perception of being at the 

centre of and actively participating to a process of political and social reconstruction 

(Pašić, 2021).  

The Yugoslavian administration had completely reframed relations among inhabitants 

of the valley. Being a Serb, a Croat or a Muslim, in this historical phase, not only had lost 

its meaning, but it was no longer a reason for tension. According to Seno, day-to-day 

encounters among workers in the factories were an occasion to build cooperation and 

solidarity among different ethnic groups:  

Everything was easier. People were working side by side every day. We were all 

workers and members of the same community. That was the only thing that 

mattered in those times.  

In the 1940s, the clash between nationalism and Fascist occupation had made Muslim,  
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Croats and Serbs into competing subjects. The good utopia of Yugoslav socialism, as 

Harun once described it, was determined to unmake these subject positions, enabling 

people to reconvene as workers under a socialist regime.    

Apocalyptic Fairy-tale   

Following Tito’s death, in 1980, the political equilibrium of the SFRY was immediately 

jeopardised (Glenny, 2006). Up to this point, nationalist movements had always existed 

and proliferated across the different Republics, but they had been strongly repressed 

and, only occasionally, exploded beyond the local level. With the absence of a leader, 

each of these individual movements started to elaborate political claims of autonomy 

(Bieber and Galijaš, 2014). A new collective presidency was formed by the leaders from 

each Republic. In April 1981, serious revolts began in Kosovo and Albania. During the 

rest of the decade, it became clear that in each of the Republics, the spark of autonomy 

was becoming stronger. In Serbia, the appointment of Slobodan Milošević to the 

presidency further encouraged the spread and resiliency of nationalistic sentiment. 

Milošević foresaw the imminent death of the Yugoslavian dream. In his view, if 

Yugoslavia could not remain a single entity, then a new extended Serbian nation had to 

be reclaimed (Ramet, 2002). This had to include the Serbian population that lived 

outside of the Serbian Republic, a large portion of which was in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(Bieber and Galijaš, 2014).   

In 1991, following a 10-days war between the Slovenian Territorial Defence and the 

Yugoslav People’s Army (JPA), Slovenia obtained its independence. In March 1992, it 

was the turn of Croatia. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, a referendum on independence was 

held on 29th February 1992. With a 64% turnout, the result firmly decided on 

independence (Malcolm, 2002, p. 231). Malcolm describes this historical moment as a 



175  

  

breaking point after a long process of nationalist competition between Serbia and 

Croatia had, from the late 19th century onwards, (…) persuading Bosnians that they 

had to think of themselves as Croats or Serbs’ (Malcolm, 2002, p. 235). The referendum 

was the first occasion in which peoples had been asked, not imposed, to think of 

themselves as a united people. Voting results were announced on March 2nd and 

immediately caused dissensus across Serb’s separatists. Groups of them began to 

organise revolts. They set up barricades and clashed with citizens demonstrating in the 

streets of Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Bosanski Brod and Mostar.  

These civic uprisings drastically changed as Serb protestors were joined by the army. 

Since the establishment of the Federation, the highest ranks of the Jugoslav People’s 

Army (JPA) had been predominantly composed by Serbs (Glenny, 1996). When the first 

protests broke out, they had completely taken over it (Ramet, 2002). In the beginning, 

this gave Serb nationalists a comparative advantage in military resources and war 

strategy (Malcolm, 2002; Maksić, 2017).  

Following the referendum, Bosnia and Herzegovina became officially independent on 

the 6th of April. Yet, for the following three years, tensions that had remained unsolved 

between the different peoples inhabiting the country, turned the newly independent 

nation into a complex and fragmented battlefield. The war in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

evolved into a chaotic and contradictory sequence of civil massacres, sieges, mass 

imprisonments, deportations, rapes, and reshuffling of alliances in what is often 

remembered as a conflict with no winners (Hoare 2007; Marshall 2019). The conflict 

was never declared. In three months, it proliferated from Sarajevo and spread to the 

whole country. It looked different in Banja Luka, in Pale, and in Mostar.  In some places, 

it was Serbs against Muslims, in some others it was Muslims against Croats, and Croats 
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against Serbs. At some point, it was all against all (Zivanović, 1997). Precisely because 

of its heterogeneous and chaotic dispersion, the war affected everyone.  

It has been pointed out by Bosnian philosopher Miodrag Zivanović that there are at 

least five truths about the Bosnian war (1997). Three of these truths reflect the version 

told by each of the ethnic groups who participated: Bosnian Muslims, Serbs, and Croats. 

Two of them are respectively the version of those who were displaced during the war 

and one from the international community. The first three versions, Zivanović argues, 

interpret the war endogenously, as a defensive one against an aggressor. The last two 

observe it from an exogenous perspective, evaluating the efficiency of the responses of 

national and international actors (Zivanović, 1997). Regardless of the validity of the 

versions, Zivanović’s argument brings attention to the impossibility to tell a single story 

about this war.   

In the Una valley, the war arrived in spring. On the 21st of April, the Serbs attacked 

Bosanska Krupa. On the 12th of June, they started bombing Bihać from the hills of 

Plješivica. Bihać was held in a siege until August 1995, when the Croatian army and five 

corpuses of the Army of Bosnia and Herzegovina liberated it with Operation Storm 

(Malcolm, 2002). During this period, those who were not able to escape lived under 

constant attack, surrounded by Serbian soldiers hidden on the hills around the city 

(USRC, 2001). In conversation with inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton, I collected 

testimonies of the three years of the siege that the Serbian army held over Bihać. The 

life accounts of each of the persons with whom I have spoken consist of intimate and 

personal memories, images and snapshots of day-to-day life under Serbian attack. 

Nonetheless, all of them find common ground in remembering the siege as the outcome 
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of a betrayal on behalf of their Serbian friends and neighbours, as the latter were 

supposedly informed about the attacks and fled the city.  

The extracts that appear in the next lines are taken from these conversations. Here, I 

am not expressing any value judgement nor taking sides in a war that I believe is not 

my story to tell. The experience of the siege for Bihać residents is the experience of a 

community of civilians surrounded and attacked by an army. In turn, their 

understanding of who is to blame for the war is entangled with these events. This part 

of the investigation is not attempting to distinguish right from wrong, but to give space 

to the memories and thoughts of those inhabiting this space and reveal another 

instance in which its inhabitants find themselves struggling against an unknown, 

unwanted, and unexpected oppressor.   

Harun shared with me his memories of the war, describing the years of the siege with 

the following words:  

It was an apocalyptic fairy-tale. One day you are playing football with your friend.  

The day after he has left, and you are hiding in a basement. You don’t know why. 

You don’t realise it and then at some point it becomes normal. This is the worst 

thing about the war. It makes you think that anger is normal. It makes you think 

that revenge is more important than life. You just walk through it, like a zombie.   

The village of Bosanska Krupa was the first one to be attacked. When this happened, 

Ajla was studying in Banja Luka and had just come back to Bihać, where she thought 

she would have been safe.  
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At that moment people here realised something is wrong with the country. But we 

were still thinking the war was not about us. We felt bad for our neighbours but 

that was it. We felt safe.  

When she arrived in Bihać, people were not expecting war.  
 

My parents thought that the war was elsewhere. Even when the war arrived in 

Bosanska Krupa. Our neighbours were Serbs. My little brother had a Serb 

schoolteacher, and we did not even know she was Serb. Yes, of course, the surname 

was Serb, but it did not really matter to us.  

Bosanska Krupa distances 30 kilometres from Bihać. Notwithstanding the proximity of 

the attack, when the war arrived in Bihać, it took most citizens by surprise. Adem was 

eleven years old when the war started.  

We could not foresee it. We knew something was happening in Croatia and in 

Sarajevo but for us, we could not imagine it. We were living as brothers.  

In the earliest stage of the conflict, many people across the country believed that the 

war would have just interested the core zones where political institutions were placed. 

Those who had seen what was happening in Sarajevo and managed to escape in time 

had a different opinion. Immediately after the revolts that succeeded the referendum, 

Azra, who was studying contemporary art in Sarajevo, returned to Bihać trying to warn 

her family about what was happening in the capital. However, the thought of war was 

so absurd that no-one really believed her.  

On 11 of April 1992, I was on my trip from Sarajevo to Bihać. It was a horrible trip. 

On my train there were soldiers with guns and knives, and I could understand that 

they were coming to take the border. But when I arrived in Bihać, it seemed like 
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nothing had changed. Everything was normal. It was hard to make people aware 

of the war, about the future here. I was sure war was coming but they would not 

believe me.  

The war officially arrived in Bihać on June 12th, 1992, when the YPA army, at this point 

completely overrun by Serbs, started throwing grenades from the hills to the city. A few 

days before the attack, Serbs that lived in town had disappeared.   

The theme of betrayal is recurrent in every description of the first days of the war, 

especially for those who were children. When the siege started, Omar was twelve-

yearold. He shared with me the moment in which he realised his friends disappeared.  

They were here the day before, and then they were not. You know one day you say, 

I’ll meet you tomorrow to play a football game but there is no Darko that day, there 

is no Uroš.  

A similar memory is shared by Nadeem, who, at the time, was fourteen years old.   

My best friend and I were having coffee. We were outside and everything was fine. 

Then we split. I went to my house, and she went to her house and another friend 

who was also with us called me two or three hours later to inform me that my best 

friend just left and that she will never come back. I never saw her again.  

With the first bombings, those remained trapped in Bihać began to realise what had 

happened. Omar continued:  

 In June, with the first bombing, we were going to the basements. So, we looked for 

our friends in their houses, but the Serbs were gone.   
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Selma, who now manages a hostel in Bihać, was nine years old. She also remembers the 

moment when Serbs disappeared as the first memory of the war:  

I remember my friend Dragan. Dragan had two sisters and his father was a general 

in the army. When the bombing started, I looked for them in their house because I 

was worried. They were not there and from the window of the kitchen, we saw the 

cups with coffees and bread with butter on the table. So, we could understand they 

went away a few hours before the bombing. They had been warned.  

The sense of betrayal stayed with those imprisoned in the siege. Notwithstanding his 

young age, Senad, Selma’s husband, who was only 8, shared a clear memory of the first 

days:  

After those first attacks, the houses that Serbs abandoned in Bihać were all broken 

in and then we realised that every house had weapons inside. It was all prepared. 

Weapons, explosives. They had the resources to prepare the attacks. This for me 

was a real surprise. I had so many Serb schoolmates and friends. We were living 

together with no differences before the war. It just was not important. We did not 

know who Serb or Muslim was.   

There is no clarity on how, why, and with which instructions Serbs were able to leave 

Bihać before the bombing, but the shock of betrayal remains one of the most 

unexpected elements in the war narration. According to Nadeem:  

Some people knew that their plan was to go back to the city to take more weapons 

from their houses to kill their neighbours. Because we were surrounded, we could 

not go anywhere.   
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The attack in Bihac was facilitated by the presence of Željava Air Base, a secret military 

installation that Tito had built in 1948, at the edge of Plješivica. The base expanded 

across the Bosnia and the Croatian sides of the mountain. Bihać's citizens knew that  

Željava represented a strategic point for the YPA but could not foresee that the army 

would have used those weapons against them. Hakim was in his 20s during the war and 

fought in the hills against the Serbian army.   

We knew the YPA had many weapons around Bihać. We were the centre of military 

supplies because of the military airbase in the mountains. For me, the first day of 

the war was when Željava was destroyed. They put dynamites and destroyed the 

inside. All the facilities were inside of the airport. So after that, we had no means 

to defend ourselves. One morning we wake up and we hear a terrible noise coming 

from there. Then we realise something is going on, and, soon after, they started to 

attack the city. I was in that army for one year. But it was no longer the Yugoslav 

People’s Army. It was the army of Serbians.  

The shock that came with the war highlights the way in which residents in Bihać felt 

detached from what was happening in the rest of the country. In this area, Bosnian 

Serbs and Bosnian Muslims had lived in peace for decades under the FSRY and would 

have never suspected to become enemies again. When the YPA marched in Bihać, many 

were confused about why they were there. For many, that was still their army, the army 

of Yugoslavia. Selma remembered this moment as a happy one:  

Me and my brother, we saw them arrive and we were excited. We cheered on them 

when we saw them marching on the street. We were sure that was our army and 

that we were going to fight the war somewhere else.   
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The first attack hit the main buildings of the city. Nadeem remembered:  

They started shooting from the hills on Bihać, with big grenades. I remember the 

first day when the grenades were falling on the city. I saw big factories burning.  

They were shooting on civilians. They did not care even if there were kids.   

 

From June 1992, Bihać citizens had been blockaded into the hills surrounding the city. 

Constant attacks, shortages of food and of basic commodities began to be part of daily 

life. During this time, Selma explained, kids in town were not able to go to school 

continuously.    

We were going to school when we knew it was safe. Usually, one day a week. School 

was all surrounded by big bags of sand and big piles of water so when something 

was hitting the school, we could stay relatively safe. Nothing was the same for 

those three years. The school was not the same, playing was not the same, food 

was not the same, safety was not the same. Everything changed.  

Playing games outside had also become dangerous. In a memory shared by Senad:  

We were once playing outside the house and a sniper just hit the wall behind us. 

We did not realise it was a bullet. You are just playing, and you know something 

just exploded next to you. When we were playing, we did not feel so much safe. But 

after a while, we stopped caring.  Sometimes we were playing on the open fields, 

and they were targeting us on the field. But you know, you just accept it as a 

normal. You accept that something can hit you and that’s just life.  

According to Nadeem, one of the worst parts of living under a siege was the 

normalisation of the war:  
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 You are going around every day with these grenades. You are going to school, you 

are going to play with your friends, you eat disgusting food, and you lose weight. 

We were all so skinny and unhealthy. And the saddest thing is that after a while it 

becomes normal to you. We were kids. That was everything we had known. War 

was life and life was war. That’s all we knew.  

Harun shared a similar thought:  

It was a million situations in which you could be killed. In one moment, you accept 

that this is normal. You get used to it. This is normal life. Somebody in other 

countries is listening to music, watching TV, going to concerts, going to the 

shopping malls and we are living without electricity, sometimes without water. 

When you do not have contact with the outside world after a while, you get used 

to it. You accept this is it. This is the way you are going to live. And you just live day 

by day. There are no plans. You just try to stay alive.    

Living under the siege meant surviving with the few resources one could have access 

to. Most of the imported goods were provided by humanitarian organisations, and the 

overall scarcity of basic commodities caused prices to increase exponentially. Hakim, 

who was in his 20s, still remembered the prices of goods during the siege:   

It was terrible. In one period, almost we did not have anything to eat.  Prices were 

ridiculous. One litre of cooking oil which is today the equivalent of 1 Euro was the 

equivalent of 65 euros. That was the price. One sack of flour was around 350 euros.  

For three years, Bihać’s residents were unable to leave the town, captives under the 

constant watch of Serbian snipers ready to kill their targets at any moment. The siege 
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ended on August 5, 1995, with the joint action of Croatian and Bosnian forces under 

Operation Storm. According to Adem:  

It was all very fast. One day we were prisoners. The day after we were free. It took 

some time to realise that the world had gone forward, and we had been left behind.  

These testimonies of the survivors of the war constitute a rich description of everyday 

life under siege. They are displayed here not so much to give an image of the violence 

and trauma that Bihać’s inhabitants went through, but more to highlight how they 

remember the siege as a sudden and unexpected change of the status quo, towards 

which they felt powerless. During the 1990s, once again, the lives of inhabitants of this 

area had been conditioned by external and extraneous political forces who wanted 

them divided. Once again, people who had been living as part of the same community 

found themselves on different sides of a battlefield, arbitrarily and suddenly 

constituted on their identities as Muslims and Serbs.   

In 1995, NATO intervened in BiH under Operation Deliberate force, following the  

United Nation allegation of war crimes against civilians during the conflict (NATO, 

2002). In 1993, the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 

has been set up by the United Nations to rule over war crimes committed during the 

1990s. Since then, the Court has been investigating and prosecuting war criminals 

involved in the mass atrocities carried out during the conflict, including the genocide 

that took place in Srebrenica, where the forces of the Serbian Army tortured and 

executed more than 8000 Bosnian Muslims (UNHCR, 1993; Rohde 2012).   

In the last two decades, historians attempted to trace the pattern of events that 

escalated into the most atrocious conflict in Europe since World War II (Ružić, 2012).   
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The war left over 2.2. million people displaced, circa 100,000 people killed (BBC, 2020). 

Thousands of civilians were tortured, and thousands of women were raped during the 

conflict (Crowe, 2014). Up to today, representatives of Croat, Bosniak and Serb victims’ 

associations have entirely different views on who is to be held responsible for the 

conflict (Džidić, 2014). There is not yet a consensus on how to teach about the war in 

schools. In many areas of the country, the history curriculum is still divided among 

classes composed respectively by Serbs, Bosniaks and Croats. This phenomenon has 

been renamed ‘two schools under one roof’ (Hadziristic, 2017) to highlight the 

continuous lack of agreement and cohesion between the different constituent peoples 

of the country.   

Annex 4 of the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) established the Constitution for the 

Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina and confirmed its legitimacy as a sovereign state 

with internationally recognised borders. The Annex divides the country into two 

Entities: The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republika Srpska. An 

additional administrative area called Bričko District was officially established in 1999 

in the north-east corner of the country. The Preamble of the constitutions establishes 

Bosniaks, Croats and Serbs, alongside with others, as ‘constituent people and citizens of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina’ (DPA, 1995). Bosniaks refers to Bosnian Muslims.   

The three entities are divided by an institutional border called the Inter-entity 

Boundary Line (IELB), which crosses the 10 cantons within which the country is 

subdivided. Each of the entities has its own government, police forces, educational and 

judiciary system. The central governmental body, the Council of Ministers, deals with 

issues such as security, economic and foreign affairs and human rights (Government of 

Federation of BiH archive). The Una-Sana canton belongs to the Federation of Bosnia 
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and Herzegovina. It is divided into eight municipalities and the cantonal government is 

located in Bihać.   

Entering the Frontier  

Bihać distances 300 kilometres from Sarajevo and 150 kilometres from Zagreb. The 

easiest way to reach it from the western side of EUrope is flying via Zagreb and cutting 

across the Bosnian-Croatian border by bus or by car. The bus ride takes approximately 

three hours. Twenty minutes before reaching Bihać, a huge metal construction appears 

horizontally interrupting the silver sameness of the highway. The road signage invites 

the vehicles to divide along four lines that proceed for a few meters, leading to two 

containers posed one after the other and separated by a gate bar. At the end of the two 

containers, the second gate bar signals the entrance into Bosnia and Herzegovina. This 

is the checkpoint, the institutional appearance of the border between the EU and a non-

EU member state. The checkpoint is packed with symbols signalling that something is 

ending and something else is beginning. Flags, signs, gates. When the bus finishes the 

queue, passengers must get off and show their documents. The checkpoint looks like 

one homogeneous block, but it splits into different areas: a Croatian space, a Bosnian 

one and a hybrid area in-between them. The first of these spaces is signalled by the 

presence of a Croatian and an EU flag, posed next to one another. In the first container, 

Croatian police officers check passports and asks questions on the nature of the 

passenger trip, and their length of stay in Bosnia and Herzegovina. In the second 

container, Bosnian police officers repeat the same procedure.   

You can walk between the two containers in more or less eleven steps. I know this 

because I count them each time I pass the checkpoint. Eleven steps in which Bosnia and 

Croatia, EUrope and its outside, east and west, coexist and co-delete each other in a few 
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meters of highway pavement. Institutionally, those eleven steps prescribe the space in 

which one is in the border and not on one side of it.  

 The  Bosnian-Croatian  checkpoint  always  made  me  think  of  Marc  Augé  

conceptualisation of a non-place. Augé defines non-places as ‘installations needed for 

the accelerated circulation of passengers and goods’ (Augé, 1995, p. 34). In his words, 

‘the space of a non-place creates neither singular identity nor relations; only solitude 

and similitude’ (Augé, 1995, p. 23). In a non-place, he continues, ‘history is only relevant 

as an element of spectacle’ (Augé, 1995, p. 23). In the checkpoint, the spectacle of 

history appears in visual details:  a Bosnian flag standing alone on one side; the Croatian 

and EU ones standing together on the other. Identities are reduced to names and 

nationalities written on passports and digitalised into databases. Symbols are what 

matters. They are what allows or restricts movement. And in those eleven steps, these 

symbols have no value, they delete one another, leaving just ‘solitude and similitude’ 

(Augé, 1993, p. 23).   

But if solitude and similitude coexist in those eleven steps, these are precisely the 

product of history and politics. A politics of people's separation, which is necessarily a 

politics of solitude in inscribing difference, but also one of similitude in constructing 

these differences as mirror images, precisely like those containers where the Bosnian 

and the Croatian police officers sit all day.   

Border checkpoints are set up as official structures filtering, monitoring and 

documenting who enters a country. They are institutions performing as architectural 

obstacles. They pose themselves horizontally, to interrupt car queues transiting on 

highway pavements. Like tribunals, they create a barrier of jurisdiction where they 
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discriminate passages in terms of their right to move. Us/Them, EU/Other. Passing the 

border without having been through this procedure is illegal. Subjects who want to pass 

a border, must direct their body to a border checkpoint. They must carry with them a 

document that entitles them to cross legitimately. They must declare their legitimate 

belonging to a nation.  There are procedures to follow, norms that make the process 

legal. Yet, the border checkpoint is nothing more than a point in an elastic space which 

is the frontier itself.  

Once the checkpoint is passed, the landscape that surrounds the Bosnian highway is 

very similar to the Croatian one. Woods and hills overshadowed by higher heights that 

are covered in snow in the winter and green in the summer. The small house 

agglomerates and farms that pop up on the side of the highway pavement look very 

similar to those on the Croatian side, but church bells have now turned into minarets 

that gently pose on mosques built in soviet style. The language of street signs and the 

architecture of the houses are also identical. Some of these houses are visibly 

abandoned; some others have not been renovated in decades and show orange bricks 

under paint that’s almost gone completely. Beyond them, nature extends in woods, 

mountains, and water, falling gently from one side of the hills to the other. On these hills 

there is no signal of where BiH ends and where Croatia begins.   

The edges of the Plješivica mountain range reaches 1600 metres of height and they 

constitute a natural border between BiH and Croatia. They cut the hills that on the 

eastern side are part of the Bosnian National Park of the Una and on the western side 

host the waters of the Croatian lakes of Plitvice. In 1941, these mountains hid the 

groups of Serbs persecuted by the Fascist administration of the Independent State of 

Croatia. During the 1990s, they staged the Serb siege on Bihać. With the end of the siege, 
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in 1995, the edges and fields of the hills and mountains have not yet been completely 

demined, so that it’s common to encounter signs warning hikers of the danger of mines.  

Today the hills and mountains become the central escape route for migrants attempting 

to arrive in EUrope.   

On Plješivica, like on the checkpoint, symbols blend, revealing the complex and chaotic 

nature of the frontier. Anti-mine signs, empty cans of energy drinks, cigarettes packages 

and pieces of clothes mix with the granite plates dedicated to war martyrs. Histories of 

violence and abandonment assemble with histories of resistance crossing paths across 

time in these spaces.   

For Croats and Bosnians living on opposite sides of a mountain chain, the natural 

barrier of Plješivica is socialised into a symbol of separation. Like the institutional 

checkpoint, it cuts horizontally, creating different legitimacies to different spaces. But 

nature does not always work to align with institutional borders. Very often, it rebels 

against it. If Plješivica symbolizes the material division between the two countries, the 

river Una carelessly flows in a zigzag that moves across the national border line. On the 

map, the river almost looks like dancing with the borderline between BiH and Croatia. 

It teases it. It follows it, and then detaches to finally re-join it again. It stays one moment 

on one side, one moment on the other. The river does not accept, nor recognise the 

jurisdiction of the border line.   

According to a popular legend, the river Una takes its name from the exclamation of an 

ancient Roman warrior who, after constant warfare and bloodshed had lost the ability 

to perceive beauty (Ahasic, 2019). When he found himself in front of the astonishing 

beauty of the river’s waterfall, he exclaimed Una! which in Latin means ‘one’, ‘unique’.  
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It was solely after seeing Una that he was able to appreciate beauty again.  

The Una begins its journey in the Croatian town of Donja Suvaja, proceeds towards the 

border with Bosnia and Herzegovina and overlaps with it for 7.5 kilometres. It 

subsequently enters the country flowing through the village of Martin Brod, where it 

transforms into a beautiful cascade of waterfalls that are today one of the central 

attractions in the Una National Park. The river keeps flowing north, still following the 

borderline, but this time on the Bosnian side. It enters the town of Kulen Vakuf, where 

in 1941 it silently witnessed the massacre of nearly 2000 Muslims on behalf of Yugoslav 

Partisans and Serbian rebels (Bergholz, 2014). For circa 8 kilometres, the Una keeps 

flowing on the Bosnian side until it decides to return west and stays along the 

borderline for a while. After 18 kilometres, the Una returns to BiH falling down the 

Troslap and Dvoslap waterfalls. It flows across small villages and cuts the ground of 

dozens small hills until it finally reaches Bihać.  

For a while, the river remains in BiH. It reaches the municipality of Bosanska Krupa, the 

first city in the area attacked and destroyed by the Serbian overtaken YPA in 1992. 

There, it crosses the Inter-Entity Boundary Line between Republika Srpska and the 

Federation of BiH. The line was instituted in 1995 with the Dayton Agreement, to 

institutionalize the political division of the newly formed independent state of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina alongside the multi-ethnic composition of the country. After 

challenging yet another political border, the Una enters Republika Srpska and reaches 

Novi Grad where it confluences with the river Sana. Subsequently, it returns to the  

Bosnian-Croatian border and follows it until reaching its mouth in the Bosnian city of 

Jasenovac. Although they encounter each other in the territory of Republika Srpska, the 

course of both the Una and Sana rivers is concentrated in the Federation of Bosnia and  
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Herzegovina. In turn, they form the name to one of its 10 cantons: the Una-Sana canton.    

The river Una dances with the Bosnian-Croatian border. The Plješivica mountain range 

horizontally cuts through it. This astonishingly beautiful nature has been conquered, 

occupied and re-claimed several times. The Una-Sana canton, today, lives with the 

legacy of different forms of oppressions and subversions associated with the complex 

and multiple histories of Europe. The histories of empires, nationalisms and fascisms, 

and the histories of Partisan resistance and Anti-Fascism. These histories of Europe 

assemble in constituting in the canton a frontier: a liminal space, cohabited and 

coproduced by and in-between oppression and resistance, constantly determined by 

different movements. People inhabiting the Una-Sana canton tend to identify as 

inhabitants of Krajina: inhabitants of the frontier. As Harun once told me:  

We are people of Krajina. This means we are people of the frontier. We are people 

of Una. This also means that we are unique. This land is my home. Then I don’t care 

if it is Bosnia, Yugoslavia, or whatever you want to call it. For me its Krajina. For 

me it’s Una.  

For a great part of its history, this land has been governed through distant ruling or 

forcefully occupied by external actors, interested more in holding a foot in, than forging 

collective identities. The continuous detachment from multiple centres of power 

encouraged the perpetuation of a certain autonomy that kept reasoning both with 

issues of political administration and identity. Romans, Hungarians Croats, Ottomans, 

and Austro-Hungarians have all claimed the dominium of this land. However, none of 

them fully committed to directly implement a process of assimilation or social 

integration. At different times, distance from self-proclaimed and ever-changing 

centres of power, and forced occupation led local classes to empower and enforce 
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autonomous authority. Bosanska Krajina is posed at the edge of multiple centres. This 

is, as Aldin once told me, ‘its blessing and its curse’.   

Today, the people of Bosnia and Herzegovina are still recovering from the war and 

much of the corruption, unemployment and poverty that keep affecting the country are 

direct backlashes of the conflict. About 18.56 % of the population in the country is still 

living in absolute poverty and approximately 50 %  are vulnerable to becoming poor 

(Cline, 2018). From the end of the war, in 1996, BiH has been dealing with repatriating 

the thousands of refugees that had been fled the country during the conflict. 32,000 

returned in 1999 followed by other 19,000 in 2000 (Cline, 2018).  

The war ended almost three decades ago. The generation remembering the siege is 

aging, but, in the Una-Sana canton, the scars of the war are still visible. As noted by 

Hromadžić, ‘many material urban tokens of socialist progress, civilisation and 

modernity, such as factories, libraries, museums, and asphalted streets, became the 

main targets of destruction’ (Hromadžić, 2019, p. 335). At the end of the conflict, the 

industries of Agrokomerc and Kombiteks went bankrupt, leaving the facilities hosting 

their factories abandoned, and many inhabitants without a job. The hills surroundings 

Bihać have not yet been completely demined. Many buildings have their surfaces 

covered in bullet holes. Monuments dedicated to war martyrs and war cemeteries are 

displayed across the villages and towns in the Una-Sana canton. In Bihać, each 

neighbourhood dedicated a monument to the residents who lost their lives in the siege.   

The whole canton is full of stray dogs. Selma adopted two of them. She told me that that 

this is a huge issue in the whole country. During the war, as people could not afford to 
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feed the dogs, they abandoned them. Stray dogs are everywhere and many of them died 

from hypothermia or malnutrition.   

Here we always had a great relationship with our nature and our animals. But the 

war took also that from us. People keep abandoning dogs. Some arrive to the 

shelters in the worse condition. It is like some of us have lost their humanity and 

they take it out on these poor animals.   

Across the villages and towns of the canton, several houses are abandoned. Others are 

for sale. After the war, some of the Serbs had come back just to sell their properties. 

Many did not manage to do so and left them unoccupied. As mentioned by Hakim:  

You always knew where there was a Serb in town after the war and people were 

not friendly with them. How could we be friendly when they abandoned us in hell? 

So, they were very quick. Some of them feared to be attacked so they left their 

houses abandoned and never sold them. Some of them are now occupied by the 

migrants.  

In the last decade, there has been a notable migration from the canton into EUrope. In 

2013, unemployment rate in the Una-Sana canton was above 60% (RAUSK, 2013). 

Entire families have been moving to Austria, where, following a Double Taxation 

convention signed between BiH and Austria, it became easier to obtain working visas 

(Government of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2019). According to Francesca, a 

humanitarian worker who has lived in Bihać since the late 1990s, the number of people 

living in the Canton has dramatically decreased in the last 10 years:   

It is not just students. Entire families are moving out. Most of them go to Austria 

and Germany. But the Bosnian diaspora is huge in Europe so there are also people 
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moving to Switzerland, France, Germany, and Belgium. And many of those who are 

here are either saving money to leave, or not having enough money for leaving. 

Only few of them stay because it’s their choice. Those who go away come back in 

the summer to enjoy the river and the nature. You can see in the summer this place 

looks completely different because they all come back. But in the other seasons 

there are barely cars in the street. People work and stay home. There is no social 

cohesion.  

The younger generations did not live or remember the war but experience the weight 

of its legacy. Adnan is a twenty-year-old student and activist living in Bihać. He told me 

that one of the community’s greatest problems is that there is almost inexistent 

psychological support for those suffering from PTSD caused by the war.  

PTSD is part of our everyday life. Our parents have it, their parents have it. We 

grew up surrounded by traumatised people so it’s obvious that we are traumatised 

as well.  

According to Harun, who has been teaching in Bihać high school for more than a decade, 

there is a widespread resignation towards the political future of the country and of its 

new generations, which is nourished by a general sense of abandonment on behalf of 

the institution.   

Young people are demotivated, bored. They have no interest or contact with the 

external world. There has always been a sort of detachment between Sarajevo and 

us, but after the war, we had become even more isolated than before. We don’t hold 

them accountable for anything because they have only managed to hurt us. And 
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with Europe, relations are even worse. We are second-hand Europeans and 

second-hand Bosnians. That's how they have always treated us.  

It is in this precarious social, psychological, and political context, emerging out of 

centuries of marginalisation from different centres of power; tensions between foreign 

conquerors and local dissidents, and hostilities between ethnic and political groups; 

that the EUropean border makes its appearance through the frontier.  

The Una-Sana canton is today the bottleneck of the ‘western Balkan Route’. In 2021, 

when Croatia joined the EU, the 1605 kilometres of the border between BiH and Croatia 

became the western border between an EU member state and a state of the Western 

Balkans.  BiH is an EU potential candidate, and it formally applied for membership in  

2016. Since 2018, an increasing number of men, women and children crossing the 

Balkans into EUrope reached the canton to proceed into the EU. Since 2018, several 

local, national and international actors have intervened to secure the border and set up 

emergency-management protocols for displaced migrants.  

The inhabitants of the canton were unprepared to deal with these events that, once 

again, were determined by external forces and arbitrarily imposed on them. First, they 

began acting in solidarity. Yet, at the end of 2018, groups of inhabitants started 

protesting to demand the intervention of the local authorities. Since then, the 

modalities of interactions, encounters, dialogues and tensions between migrants and 

inhabitants have diversified, making it impossible to identify a consensual reaction. 

Like in precedent occasions, the Una-Sana canton witnessed the entanglement between 

forms of oppression and subversion, occupation and resistance, discrimination, and  

solidarity.   
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The mountains occupied by the YPA during the Bosnian siege, and by the Serbian 

insurgents during the ruling of the NDH are now staging the difficult journeys of 

migrants, and the violent deportations of the Croatian police. The factories, symbols of 

the industrial renaissance of Yugoslavia, and the houses left abandoned by those who 

fled, are now refuges where migrants find temporary shelter living in awful hygienic 

condition that often led to epidemies of scabies. The Željava airport base has been 

turned into a police checkpoint, where Bosnian and Croatian police patrols, drones and 

term scanners control the passages of migrants. From 2018 to 2020, the edifice hosting 

Bira factory has been turned into the canton’s larger Temporary Reception Centre 

(TCR), managed by the International Organisation of Migration (IOM).  

In this chapter, I retrieved histories through which the area of the Una valley, today 

renamed Una-Sana canton, became a frontier. I have argued that, under each of the 

political configurations established in this territory, external forces have arbitrarily 

constituted hostilities and alliances between different groups. The accumulated 

episodes of violence and resistance under the name of imperialist, Fascist and 

nationalist forces contributed to shape the frontier as a chaotic space, conquered by 

many, belonging to no-one. Furthermore, the consistent lack of an assimilating process 

and direct administration on behalf of these multiple political configurations did not 

allow these external forces to gain the full loyalty of those inhabiting the frontier. 

Conversely, it also made frontier a fruitful zone for the proliferation of counter-

systemic and subversive forces.   

Subversion and oppression, tension and solidarity, division and unity. These 

contradictions have coexisted in the frontier for centuries. They have moved from one 

political entity to the other, from one ruling class to the other and from one dissident 
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group to the other. They continue to coexist as the EUropean border appears to contain 

and permeates the spaces of the Una-Sana canton. Through the process of becoming a 

frontier, the people of the canton have seen Europe manifest multiple and 

contradictory ways: the Europe of empires and the Europe of liberation, the Europe of 

fascisms and the Europe of the Partisan resistance.  

Today, the process of becoming a frontier continues to affect and transform power 

balances and everyday life in the Una-Sana canton. As frontiers are zones of continuous 

expansion and contestation, they continue evolving and incorporating new layers of 

complexities. New subjects arrive, and with them, the EUropean border penetrates and 

replicates in its spaces. I turn now to the EUropean border. The next chapter describes 

how the border appears and disapperas, changing form and structure, and enforcing 

new mechanisms of selection and discrimination.  
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Chapter 5. The EUropean Border  

They Say the Border is Open  

Is it true that they have re-opened the border?   

When he asked me this question, Junayd and I were sitting on the benches that look 

towards the river walk of the Una, in Bihać downtown park. With us, there was also his 

friend and travel companion, Tariq. It was August 2020 and that was the third time the 

three of us met. The first time it was three days earlier, near the village of Šturlić, while 

they were returning to Bihać after having been pushed back by the Croatian police. The 

latter captured them in the woods, four days into their journey. The second time was 

the day after that, when they invited me to visit the makeshift camp where they had 

spent the night, together with other dozens of young men, all Afghan and Pakistani, 

around an agglomerate of wracked abandoned houses near Bihać hospital.   

I asked Junayd what he meant with re-opening the border. Tariq intervened:   

There is this rumour that they re-opened the border like they did in 2015. They 

say it is a good time now to cross. They say the border is open, look.  

Tariq showed me his phone and pointed his finger on a Telegram chat in Urdu. After 

realising that I was not able to understand his native language, he copied and pasted a 

long text from the chat to Google Translate and let me read. The text’s translation said 

that the European Union has decided to welcome refugees and that the border was open 

for three days. It encouraged refugees to share the news and get on the move all together. 

It was not the first time I saw a message like that one. I had seen one very similar six 

months earlier, and again the year before that. The activists that I had met in Bihać had 
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informed me that these are usually part of chain letters that spread periodically across 

Telegram and Facebook chats in the online communities of migrants travelling through 

the Balkans and that they always lead to false hopes. Although it is never clear who the 

initial senders are, the outcome can be extremely dangerous. Dozens of people might 

decide to rush their journey to meet the three-days opening, unprepared for the 

obstacles that are to be found on the road: natural barriers, unpredictable weather 

conditions, wild animals, and border police. I had to tell Junayd and Tariq that, 

unfortunately, that was a false news and that nothing had changed in EU legislation.  

Junayd smiled and told me:  

Next time then. Not today, not tomorrow, but someday we will cross that border.  

Tariq and Junayd met in a refugee camp in Serbia, nine months before reaching Bihać. 

Since then, they had been travelling together. Junayd was twenty-three-year-old and 

had left Pakistan three years earlier. Tariq was twenty-five and had been travelling for 

two years. For a while, he had been traveling with two of his cousins. They stopped in 

Greece. He, on the contrary, wanted to go to Italy, where his brother was waiting for 

him.   

The makeshift camp where  Tariq and Junayd were staying was 8 kilometres away from 

the city centre, but they had to walk into town to charge their phones and buy supplies 

for their next attempt to cross the border: what they call: the game. Five days before, 

they had attempted the game and, after four days of walking and few kilometres from 

the Slovenian border, they had been captured and pushed back by the Croatian police, 

who put them in a van and took them back to BiH. A game, as I already mentioned in  
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Chapter 1 and as I will explore further in the following chapter, is the expression 

through which migrants describe their attempt to cross land borders and reach the 

country when they want to ask asylum. A pushback is the act of capture and 

deportation, through which a police authority takes them back to the neighbour 

country where the game had started.  

Since 2018, the circular mobility between games and pushbacks became an everyday 

occurrence in the Una-Sana canton and the crudest and clearest appearance of the 

EUropean border.   

Every day, groups of migrants like Junayd and Tariq, who have travelled for a long time 

across the Balkans, grabbed their backpacks and sleeping bags, and embarked on a long 

trek to Plješivica, towards Croatia in order to proceed onto Slovenia, Italy, Austria, 

Germany, France or whichever EUropean state they foresee as their destination. Every 

day, groups are returned from Plješivica, after being captured by the Croatian police 

and illegally pushed back to the Bosnian side. From Bihać, it takes approximately eight 

hours walk to reach the edge of the mountain of Plješivica, where at some point, BiH 

becomes EUrope. These edges expand into woods, rivers and rocks that are securitised 

with drones, cameras and Croatian police patrols, whose objective is to catch as many 

people as possible and, in the vast majority of cases, bring them back to the Una-Sana 

canton.   

Most of the migrants are captured in Croatia. Some are captured in Slovenia. Those who 

have been captured are rarely granted the right to stay or apply for asylum. Most of 

them are pushed back to BiH, where they remain for an unlimited amount of time, until 

they have the resources to attempt the crossing again. For Junayd and Tariq, who 
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always travel together, this was their seventh attempt. Since 2018, when migrants 

started gathering in the towns and villages of the Una-Sana canton, the nature of 

pushbacks has been clear and known to both cantonal authorities and EUropean ones. 

Migrants are stopped, often denied the right to request international protection and 

transferred back to BiH. In most cases, they are robbed, detained, and tortured (Border 

Violence Monitoring Network, n.d.).   

From 2018 to 2021, no concrete measures have been taken to stop pushbacks in 

Croatia, nor elsewhere in the Western Balkans. Conversely, local, national, and 

international authorities have worked to build a structure of containment and 

deviation across the Western Balkans, through which the EUropean border appears 

and disappears, contains and penetrates, constantly changing form. Migrants transiting 

across the ‘western Balkan Route’ are not only prevented from reaching their desired 

destination. As they are immobilised beyond EUrope, they are confined to remote and 

poorly equipped reception centres or forced to find shelter in makeshift camps. They 

are watched, captured and re-oriented towards remote facilities that every year 

become more distant and isolated. In the summer of 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic and 

the national lockdown contributed to worsening migrants’ living conditions and the 

efficiency of humanitarian support. In 2021, most of those who had remained stuck in 

the canton were eventually confined away from city centres and banned from cafes and 

restaurants.  

In this chapter, I observe the EUropean border proliferating in the Una-Sana canton. I 

contend that the border articulates heterogeneously combining practices of 

surveillance, deportations, and containment. The border, I argue, does not expand with 

linearity, but moves with the subjectivities it wants to keep enclosed and controlled. It 
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appears and disappears, changes form, and penetrates the spaces and the lives of 

subjects inhabiting and crossing the frontier.   

The expression: to open the border, that Junayd uses to outline the opportunity to safely 

reach EUrope, presupposes that the border exists as a physical entity; something that 

can be entirely closed or open, where margins are impossible to cross, unless action is 

taken by a higher authority: unless action is taken by EUrope. Yet, far from being linear 

or delimiting a precise space, the border has never been completely opened or 

completely closed. The extent to which it allows subject to move is connected to who 

these subjects are. In other words, the border is attached to specific subjectivities. The 

EUropean border is attached to Junayd and Tariq, penetrates the spaces where they go 

and where they search for shelter; affects their interaction with other subjects in the 

frontier, including inhabitants, researchers, activists, in a more privileged position in 

reference to EUrope.   

But how does this border manifest itself? How does it impede Tariq and Junayd 

alongside thousands of people positioned as migrant subjects to overcome these closed 

margins?  

In the past decades, scholarly attention to border crossing and border securitisation 

has encouraged debate on what borders are, how they function, and how they can 

reinforce differentiation, stratification and control of bodies and movements 

(Wonders, 2006; Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Mezzadra and Nielson, 2013; Parker and 

Vaughan-Williams, 2014; Burrige, 2014). In the Una-Sana canton, these articulations of 

the border manifest in the everyday interaction and transformations of the relation 

between migrants, police, institutional actors, and inhabitants. As I have pointed out in 
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Chapter 1, I write about borders in a way to highlight their heterogeneous appearance 

and their colonial logic. Through the frontier, the EUropean border contains, 

penetrates, and transforms. It enters the frontier, attempts to re-order its chaotic 

nature, and assigns subject positions to those temporarily or permanently inhabiting  

it.   

In the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton, I observe the EUropean border 

articulating transversally into three main agencies: policymaking, acts of deportation, 

and strategies of reception and containment. The border, as argued by Mbembe, 

presents a malleable form. It appears into acts of ‘contraction, containment, 

incarceration and enclosure’ and penetrates ‘various practices of partitioning space, of 

offshoring and fencing off wealth, of splintering territories, of fragmenting spaces’ with 

the objective to ‘decelerate movement, to stop it in some instances, for certain classes 

of populations’ (Mbembe, 2019, p. 1268).  It has not a singular form, but a singular 

purpose: that of selecting and filtering those who are worthy to cross it and those who 

are not (Mezzadra and Neilson, p. 2013).  

This purpose, I argue, reveals borders’ colonial logic. I refer to a colonial logic as one 

sustaining relations of subordination between differently positioned subjects. 

Expanding on the scholarship explored in Chapter 1 and in Chapter 2, I entangle this 

logic with critiques of global hierarchies of racial, sexual, gendered, political, economic, 

spiritual, and linguistic domination offered by decolonial approaches (Quijano, 2000; 

Mignolo, 2007; Maldonado-Torres, 2007). I identify a colonial logic with reference to 

the heterogeneous infrastructure of the EUropean border in the context of EU 

policymaking, practices of deportation, and strategies of reception and containment. I 
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argue that, in all its appearances, the border is attached to the assigned positions that 

it gives to those it aims to keep apart.   

I look at heterogeneous configurations of the EUropean border observing how it 

becomes constitutive of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton. I begin by looking at the 

institutional structure that sustains the border in the consolidation of the EU agenda of 

integration and securitisation in the Western Balkans. Subsequently, I observe how this 

institutional structure changes with the consolidation of a migratory route across the 

Balkans and the deviation of the route towards BiH and the Una-Sana canton. There, I 

observe the border changing form, materialising first into the violent and illegal 

pushbacks of Croatian police forces and subsequently into the crafting of a reception 

system, built up to accommodate migrants deported back in the canton. The chapter 

slowly enters the spaces of the frontier, observing how the border transforms and 

adapts to systemic and local, legal and illegal, discursive and material dimensions 

always maintaining its colonial logic. All these dimensions, I argue, are crucial in 

revealing how the border becomes constitutive of the frontier.  

Inventing the Western Balkans  

In an article entitled ‘Where is the European Frontier?’ (2017), Emilio Cocco draws 

attention to the heterogeneous appearance of the EUropean border in the Western  

Balkans. He argues that the border is composed of material elements such as 

‘checkpoints, temporary detention camps, cameras and biometric devices’, and 

symbolic legacies that reinforce ‘asymmetric power relationships between states’ and 

‘are reminders of previous imperial dominance, sometimes revived by EU policies’  

(Cocco, 2017, p. 294).   
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Following Cocco’s reasoning, EU policymaking represents the first dimension through 

which the EUropean border appears as a legitimate and legal infrastructure, 

fundamental to sustain both the politics of securitisation and the one of integration 

entrenched in the agenda of the European Union. In this institutional appearance of the 

EUropean border, its colonial logic permeates in the form of multilateral and bilateral 

agreements; branches out into treaties and memorandums, freezes into securitisation 

and integration policies.   

In order to fully unpack the constituent dimension of the EUropean border in the 

making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton, it is important to start from the 

policymaking that establishes a border regime in the first place. This policymaking can 

be initially observed into an asymmetrical relation between the EU and the Western 

Balkans.  

Since the EU came into being, the distribution of its member-states across European 

space was not homogeneous. The Western Balkans consist of a cluster of non-EU 

member states contained within the land borders of Greece, Bulgaria, Romania,  

Hungary and Croatia. It includes the states of Albania, North Macedonia, Kosovo, Serbia, 

Montenegro and BiH.  

During the 1990s, two main geopolitical transformations in the European space 

encouraged the EU to invent and build relations with states contained within this area. 

First, the Schengen zone was established to abolish internal borders between EU 

member states. Second, a socio-economic gap emerged between EUrope and the fragile 

post-conflict states that were constituted in the Balkan peninsula, following the 

dissolution of the SFRY. The combination of these two factors prompted the EU to apply 
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a dual strategy in the Western Balkans. On the one hand, it had the objective of ‘long 

term stabilisation and future integration’ of Western Balkan countries into the EU 

(Cocco, 2017, p. 15). On the other it consistently used them to externalize its border, 

protecting EU member states from unwanted threats such as illegal immigration, 

organised crime and terrorism (Milivojevic, 2019).   

Like in the early 20th century, when the governance of several Balkan territories was 

transferred from Ottoman to Habsburg control, the transition from post-Yugoslavian 

warfare into nation-building in the Western Balkans was staged by external forces and 

oriented by a dual narrative of attraction and repulsion, proximity and distance. On the 

one hand, the past of socialism and ethnic conflict made these states repellent and 

detached from EUropean values and goals. On the other, the promise of a bright future 

of stabilisation and modernisation was instrumental to marketize the project of 

European integration.   

In June 1999 the EU launched the Stabilisation and Association Processes (SAP) 

throughout which Western Balkan countries were involved in ‘a progressive  

partnership’ with the goal of ‘stabilising the region’ and supporting them into achieving 

EU membership (European Commission, 2021). The SAP developed into bilateral 

Stabilisation and Association Agreements (SAAs) ‘adapted to the specific situation of 

each partner country’ (European Commission, 2021). In 2013, Croatia joined the 

European Union. Montenegro, Albania, Serbia and North Macedonia are candidate 

countries, while BiH and Kosovo remain potential candidates.  

Legal scholars analysing the SAP have consistently argued that relations between the  
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EU and singular Western Balkan states have been largely designed through balancing 

visa liberalisation and border securitisation (Schimmelfennig, 2005; Vachudova, 

2005). For example, in 2003, during the Thessaloniki European Summit, new visa 

facilitation agreements were established to allow specific groups (such as 

businesspeople, academics, relatives) into the EU (Schimmelfennig, 2005). A key 

condition for these facilitations was the signing of readmission agreements with both 

singular EU member states and the EU as a compact institutional body (Flessenkemper 

and Butow, 2011).  

In 2007, an agreement entered into force between the EU and BiH on the readmission 

of persons residing in EU member states without authorisation. Between 1991 and 

1995 member states of the European Community had welcomed refugees fleeing from 

the war in BiH, admitting them on humanitarian grounds (Official Journal of the 

European Union, 2007). However, only in rare cases refugees were granted permanent 

asylum (Flessenkemper and Butow, 2011). When the conflict ended in 1996, many 

Bosnian refugees were forcefully repatriated. As noted by Flessenkemper and Butow, 

those returning to BiH ‘not only found themselves in a country that was largely 

destroyed, but also in possession of a passport that’ in contrast to their former 

Yugoslavian travel document ‘did not enable visa-free travel to the EU’ (Flessenkemper 

and Butow 2011, p. 163). The 2007 agreement covered readmission of the remaining 

BiH nationals, third-country nationals, and stateless persons who had been refugees 

during the 1990s wars (Official Journal of the European Union, 2007).  

In the early 2000s, the SAP and the repatriation of Bosnian refugees allowed the EU to 

achieve the twofold goal of ‘ending the context-specific migration related to the war’ 
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(Flessenkemper and Butow, 2011, p. 3) and filtering the arrival of migrants coming 

from ex-Yugoslavian countries into the EU. In other words, while slowly softening the 

edges of the Schengen visa regime, the EU managed to create the Western Balkans as a 

zone of containment.  

In 2003, at the Thessaloniki European Summit, the Western Balkans were formally 

included into the EU design of border control as ‘concrete provisions concerning border 

management, security and combating illegal migration were set up according to 

European standards’ (European Commission, 2003). Following the summit, EU 

relations with the Western Balkans were tailored around the strategy of Integrated 

Border Management (IBM) and regulated by specific guidelines (European 

Commission, 2007) giving the Western Balkan countries the responsibility to maintain 

‘open and secure borders’ (Collantes-Celeador and Juncos, 2012, p. 63).  

Since then, the EU approved several operational instruments to monitor and assist local 

authorities aligning to the strategy. This allowed EU representatives to intrude national 

policymaking on border and migration control (Bisiaux and Loren, 2021). Among them, 

experts’ delegations were constituted under the Common Security and Defence Policy 

(CSDP), the European Police Office (EUROPOL) and the European border agency 

(FRONTEX) (Collantes-Celeador et Juncos, 2012).  

In the specific case of BiH, these institutional intrusions must be contextualised with 

the concomitant inclusion of two permanent figures representing international and EU 

interests in the country since the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA). These are 

respectively the Office of the High Representative (OHR) and the EU Special 

Representative (EUSR) (European External Action, 2021). The OHR is an ad hoc 
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international body in charge of overseeing the implementation of civilian aspects of the 

DPA agreement. It functions as a diplomatic figure in charge of balancing and 

harmonising ethnopolitical claims and international control (Jeffrey, 2008; Aybet and 

Bieber, 2011; Majstorović and Vučkovac, 2016). In 1997, following the Peace 

Implementation Council meeting in Bonn, the OHR was granted further agency under 

the so-called ‘Bonn Powers’, through which it became responsible to enact laws and 

remove elected officials violating legal commitments established under the DPA 

(Szewczyk 2010). The ‘Bonn Powers’ gave the OHR unprecedented control over 

domestic institutions (Banning, 2014) at the point that between 1998 and 2005 it 

removed 119 people from public office and imposed 286 amendments to laws (Parrish, 

2007 in Majstorović, 2021, p. 50).    

Since the end of the war, a Commission Delegation of the EU has been present in BiH to 

oversee EU relations with the national government. In 2009, the Commission 

Delegation of the EU in BiH became the Office of the EU Special Representative (EUSR) 

(European Commission, 2011). The EUSR operated under the High Representative of 

the Union for the Common Foreign and Security Policy (Ahmetašević et al., 2020) with 

the aim of achieving a ‘stable, viable, peaceful multi-ethnic and united BiH’, cooperating 

peacefully with its neighbours and ‘irreversibly on track towards membership of the 

European Union’ (EEAS, 2019). In 2011, the EUSR reinstated a ‘reinforced and 

comprehensive presence’ of the EU in BiH ‘combining the assets of the European 

Commission and the European External Action Service through the EUSR office’ and 

maintaining EU military force EUROFOR ALTHEA present in BiH territory (European  

Commission, 2011). In February 2016, BiH applied for EU membership.   
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In 2018, the EU-Western Balkans summit took place in Sofia, bringing together heads 

of EU member states with leaders of the six Western Balkan partners. During the 

summit, the president of the European Council, Donald Tusk, confirmed the crucial role 

of transition and harmonisation for these countries arguing that there was no ‘other 

future [...] alternative or [...] plan B for the Western Balkans than the EU’ (European 

Council, 2018).  

In the second decade of the 21st century, the relationship between BiH and the EU grew 

in complexity. The establishment of both the SAP and the EUSR demanded higher 

commitment to EU standards on behalf of the country’s national authorities. In 2013, 

when Croatia joined the EU, BiH found itself sharing its Western territorial margin with 

EUrope. During the EU-Western Balkans summit, EU leaders agreed on the Sofia 

Declaration and the Sofia Priority Agenda, outlining ‘new measures for enhanced 

cooperation with the region in key areas such as security, rule of law and migration’ 

(European Commission, 2018).   

The Stabilisation and Association Agreement (SAA) between BiH and the EU was 

finalised in December 2006 and entered into force in June 2015. The Agreement 

addressed further steps towards harmonisation and collaboration including matters 

pertaining to border management, asylum, and migration (Ministry of Security of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2016). In March 2016, the Bosnian Ministry of Security 

published the ‘National Strategy in the Area of Migration and Asylum’. The 

International Organisation for Migration (IOM) was appointed as a governmental 

advisor in the drafting of the Action Plan. The strategy formalised BiH commitment to 

‘cooperate intensively with the member states and institutions of the European Union 
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in the areas of visas, border management, migrations and asylum’ (Ministry of Security 

of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2016). The document was in line with the SAA in connecting 

the development of efficient borders and migration management to the pathway 

towards EU membership. In the document, BiH is described as a ‘transit country for 

people on the move on their way towards Western European countries’ and an 

‘interesting country for organized criminal groups involved in cross-border crime’ 

(Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2016, p. 6).   

The strategy acknowledged that ‘as Bosnia and Herzegovina acquired a border with the 

European Union’ it also ‘assumed greater responsibility with regards to the control of 

legal and illegal migration’ (Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2016, p. 7). 

In the text, such responsibility is directly connected to the challenge of establishing 

‘more efficient control of movement and stay of foreigners and prevention of illegal 

migrations towards the EU’ (Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina 2016, 13).  

From the 1990s, the institutional infrastructure of the EUropean border permeated BiH 

and the Western Balkans. EUrope first invented the Western Balkans and then 

positioned its constituent states into the twofold agenda of regional integration and 

border securitisation. At this stage, the asymmetrical relationship established between 

EUrope and the Western Balkans already revealed an important manifestation of the 

colonial logic through which the EUropean border operates. As noted by Balibar, 

EUrope’s contradictory policy of integration and securitisation of borders unveiled an 

attempt to transform the Western Balkans into something similar to an ‘internal 

postcolony’ (Balibar, 2012, p. 54).  
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In the context of EU policymaking, socio-economic partnership with the Western 

Balkans was designed through a balance of requirements and expectations which 

polarise the issues of who could move and with which restrictions (Bisiaux and Loren, 

2021). If movement for citizens of the Western Balkans was regulated by a visa regime, 

this concession remained strictly linked to the ability of Western Balkans to maintain 

their role as gatekeepers (Hills, 2004) for other categories of travellers. The EUropean 

border managed to assign subordinate positions to Balkan subjects inhabiting the 

Western Balkans, containing them into limbo, where they have been simultaneously 

extremely close to EUrope and ‘never quite there yet’ (Chakrabarty, 2000, p.12). In this 

context, as noted by Cocco, ‘the EU provided the Western Balkans with neither 

integrated long-term projects aimed to secure its borders nor a shared value system to 

aspire to’ (Cocco, 2017, p. 296).   

The Western Balkans were invented to reinforce a distinction between Balkan states, 

societies, and citizens, and EUropean ones. Since 2015, the gates of EUrope have been 

teased on multiple sides by the increasing arrival of migrants crossing into the Western 

Balkans. This new tension forced the EUropean border to further diversify its functions. 

If visa regimes, SAAs, and harmonising strategies for border control had sufficed to 

construct a legal framework inaugurating the Western Balkans as EUrope’s 

gatekeepers; the turbulence of irregular migrant movements urged more aggressive 

and less legally defined strategies of containment that could prevent these new subjects 

from entering EUropean space.  
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The Route  

The policymaking of the EUropean border is entangled with the constitutions of norms 

through which crossings and stays into one country are allowed, filtered, or prohibited. 

By establishing standards for legitimate and illegitimate ways of entering a country, the 

EUropean border has the power to make people temporarily or permanently illegal.   

As I have already outlined in Chapter 2, this is a central theme in Critical Migration 

Studies. Legal scholars such as Catherine Dauvergne and Tenday Achiume have 

strongly criticised borders policymaking for automatically producing asylum seekers 

as criminalised subjects. According to Dauvergne, the condition of illegality is not 

something that spontaneously arises into the normative constitution of a system of law. 

Without legal provision, she outlines, ‘there is no illegality’ (Dauvergne, 2008, p. 12). 

Achiume, whose work has been already mentioned in Chapter 2, brings the argument 

further claiming that the legal system criminalising migrants fails to consider EUropean 

countries’ responsibilities for reasons tied ‘to the distributive and corrective justice 

implications of the legacies of colonialism’ (Achiume, 2019, p. 1517). International law, 

Achiume argues, ‘insufficiently grappled with the implications of colonial and 

neocolonial subordination for how we should think about the ethics of the international 

law of migration and the theory of territorial nation-state sovereignty that structures 

it’ (Achiume, 2019, p. 1519).   

In the context of the so-called ‘migration crisis’, the relation between mobility and 

illegality represents an artificial product of the system of border securitisation (Walia, 

2013; 2021). The EUropean border appears to sustain and perform the artifice of 

illegalisation and articulates the tension between legality and illegality through which 
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the border is constructed, dismantled, and reoriented throughout the interplay 

between EUropean, national and local authorities.   

While the European Court on Human Rights (ECHR) grants each EU member state the 

right to control the entry, residence, and expulsion of non-nationals; migrants who 

irregularly reach an EU member state are legally entitled to request international 

protection and apply for asylum under the Dublin III Regulation of 2013 (European 

Commission, 2021). The Dublin system operates under the assumption that ‘as the 

asylum laws and practices of EU States are based on the same common standards, they 

allow asylum seekers to enjoy similar levels of protection in all EU Member States’ 

(European Parliament, 2021). This assumption does not control for changing and 

transforming regulations at national level. It also does not account for the journey 

migrants have to take before requesting asylum. The result is a well-known paradox in 

the asylum system. While travelling on migratory routes to EUrope, migrants are 

positioned in EU policymaking as illegalised subjects. Only when they manage to cross 

a EUropean border and formally apply for asylum they become legalised (Mouzourakis, 

2014).  

2015 has been widely recognised as the benchmark date of the ‘migration crisis’ in 

EUrope. In that year, more that one million people requested asylum in EU member 

states (UNHCR, 2015). The ‘crisis’ refers precisely to the increased number of people 

attempting to cross EUropean borders irregularly and signalled a new phase of 

emergency threatening the stability of EUrope.   

The collective imaginary of the emergency orbited around two key tragic phenomena.  
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The first phenomenon was the increased number of fatalities recorded in the 

Mediterranean Sea. In this context, as De Genova points out, the ‘crisis’ intimated the 

‘unsightly accumulation of dead black and brown bodies awash on the shores of Italy 

and Greece’. (De Genova, 2018, p. 1765). The second event was the escalation of the 

Syrian conflict. Although the conflict had been in place for years, only in 2015, when 

thousands of refugees moved from Syria into Turkey, Greece and the Western Balkans, 

EUrope turned its gaze to its eastern borders (Snow, 2020). The Syrian and 

Mediterranean imaginaries of the ‘migration crisis’ contributed to visualise migrants 

crossing into EUrope through two main routes: the ‘Eastern Mediterranean’, and the 

‘western Balkan Route’ (FRONTEX).   

Throughout the mobile imaginary of the route, the ‘crisis’ had shifted from being 

represented in migrants’ points of origination to their presumed points of arrival 

(Barlai et al., 2017). As noted by Harsha Walia, this shift in the representation of 

migrants held them responsible for an ‘imagined crisis at the border’ while overlooking 

mass migration being the long-term outcome of ‘actual crises of capitalism, conquest, 

and climate change’ (Walia, 2021, p. 15).  

Migratory routes such as the one appearing in the Western Balkans are produced as 

artefacts reinforcing the imaginary of the ‘crisis’. They represent unstable and 

changeable spaces where the EUropean border penetrates and diffuses its containment 

strategy, defending EUrope from what is a de-facto illegalised population and yet one 

that EUrope itself classifies as in need of humanitarian protection. Routes are 

constituted of walls, checkpoints, natural obstacles, deviations, and deportations that 

result from the combination of legal and illegal practices, enacted to slow down and 
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complicate migrants’ attempts to reach EUrope. They are spaces where the EUropean 

border appears and disappears and constantly changes form.  

The timeframe between June 2015 and March 2016 has been referred to as the long 

summer of migration (Yurdakul and Römhild, 2017) and witnessed thousands of people 

predominantly coming from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan and Bangladesh 

mobilising on foot, across Turkey, Greece and Bulgaria, into North Macedonia, Albania, 

Kosovo and Montenegro and then, into Hungary, Serbia and Croatia. Until March 2016, 

the response of EU member states to the massive arrival of people was to deal with the 

‘migration crisis’ as a major but temporary humanitarian emergency (Hess and 

Kasparek, 2017). During the long summer of migration, the overlap of decisions taken 

by the EU, national governments, and local administrations affected migrants’ autonomy 

of movement within and across European space, slowing their journey and forcing them 

to reorient along longer and harder paths (Yurdakul et al., 2017). It is precisely with the 

entanglement of these two movements, one of containment and the other of deviation, 

that the EUropean border mapped different phases of the ‘western Balkan Route’ and 

eventually reoriented thousands of migrants towards BiH and the Una-Sana canton.    

Until 2018, migrants travelling on the ‘western Balkan Route’ did not pass through BiH.  

In 2015, EUropean countries such as Germany and Austria collaborated with Western 

Balkan states to open a formalised corridor (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020) that would have 

given migrants the possibility to safely reach their point of destination.   

The consolidation of a formalised corridor on behalf of certain EU and Western Balkan 

states represents what Junayd and Tariq referred to when they asked me if the border 

was again ‘open like in 2015’. For them, 2015 was the reference of a moment in which 
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migrants crossings were not considered illegal, but ‘a matter of Human Rights’. Tariq 

told me:  

When I started this journey. I had no idea that I could have been arrested or 

deported. My friends who arrived in Europe in 2015, they told me that Europe was 

a good place; that they were welcoming refugees. I don’t know what happens or 

why they change their mind, but I have not seen this Europe yet.   

The long summer of migration consisted of a series of decisions taken to allow the  

‘temporary legalisation of transit migration’ (Ahmetašević et al., 2020, p. 12) across 

Greece, Macedonia, and Serbia, first predominantly towards Hungary and,  

subsequently, towards Croatia, Slovenia, and Austria.   

In June 2015, North Macedonia legalised transit migration with a travel permit valid for 

72 hours in which migrants could formally register an asylum claim (Beznec, Speer and 

Mitrović, 2016). On the 4th of September, migrants marched from Budapest to the 

Austrian border in what has been subsequently called the March of hope. Following the 

event, Germany opened its border to people coming from Syria (Abikova and  

Piotrowicz, 2021). While some countries used the strategy of ‘letting people through’ 

(Bužinkić and Hameršak, 2018, p. 76) knowing that migrants would have not remained 

in their territory, others remained committed to keep their borders closed.   

On September 14th, 2015, the Hungarian government completed the fence on the 

border with Serbia. A month later, the fence was also finalised on the Hungarian side of 

the border with Croatia (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 36). Migrants started deviating to 

Slovenia where reception centres, trains and busses were organised to facilitate 

movement across states (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 36).   



218  

  

The corridor did not last long. After a few months, the cooperative attitude that many 

states had adopted towards migrants began to change. EU member states that had been 

involved in the formalised corridor started resenting EU institutions for the unbalanced 

distribution of responsibility across its different members and began to autonomously 

impose restrictions to nationalities which were considered less vulnerable than others. 

In November 2015, Slovenia restricted access to asylum for those who could prove to 

be either Syrian, Iraqi and Afghan nationals. In the same month, Macedonia built a fence 

on the border with Greece. In February 2016, Austria closed its borders to Afghan 

citizens. Simultaneously, army troops in Serbia joined police forces deployed to 

monitor national borders (Mitrović and Vilenica, 2019). In March, both North 

Macedonia and Slovenia permanently closed their borders. In the same month, the 

European Council reached an agreement with the Turkish government aimed at 

‘stopping the flow of irregular migration via Turkey towards Western Europe’ 

(European Council, 2016).  

 The formalised corridor had constituted ‘a legal and political precedent’ where 

migrants ‘practiced and gained the right to enter, transit, and leave one state after the 

other towards the preferred country of destination’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 35). 

This was a short parenthesis in which the EUropean border was, as Junayd said, 

effectively open. In March 2016, the EU-Tukey deal had the objective to close it for good.    

The deal was openly crafted to ‘substantially curb the number of arrivals in Greece and 

prevented their onward movement’ (European Council, 2016). It asserted that all 

migrants already arrived in Greece had to be returned to Turkey (Amnesty 

International, 2017). The EU deployed six billion Euros for Turkey to invest in 
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migration management and both parties agreed on a sorting a strategy to deal with 

Syrian refugees. The deal prescribed that for every Syrian re-admitted to Turkey from 

Greece, one Syrian would be resettled from Turkey in the European Union. This 

condition had a threefold objective. First, it returned control of the routes into the 

hands of European forces, turning clandestine transits into monitored and regularised 

ones. Second, it set a very clear paradigm to identify vulnerable migrants from 

illegalised ones (Weber, 2017; Obradovic-Wochnik and Mitrović, 2016). Third, it 

arbitrarily declared the closure of the ‘western Balkan Route’.   

Although following the deal, migrants journeys across the Western Balkans had been 

consistently stretched and slowed down, they were not stopped. From Serbia, the 

borders with Hungary and Croatia had become impossible to cross. People started to 

reorient their journey, attempting to enter Croatia via BiH.   

In early 2017, the UNHCR in Bosnia and Herzegovina started reporting increased 

numbers of people entering the country (United Nation Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2018). 

Nonetheless, in December of the same year, the head of IOM Western Balkans, declared 

that he did not ‘believe that BiH [would have] seen a large influx of migrants and 

refugees in the coming period’ (IOM, 2017). At this stage, BiH reception facilities 

amounted to an asylum centre called Delijas in Sarajevo and another one called 

Salokovac near Mostar, ‘each offering space for 300 people’ (Ahmetašević et al., 2020, 

p. 74). One immigration centre was also established in the city of Lukavica. All these 

facilities were isolated from inhabited centres, difficult to reach, and reserved to those 

wishing to ask for asylum in BiH.   
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According to IOM, ‘From January 1st to December 27th 2017, BiH border police detained 

a total of 735 irregular migrants, which compared to total figures for 2016 of less than 

100 irregular migrants’ (IOM, 2017). In 2018, numbers of arrival increased 

consistently, with 23,000 people transiting across the country. In the same year, 961 

requests of asylum concerning 1567 persons were submitted to the Department for 

Asylum. Among these, ‘426 requests were not proceeded, 21 were dismissed and only  

2 persons got positive response and subsidiary protection’ (Mlinarević and 

Ahmetašević, 2019, p. 6).   

As it is evident from these data, a very small minority of migrants entering BiH had the 

intention to stay. Furthermore, of those who decided to apply for asylum in BiH, only a 

small proportion obtained it. The majority of migrants were either willing or forced to 

cross the country from east to west, stopping for an undetermined amount of time in 

the hinterlands around Mostar, Tuzla and Sarajevo and catching buses or walking 

towards the north-western border with Croatia. Following different roads, many of 

them arrived in the Una-Sana canton, where they attempted to cross the Plješivica 

mountain on foot, to proceed into EUrope.   

The construction of a wall on the Hungarian border, the closure of the formalised 

corridor, and the EU-Turkey deal had consistently narrowed down the options for 

migrants attempting to reach EUrope. Migrants who had arrived in BiH after these 

events were simultaneously prisoners and fugitives: stuck in a land where they could 

not stay and unable to proceed their journey further.   

The process through which the EUropean border appears through migratory routes 

reinforces the colonial logic through which EUrope disciplines and governs migrant 
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subjects. In 2018, as the route was deviated towards BiH, the EUropean border 

penetrated the frontier constituted in the Una-Sana canton, materialising into practices 

of containment and deportation that crossed the legal artifice constituted through the 

route.    

The Systematisation of Pushbacks   

The Dublin regulation establishes three criteria to appoint the EU Member State 

responsible for the examination of an asylum application. These are: family 

consideration, possession of visa or residence permit, and whether the applicant has 

entered the EU irregularly or regularly (European Parliament, 2013). In most cases, 

however, it is the responsibility of the Member State in which the application for 

international protection is lodged to examine it and put it forward (Mouzourakis, 

2014). In 2015, this mechanism resulted in a majority of asylum applications being 

submitted in countries which were the first country of arrival for those hoping ot enter 

EUrope, such as Italy, Greece and Spain. Governments of these states have consistently 

criticised the Dublin regulation, for creating an unfair system in which certain member 

states at the edges of the EUropean external border bear a disproportionate burden of 

responsibility for hosting and providing asylum (Garcés-Mascareñas, 2015).   

This disproportion prompted states that are geographically positioned on the southern 

and eastern edges of EUrope to take autonomous action with the objective of filtering 

and preventing migrants from applying for asylum in their states (Minos, 2014). 

Already in the early 2000s, Spain reinforced the border fences that, since the 1990s, 

divide the Spanish enclaves in Ceuta and Melilla from Morocco, leaving thousands of 

migrants displaced at the Moroccan border (Pinos, 2022). In 2017, Italy and Libya 
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signed a Memorandum of Understanding where the EU member state provided the 

North African country ‘with investments to further economic development and  

stability as well as vessels and border security instruments’ (Vari, 2020, p. 102). As part 

of the agreement, Libya also took responsibility to ‘intercept boats of migrants at sea 

and preventing people from departing its territory to reach Europe’ (Vari, 2020, p.  

105).  Following the Memorandum, the responsibility to prevent migrants to leave the 

Libyan border and reach Italian shores had been officially externalised to the Libyan 

coast guard.  

According to Tazzioli and De Genova, these bilateral strategies attempting to bend the  

Dublin System add layers of complexity into the crafting and externalisation of the 

EUropean border. Spaces like the Mediterranean and the Balkans, the two scholars 

argue, have been transformed into ‘spaces of detention, sorting and deportation [...] 

partitioning those who are permitted to enter EUrope to seek asylum and those who 

are blocked or illegalized’ (Tazzioli and De Genova, 2016, p. 18).  

The Italian-Libyan memorandum and the EU-Turkey deal are both examples of 

agreements that have been stipulated with so-called ‘transit countries’ that are not 

members of the European Union (Generale, 2020), with the purpose of externalising 

the EU border. These agreements concretise the attempt to contain people beyond the 

EUropean border so that EU member states that function as entry points are no longer 

responsible for taking asylum seekers and considering their asylum requests. In the 

case of Spain, Italy and the Greek Islands, migrants are captured at sea and brought 

back to the shores of Morocco, Libya and Turkey. On the contrary, those who manage 

to cross into the Western Balkans are confronted with land crossings where the border 

is made of mountains, rivers, hills and woods.   
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Since 2016, when Hungary closed its borders and the EU-Turkey deal forced migrants 

to reorient their journeys to Serbia and BiH, Croatia became the central EUropean entry 

point for migrants travelling on the ‘western Balkan Route’. In the same year, the 

country applied for Schengen membership. The border between BiH and Croatia 

extends for a length of 1604 kilometres and is commonly referred to as the ‘green 

border’ due to a number of natural barriers including ‘mountain ranges, great rivers, 

canyons’ (Ministry of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2016 p. 17). The Plješivica 

mountain and the Una river are part of the green border. Croatia is an EU member state 

but not a member of the Schengen area. In 2019, the European Commission concluded 

that the country had met the technical requirements to enter Schengen. Between 2016 

and 2019, Croatia received 270 million Euros for police equipment, and border 

surveillance to ‘help reinforce border management at the EU’s external borders, in full 

respect of EU rules’ (European Commission, 2018).   

Migrants irregularly entering Croatia from BiH are entitled to request international 

protection under EU law, but hardly granted this right. Since 2018, a copious body of 

migrants’ testimonies has been collected by activists, journalists, and researchers 

across the Balkans, where a systematised mechanism of illegal pushbacks has been 

reported, particularly on the Croatian and Serbian sides of the border with BiH (Border 

Violence Monitoring Network, n.d.).   

According to the hundreds of testimonies collected every year, police squads capture 

migrants in the Croatian woods, often detain them in a Croatian police station or 

directly take them back to the opposite side of the Croatian national border, where 

migrants are forced to walk back to reception facilities or sleep rough in makeshift 

camps. A pushback is defined as ‘a practice of removal of people from the territory of a 
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state in relation to migration movements, conducted by authorities’ (Pushback 

Collective, 2020). During a pushback, migrants are ‘forced back over a border, generally 

immediately after they crossed it, without consideration of their individual 

circumstances and without any possibility to apply for asylum or to put forward 

arguments against the measures taken’ (ECCHR, 2020).  Migrants who experience 

pushbacks are often robbed and tortured.  

Since 2018, activists’ networks, non-governmental and intergovernmental 

organisations have regularly expressed concerns about pushbacks at the Bosnian-

Croatian border (Vikic, 2018). In 2019, the Border Violence Monitoring Network 

established as a horizontal web of NGOs, coo-ops, collectives, and grassroots initiatives 

aimed at collecting pushback testimonies and gathering data on police violence against 

migrants across the whole Balkans. The Network put together an independent database 

gathering pushback testimonies reports. They recorded 594 testimonies of pushbacks 

affecting 797 people from 2018 to 2021 (Border Violence Monitoring Network, n.d.). 

This number represent a very small proportion of the actual number of pushbacks 

carried out on this border and are gathered through the collection of direct testimonies 

of those experiencing them. Nonetheless, the testimonies represent crucial data to 

identify the abuses carried out by the Croatian police. These include:  

Beating, theft of personal belongings, kicking, destruction of personal belongings, 

insulting, reckless driving, forcing to undress, pushing people to the ground, 

exposure to air conditioning and extreme temperature during car ride, threatening 

with guns, gunshots, dog attacks, water immersions, electric shock, pepper spray, 

sexual assault, pouring water over one’s head, handcuff, and exposure to extreme 

temperatures during long hours (Border Violence Monitor Network, n.d.).   
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Only in the 9.2% of testimonies taken, there is no violence used (Border Violence 

Monitor Network, n.d.). The torturing practices that are carried out during a pushback 

are in breach of the European Charter of Fundamental Rights, where articles 18 and 19 

establish the right of asylum, and protection in the event of removal, expulsion, or 

extradition. They are also in breach of article 32 and article 33 of the Geneva 

Convention (1949) establishing the crimes of torture and protection of civilian persons 

against collective penalties. Nonetheless, no practical measure has been taken by the 

EU nor the Croatian government to stop or investigate illegal police deportations 

(HRW, 2020).  

In May 2018, the Council of Europe High Commissioner of Human Rights (HCHR), Dunja 

Mijatović, picked up on the overall negligence of BiH authorities in responding to the 

situation of migrant displacement in the Una-Sana canton. In a letter directed to the 

Minister for Human Rights and Refugees of BiH, Semiha Borovac, and to the Minister of 

Security, Dragan Mektic, Mijatović expressed concerns about ‘many refugees and 

migrants, including families with children, sleeping rough on the streets, and having 

irregular access to food’ (HCHR, 2018). In the letter, there was no mention of the status 

in which these people had arrived in the canton, why they were unable to proceed 

further onto the border and what obstacle they encountered in requesting 

international protection. Mijatović broadly invited BiH ministers to acknowledge the 

situation of ‘increasing returns of refugees and migrants from Croatia to BiH’ without 

detailing the forced nature of the returns or the fact that these were being carried out 

illegally and brutally by the border police of an EU member state. The letter also noted 

the inadequate conditions in which migrants forced to reside in, and that this had ‘to be 

due to the lack of a systematic response by authorities to the humanitarian needs of 
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these persons’ (HCHR, 2018). Although she acknowledged that migrants’ displacement 

in the Una-Sana canton was directly connected to illegal practices of pushback 

conducted within EU territory, Mijatović externalised the responsibility of managing 

the movement of people beyond the EUropean border, to BiH authorities.   

In 2019, Mijatović visited the Una-Sana canton. In a public statement, she claimed to be 

‘particularly alarmed by stories of migrants being beaten and stripped of their 

belongings, including their shoes, and forced to walk across rough terrain to return 

back to Bosnia and Herzegovina’ (HCHR, 2019). At this point, she publicly prompted 

Croatian authorities to ‘put an end to the practice’ and ‘carry out independent and 

effective investigations into the reports of collective expulsion of migrants and ill 

treatment by law enforcement officials’ (HCHR, 2019).   

In the statement, pushbacks were described as the work of a few bad apples in Croatian 

border police. Mijatović gave a warning to the Croatian government, prompting them 

to conduct investigations, individuate the perpetrators of the abuses, and take 

responsibility for them. Again, there was no mention of pushbacks being part of a 

systematised procedure of capture and deportation and the role and responsibility of 

the EU in this.   

Pushbacks are not recognised as legitimate strategies of border externalisation. They 

are a mechanism through which the EUropean border trespasses the boundary 

between legality and illegality. During a pushback, the border becomes a bodily 

encounter between a body in charge of defending a space and a body attempting to 

cross it. In this feature, each pushback is premised on a racialising mechanism through 

which the migrant body is watched, identified and abused (De Genova, 2016).  



227  

  

The EUropean border that materialises in the practice of pushbacks reveals the 

cruellest nature of its colonial logic. When captured in the woods, migrant subjects are 

positioned as fugitives, forced to escape, constantly checked and stopped, and often 

abused and tortured. The bodily violence enacted in the high majority of pushbacks 

reflects what Ballas et al. describe as a qualitative distinction between migrant subjects 

and guards where ‘every act, as long as it is made by a slave, an indigenous person, a 

colonised subject, or a black person becomes a criminal act’ (Ballas et al., 2017, p. 28). 

While migrants are punished for being criminals, the colonial logic of the EUropean 

border justifies pushbacks one the ground that, while remaining illegal, are legitimate 

because perpetuated by white, EUropean Croatian police officer.   

The externalisation of responsibility and the active effort to ignore practices of violence 

and human rights abuse in Croatia sustain the stratification of the EUropean border 

that first establishes the Western Balkans as gatekeepers and then first entry point 

member-states as responsible for asylum applications, and border externalisation.  

 The combination of illegal pushbacks and EU policymaking constitute the border 

infrastructure that position migrants as illegalised subjects and force them to return 

into the Una-Sana canton. There, the EUropean border penetrates the frontier where it 

appears and disappears to reorganise and compartmentalise spaces according to the 

subject positions it assigns to both migrants and Balkan subjects.  

The Reception System  

According to Human Rights Watch (HRW), 1138 people entered BiH irregularly 

between January and March 2018 (Gall, 2018). In April, more than 300 people had 

reached Bihać. The first to arrive found shelter in Dom Penzionera, the wrecked edifice 
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of an unfinished hospice overlooking the bank of the Una river, in Bihać’s city centre. 

The building immediately became over-crowded and, as people kept arriving, they 

were forced to find other shelters. At first, there were few hundreds of them. In a few 

months, they became thousands. In the weeks following the first arrivals, makeshift 

camps started to appear everywhere in Bihać, Velika Kladuša, Ključ, Cazin, and across 

the provincial roads connecting the towns and villages in the canton. The Bosnian Red 

Cross and local humanitarian organisations worked together to provide immediate 

support. In the summer of 2018, IOM intervened, setting Temporary Reception Centres 

(TCRs) to provisionally host those who were transiting across the canton and had been 

pushed back from Croatia.   

From 2018 onwards, thousands of migrants who had been pushed back from Plješivica 

found themselves stuck in the Una-Sana canton. In the 1990s, the Plješivica border was 

weaponized to siege Bosniak inhabitants, while allowing the Serbian army to securitise 

and control the area. In this new phase, a new EUropean border appeared on Plješivica, 

with a similar securitising purpose. The subjects to be contained were no longer 

Bosniak inhabitants but migrants coming from east.   

In Chapter 1, I introduced frontiers as expansive spaces where multiple logics enter 

play. I have distinguished borders from frontiers arguing that a border can appear with 

heterogenous form, which is not always material or territorial. I have also argued that 

in each of its heterogeneous appearances, the border performs with a colonial logic. 

After remarking layered distinctions between EUropean citizens, Western Balkans 

citizens and irregular migrants, the EUropean border intrudes the Una-Sana canton 

where it articulates into what I here refer to as the reception system. Under this 

expression, I group the infrastructural effort of international and local authorities to set 
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up and manage facilities in the Una-Sana canton, with the objective of offering 

temporary accommodation to migrants arriving from the route and those pushed back 

from Croatia.  

Two premises must be considered before focusing on the details of how the reception 

system works. The first premise is that local and international authorities had different 

objectives in mind when intervening in the canton and generally disagreed on 

priorities. International authorities, such as IOM, wanted to keep migrants away from 

the EUropean border, they wanted to house migrants into facilities that could contain 

large numbers of people, to gather their details and in databases, to track the time and 

routes of their transits. On the other hand, local authorities wanted to keep migrants 

away from inhabited centres in the canton. From the beginning, they lobbied to move 

reception facilities away from inhabited centres, preferring migrants to be housed  

closer to hills.   

The second premise is that both interventions were developed on the assumption that 

migrants’ presence was temporary. Neither local nor international authorities 

developed a strategy to encourage migrants to lodge asylum applications in BiH or 

provided them with legal advice to regularly entered EUropean member states. On the 

contrary, as I will argue in the following lines, both interventions developed in response 

to, and in compliance with the systematisation of pushback in Croatia.  

These premises capture the colonial logic of the EUropean border into a dual 

dimension: first, the border appeared to distinguish EUrope from the Western Balkans.  

Subsequently, it transformed to keep migrants away from EUrope. Finally, it 

reappeared to trap migrants and inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton into a forced and 
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prolonged cohabitation.  Intrusive appearances of the border turned spaces within the 

frontier into compartmentalised zones where subject positions are assigned in relation 

to how the border governs them.   

As noted by Achille Mbembe, migrants who are stuck through their journeys ‘undergo 

a process of racialisation [...] where speed is disabled and the lives of a multitude of 

people judged to be undesirable are meant to be immobilized’ (Mbembe, 2019, 9). 

Through the frontier, these processes of racialisation, disabling of speed, and 

immobilisation are enforced through the chaotic and misaligned interplay of 

international and local authorities. Migrants who are pushed back to the Una-Sana 

canton are moved into Temporary Reception Centres (TCRs), forced to live in makeshift 

camps, confined beyond villages and towns, and prohibited from cafes and restaurants. 

When they attempt the game, i.e., the crossing of the border, and are deported back 

from the EUropean border, they are assigned positions of fugitives. When they are 

contained in reception facilities and forced to remain in the canton, they are assigned 

positions of prisoners. At any time of their journey, the border remains attached to their 

subjectivities, to their lack of documentation, and to their positioning as non-EUropean 

subjects.  

In Bihać and Velika Kladuša, the first groups of migrants arrived in the early months 
of  

2018. In February, a first group of them was camping in Velika Kladuša city park. In 

April 2018, more than 300 people were squatting in the edifice of Dom Penzionera. In 

both contexts, local inhabitants volunteered for the Red Cross to provide food, blanket 

and clothes. Hana, a volunteer of the Red Cross, was there when the operations started:  
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I remember there were hundreds of people. We did not know where to start. The 

first weeks were very hard but everyone in town was involved and wanted to help. 

They were bringing blankets, clothes, and hot tea. We always had more food than 

we needed. But the problem was that we did not have a place for them to sleep and 

it was very cold.   

A new informal camp was set up in the abandoned student house located in Borići park, 

a few kilometres away from Bihać city centre. In Velika Kladuša, migrants were moved 

to Trnovi, a swampy area near the city stadium. In the first weeks, inhabitants of the 

canton showed great solidarity. They organised to support the local Red Cross with 

donations and volunteered to distribute meals and clothes. Hana told me:  

We all thought about the war. That is the first thing that came to our mind. We were 

them before, so everyone wanted to help.   

As noted by Azra Hromadžić, inhabitants’ historical legacy of displacement and war 

propelled ‘many to help them, while simultaneously wishing them gone’ (Hromadžić, 

2018, p. 164).  These ‘seeming contradictions, layered distinctions, and experiences of 

refugeeness’ she argues, created ‘unique convergences of people and histories in Bihać’ 

(2018, p. 164). On the one hand, inhabitants’ own experience of asylum seeking, war 

and displacement enabled them to emphasise with migrants’ struggles. On the other, 

migrants’ presence was also received in connection with the close history of foreign 

occupation and the closer history of Serbian betrayal.  According to Hana:  

People got tired very soon. Not because of the migrants I think, but because they 

saw that nobody was intervening. It was like with the war again. You see all this 
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sufferance and you have no means to help and at some point, you have to think 

about yourself, even though people around you keep suffering.  

When she mentioned that no one intervened, Hanna refers to the lack of initial response 

on behalf of the Bosnian government in 2018. The first humanitarian intervention in 

the canton came from EUropean authorities. Following consultations with the EUSR, 

the EU directed donations for the management of migration in BiH to IOM, which 

became the body officially in charge of supervising the field. While this intervention 

was marketized as a strategy of humanitarian aid to the government of BiH, there was 

an hidden agenda. By funding and supporting the setting up of a reception system in 

the Una-Sana canton; EUrope, IOM, and the international community had become 

complicit with the system of pushbacks that created the  

necessity of reception in the canton in the first place (Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020).  

When IOM became the leading body in charge of migration management in BiH, it 

started collaborating directly with the cantonal authorities and in coordination with 

privately owned facilities that could provide immediate refuge to migrants. The central 

measure to address the emergency was the re-qualification of unutilized buildings into 

Temporary Receptions Centres (TRCs). TRCs were thought of as emergency facilities, 

accommodating those passing through the Una-Sana canton and those returning from 

the Croatian border. The temporary expression labelling these infrastructures 

suggested that migrants were supposed to remain for a short amount of time.  

Since 2018, TCRs in the Una-Sana canton have been set up in already existing buildings 

which had been in disuse or not completed. Migrants hosted in TCRs have been 

constantly exposed to biometrical processes of surveillance and identification such as 
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fingerprinting, coded identification, temporary documents, and curfews (Amoore, 

2006; Tazzioli, 2020).  They have been forced into alienating and unfamiliar spaces 

which were never organised for long-term stays.   

The systematised practice of pushbacks and the reception strategy of TCRs are 

entangled with one another. The IOM protocol allows people to be away from the centre 

for a maximum of 48 hours. If they do not come back after that time, their spot is given 

to someone else. The protocol is designed to allow those returning from immediate 

pushbacks to have somewhere to go back to.   

Through this protocol, IOM, an EU funded international authority, implements a 

strategy that openly recognises and accommodates the illegal practice of pushback, by 

expecting that those who leave their facilities to cross the border, will return upon 

deportation. Pushbacks do not always happen immediately. After migrants go on a 

game, they could be deported after hours, days, or even weeks. Some are deported after 

crossing the border with Slovenia, two weeks into their journey.  As a result, many 

migrants who come back from a pushback might no longer have a spot in the TCR where 

they were staying before. The pushback is an illegal act of deportation. The TCR 

accommodates that act of deportation. It legitimises it.   

To fully describe the link between TCRs and the colonial logic of the border, it is useful 

to turn, once again, to Achille Mbembe’s reflections of necropolitical practices of 

borderizaton. Mbembe describes reception facilities as ‘death worlds’: spaces where 

migrants’ social existence is ‘subjected to conditions of life conferring upon them the 

status of living dead’ (Mbembe, 2003, p. 67). Within the centres, migrants are forced to 

live in precarious conditions and denied the liberty to move freely across the spaces of 
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the frontier. In Mbembe’s work, the reception facilities represent the extreme 

expression of the ‘politics of death’ or what he calls ‘necropolitics’ (Mbembe, 2003).   

Mbembe’s reflection is useful to ground the types of bordering mechanisms that enter 

the infrastructure of the reception system in the Una-Sana canton into the colonial logic 

of the border. In the context of the TRCs, the migrant is identified, visualised, and 

categorised through mechanisms that criminalise them into a dangerous being, one to 

be kept away from society (Ahmed, 2007). TCRs are not spaces created to host human 

life, they are simply adapted to grant basic and temporary survival (Davies and Isakjee, 

2017; 2019).  

Between 2018 and 2019, IOM opened four TCRs in the Una-Sana canton. In May 2018, 

the abandoned student dormitory of Borići and its surrounding park had become the 

central gathering point for migrants arriving in Bihać. By the end of the summer, 1200 

people were camping in Borići (Mlinarević and Ahmetašević, 2019). In November, IOM 

took over the building and started renovating it with the aim of turning it into a 

reception facility for families and vulnerable migrants. Borići re-opened a month later. 

In July of the same year, IOM had acquired another facility called Sedra, situated in the 

area of Cazin, a few kilometres from Bihać (IOM). Sedra used to be an hotel. Before IOM 

acquired it, it was about to be demolished following legal issues of workers’ rights 

violations (Ahmetašević et al., 2020). Borići and Sedra have been set up to 

accommodate up to 500 people each (IOM, 2018), with priority given to families and 

non-accompanied minors. In the same months two other TRCs were set up in two 

abandoned factories: Bira, in Bihać, and Miral, in Velika Kladuša. The two factories were 

equipped with tents, beds and containers to offer people immediate shelter.   
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In Velika Kladuša, the Trnovi camp was evicted in November 2018 and over 600 people 

were accommodated in Miral Factory (Mlinarević and Ahmetašević 2019). The decision 

was initially taken by cantonal authorities, which stipulated an agreement with the 

factory owner. Subsequently, IOM stepped in to manage it. Miral building was a disused 

use manufactory facility of the PVC production Miral company. It is a huge white metal 

structure filled in with tents and containers. The facility predominantly hosts single 

men. There is an open space, bordered by the fence, and an inside space, bordered by 

gates that close at nights. The factory is situated right at the end of the road entering 

the town.   

Bira factory was built in 1982 and hosted one of the manufacturing facilities of Bira 

company. As an integral part of the Gorenje group, the factory was specialized in the 

production of refrigerators and freezers. In 2015, the company went bankrupt, and the 

building remained unused.  In November 2018, IOM turned it into a TCR. The centre 

was originally set up to accommodate 500 people, but just one month after IOM a, it 

hosted more than 2000 (Mlinarević and Ahmetašević, 2019). The building stands a few 

kilometres from the city centre, on the road that connects Bihać to Cazin and Velika 

Kladuša.  It is coloured in fading white and red paint and is cut through by two lines of 

windows. Between Bira and the main road, there is a parking lot and a green grass area. 

Often, these areas are covered in tents set up by migrants who are unable to find a spot 

inside.  

Bira and Miral are huge and dark. There is no natural light nor heating. Migrants are 

allocated into shelters and containers that hosts six or eight beds each. There are 

security guards, hired from a Bosnian company that surveiled the camp entrance and 

insides. Several migrants have reported abuses on behalf of these guards (Transbalkan 
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Solidarity, 2021). The living conditions have always been very precarious for people 

living in Bira and Miral. There have been epidemics of scabies, flu and other diseases 

that have consistently forced migrants into temporary quarantines. Migrants who come 

back from pushbacks are often forced to queues for hours or days before being able to 

see a doctor or be referred to an hospital.   

Bira and Miral are positioned at the margin of towns, but they are not too far from the 

city centres. While IOM has acquired the facilities to contain the overwhelming 

presence of migrants in the canton, the local authorities have constantly attempted to 

close them and move migrant away into more remote areas.  

In October 2018, groups of citizens of Bihać staged three consecutive protests against 

the influx of migrants, demanding that the government would actively provide an 

appropriate solution (Mladen, 2018). In June 2019, hundreds of inhabitants protested 

once again against ‘potential security and health risks’ posed by migrants sleeping 

rough in Bihać (Dambach, 2019). These demonstrations have consistently been backed 

up by local authorities and simultaneously directed to the central BiH government and 

EU institutions. Once again, inhabitants of the canton felt trapped in-between the 

carelessness of two centres of powers, one in the east, in Sarajevo and one in the west, 

in Brussels. Eventually, the consistent lack of response on behalf of both centres 

prompted the local authorities to take autonomous action. For the municipality of Bihać 

and Velika Kladuša, the main priority was to make migrants as invisible as possible, so 

they would not disturbed the daily life of the canton’s inhabitants.  

Since 2018, the IOM TCRs system has been set up to contain migrants arriving in the  
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Una-Sana canton providing shelter away from town centres. The system gives priority 

to vulnerable people. Families, unaccompanied minors, elderly people, and women 

were more likely to find a spot in a TCR. Simultaneously, many migrants, mostly young 

men, remained un-sheltered and displaced. Squats, supermarkets, bus stops, train 

stations, and parks become places of daily transit for migrants.  

When migrants transited or slept beyond the contained space of the TCR, they were 

simultaneously hyper-visible and invisibilised, constantly watched and constantly 

avoided. In the earlier months of 2019, it was not unusual to find police cars in front of 

the TCRs, preventing migrants to move forward towards the town centre and 

commanding them to go back to the camps. Since 2018, the city government has 

consistently adopted autonomous executive solutions to keep them more and more 

distanced from the town most populated areas.   

In 2019, two main events transformed the border appearance in the canton. First, local 

authorities began to arbitrarily remove migrants from public spaces. Second, more and 

more migrants spontaneously chose to escape the TCR system and find refuge in 

abandoned buildings in the peripheries of the towns and villages, and alongside the 

provincial roads of the canton. In the summer of 2019, groups of Bihać residents had 

started to push the city government to address the situation of migrants’ displacement. 

Francesca, a humanitarian worker living in Bihać, claimed that there was a general 

discontent with the lack of permanent measures on behalf of the international 

communities:  

People felt like they were left alone. Imagine, you see a humanitarian crisis in your 

hometown, once again after almost 30 years and once again you see no one taking 
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measures to help you. Migrants were everywhere and they were visible. People 

were exhausted. They were afraid single men could become violent and sometimes 

they did. These people have been betrayed from their neighbours during the siege. 

That wound remains and they keep having trust issues.   

Hana, who is a local Red Cross volunteer told me that there had been episodes of 

violence which had scared the inhabitants of the canton:  

Mostly they are fights between migrants, but it also happened that they have been 

aggressive with inhabitants. A few months ago, one of them assaulted a young girl 

and took her phone. One of my friends found a group of them had broken into her 

house. These are the things that happen with poverty and desperation. But of 

course, once one of these episodes happen, everyone knows and it’s just another 

reason to want them gone.  

Several Bihać residents reported that migrants were breaking into their houses, 

harassing people on the street and fighting among themselves (Dambach, 2019). The 

local authorities responded by setting up an emergency open-air tent camp outside the 

town of Bihać and gave orders to police forces to arbitrarily capture and deport 

migrants from the town into the camp. The camp was set up 10 kilometres away from 

Bihać, in the area of Vučjak, on the mountain path between the town and the Croatian 

border. It had no building, nor pre-existing structure to provide heating, electricity, 

running water nor sanitations. There were no facilities close to it and meals were 

exclusively provided twice a day by the Red Cross. For the first time, IOM was not 

involved in the management of a camp.   
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Vučjak used to be a dump. A year before the camp was opened, the cantonal 

government had rejected a project to re-adapt it as a kennel because of the unsafe and 

unhealthy conditions of the land. This, however, did not stop them from turning it into 

a reception facility.  

Migrants, mostly single men, were captured in town and forcefully deported to Vučjak. 

Because it the camp was set up in the woods and lacked any sort of infrastructure, they 

grew to call it jungle camp.   

The system through which migrants were transported to Vučjak was a system of 

internal deportation. Migrants were arbitrarily captured while walking on the streets 

or removed from their makeshift camps. According to all my interviewees, the police 

gave no explanation and just left them in front of the camp. Vučjak established a further 

manifestation of a border within the frontier. Migrants stuck in the Una-Sana canton 

were, at this point, escaping the Croatian police, the local authorities and the reception 

system.  

In December 2019, the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, Dunja 

Mijatović, conducted a visit to BiH. At the press conference following the trip, she issued 

a statement to condemn the ‘inhuman and unacceptable conditions in Vučjak camp’ 

(Council of Europe, 2019). Mijatović claimed that it was urgent to ‘relocate’ migrants 

into ‘decent accommodation’ (Mijatović, 2019). Once again, the proposed solution was 

that of creating more camps. On December 11th, 2019, IOM moved the 750 migrants 

staying in Vučjak in two facilities near Sarajevo. With this last act of deportation, Vučjak 

was closed.   
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In 2020, this already precarious combination of displacement, deportations and 

isolation was dramatically worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic and by the measures 

taken to prevent the spread of the virus.  On March 11th 2020, the Federation of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina closed schools and universities. Six days later, the Bosnian 

government declared a state of emergency in the whole nation. On March 21st, a curfew 

was introduced from 6pm to 5am in the whole Federation. Special measures were taken 

concerning migrants transiting in the cantons of Sarajevo and Una-Sana. Security 

minister Fahrudin Radončić issued recommendations to close all reception centres in 

the country and restrict migrants’ movement beyond the TCRs.  At the time, IOM had 

registered 5,500 people across its TRCs in BiH (Ahmetašević et al., 2020). All of them 

were strictly confined inside. They could not go out of the TCRs for any reason and were 

de-facto imprisoned. Thousands who did not have access to the reception system 

remained excluded from any kind of humanitarian support, forced to remain in the 

squats with no water, electricity nor food supplies.    

Between 2019 and 2020, the TRCs have almost always been at their full capacity.  

Inevitably, a huge number of migrants remained displaced. Before Vučjak was 

evacuated, thousands of them had been hiding from internal police deportations, 

finding shelters in abandoned facilities or in the woods. Many were rejected access into 

IOM TRCs and lived in makeshift camps or abandoned houses in the most peripheral 

areas of the towns. Already in 2018, the cantonal authorities had appointed a working 

group in charge of responding to the migration issue. In August 2020, the group 

approved the decision to keep the lockdown emergency restrictions and permanently 

prohibit migrants to transit beyond the TCRs. Since then, the cantonal police has 

intensified the number of raids to evacuate migrants from parks, abandoned buildings 
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and makeshift camps and take them forcibly to TCRs. As a result, more and more 

migrants began to look for shelters away from towns and new makeshift camps 

emerged in the hills and woods outside inhabited centres.   

Before the pandemic started, the cantonal authorities had collaborated with IOM to 

open an emergency tent camp in the mountain area of Lipa, 25 kilometres from the 

Croatian border. Local authorities had been pressuring IOM to close Bira and move 

migrants outside of the town. Lipa was supposed to be a better Vučjak: isolated, 

invisible from the public gaze but funded and managed by IOM. The agreement between 

the government and IOM was based on one condition: it was the government’s 

responsibility to set up water and electricity in the camp. When the pandemic started, 

Lipa was not ready to accommodate people.   

According to IOM, Lipa was never thought to become a TCR. On the contrary, it was set 

up as an emergency tent camp (IOM, 2020) to accommodate those who had remained 

displaced in the Canton’s towns. In April, 120 migrants were moved to Lipa (Global 

Detention Project, 2020). In the following weeks, police forces deported all displaced 

migrants in Bihać and Velika Kladuša to the unfinished camp.   

During the summer, migrants accommodated in Lipa were living in very similar 

conditions to those that a year before had been deported to Vučjak. There were no 

sanitations, no heating, and no electricity. Only four months after Lipa was opened, the 

sewage system had been completed with the addition of 22 sanitary containers and 102 

toilets (IOM, 2020).   

On September 30th, following what is described by the IOM as an ‘increase of political 

tensions and pressure of the local communities’ (IOM, 2020) Bira, the largest TCR in 
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the whole canton, was shut down, with just one day’s notice. According to a 

humanitarian operator working inside the camp, at the time, there were approximately 

600 people in Bira. Bosnian police forces transferred between 250 and 350 migrants to 

Lipa (IOM, 2020), which was already housing 1100 people. The others escaped in the 

woods. IOM Western Balkans coordinator Peter Wan Der Auweraert strongly 

condemned the local authority’s move of closing Bira, arguing that the Lipa camp was 

not only not ready, but also not designed to withstand the extreme temperatures of the 

Bosnian winter. IOM authorities asked BiH government for immediate solution, but 

nothing was done (Tondo, 2020).  

The constant wrestling between local authorities, central government and 

humanitarian agencies was once again focused on where and how to contain migrants. 

From April to December 2020, 2,200 migrants were deported to Lipa, which had been 

set up to host up to 1500 spots (Caritas Ambrosiana, 2021). There were no thermal 

floor mats, nor insulation in the containers. The place was not heated, and electricity 

was never installed. In December, IOM gave an ultimatum to the local authorities 

threating that they would close the camp unless it was equipped for winter. The 

Bosnian government agreed, once again, to provide electricity and water supplies, but 

again, did not deliver.  

In December 2020, The Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights sent 

another letter directed to the Minister of Security of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Selmo  

Cikotić and to the chairman of the Council of Ministers, Zoran Tegeltija. In the letter, 

Mijatovic openly stated they were aware of the ‘excessive force […] used by local police 

during evictions of migrants from squats in Una-Sana, and during transfers from the 
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Bira camp to the Lipa camp’ in a context of  ‘anti-migrant rhetoric spread by politicians 

and media outlets, portraying migrants as criminals (ECHRC, 2020).  

On the 23rd of December, a huge fire broke out in Lipa. All the facilities were destroyed, 

and thousands of migrants were newly displaced. The fire coincided with a peak of 

freezing temperatures and a snowstorm. The Service for Foreign Affairs (SFA) provided 

army tents to serve as a (further) temporary solution for up to 900 people (IOM, 2020). 

Others were forced to sleep rough in the woods.    

On the 26th of December, the Danish Refugee Council, IOM, UNHCR, Save the Children 

and Medicins du Monde issues a joined statement pressuring the government to find 

an immediate alternative solution. The statement reminded the government its 

responsibility to ‘provide minimum protection for those stranded outside reception 

centres in deteriorating winter conditions’ (DRC et al., 2020). The images of migrants 

displaced in winter captured international mediatic attention. Activists, photographers 

and journalists reached Lipa to report the events, and EUrope spotlight was turned to 

the Una-Sana canton, as it had been the year earlier, with the case of Vučjak.  

In the meantime, authorities kept buck-passing responsibility. On December 30th, BiH 

Council of Minister promised to convert Lipa into a TRC where the state authorities had 

to be in the lead and IOM had to provide technical support and funding through the EU. 

On September 6th 2021, Lipa camp officially re-opened.   

With the closure of Bira and the constant evacuations of squats in Bihać and Velika 

Kladuša, the number of migrants choosing to hide from the reception system increased. 

In the summer of 2021, many of them had left shelters close to town and were 

occupying abandoned houses and industrial complexes in more remote areas or in the 
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woods. In 2021, the geography of migrant displacement had changed dramatically. The 

closure of TCRs, the experience of Lipa and the prohibition to transit outside of 

designated facilities systematised migrants confined and isolation within the frontier 

itself.  

Like Miral and Bira, Vučjak and Lipa represent appearances of a border that contains 

migrants and prevents them to move freely across the canton. While IOM and cantonal 

authorities have operated with different priorities in mind, they both contributed to 

compartmentalise the frontier, chartering the spaces where migrants could and could 

not stay or move.  

By including the reception system into the infrastructure of the EUropean border, I 

contend that the border does not only exist on the perimeters of the frontier, but it also 

penetrates its insides. First, migrants are pushed back from Croatia. Second, existing 

abandoned facilities are readapted to contain those who are pushed back. Third, new 

facilities are set up in the form of tent camps, away from inhabited centres, with the 

purpose of minimising interaction between migrants and the local population. The 

reception system replicates and imitates the logic of expulsion and detention that 

characterise pushbacks. Migrants are expelled twice: first, from Croatia, and second, 

from the canton’s towns and villages. They also escape twice: first, from the Croatian 

police and second, from the canton’s reception facilities.   

Conclusion  

The EUropean border is constitutive of the frontier that stretches in the Una-Sana 

canton. It establishes a relation of subordination between the EU and the Western 

Balkans that articulates into a controversial overlap of integration and securitisation 
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policymaking. It responds to the mobilisation of migrants towards EUrope, reorienting 

their crossings, and decelerating their journeys through the opening, deviation, and 

closure of a migratory route invented in connection with the invention of the Western 

Balkans. As migrants counter-map (Tazzioli, 2015) and reappropriate (Kurnik and 

Razsa, 2020) the ‘western Balkan Route’, attempting to continue their journeys via the 

mountain passage that connects the Una-Sana canton to the EU, the border reinvents 

itself. It leaves its institutional dimension, and heterogenizes into technologies of 

surveillance, cruel acts of deportation, and precarious infrastructures. It redesigns the 

canton as a compartmentalised space, where migrants are confined into unsafe and 

unequipped facilities, which invade and pollute the landscapes.  

When it appears in the Una-Sana canton, the border invents and sustains layered 

distinctions that exists within EUrope and it becomes constitutive of the zones where 

EUrope manifests. It assigns visibly distinctive positions to migrants and inhabitants, 

but also to tourists, activists, researchers, journalists. It sustains these positions 

through different actions: a visa regime, a cruel deportation, a local customary policy 

that prevent migrants from transiting and being visible in public spaces and the 

opening of new reception facilities.  

In its heterogenous appearances, the border attempts to establish a colonial order 

where subjects are assigned positions along a hierarchy that stratifies privilege on the 

ground of proximity to EUropean identity. EU citizens can move freely across the 

frontier, go on one and the other side of the Bosnian-Croatian border, and all it takes is 

a stamp on their passport. Local inhabitants, who, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

are in a long-term and ongoing process of economic, social, political, and emotional 

rebuilding of their community, find themselves forced to confront another crisis. They 
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witness their towns and villages being transformed and manipulated by external forces 

such as the Bosnian government, the EU, IOM. These forces, like the ones that entered 

the canton in the previous decades and centuries, assault and contaminate the 

landscape without granting inhabitants for any guarantee or reparation. Inhabitants 

are forced to accept these forces and, unable to hold anyone accountable for the 

situation, they are tricked into producing migrants as scapegoats.   

Migrants are forced to a circular mobility that makes them hyper-mobile between a 

cruel pushback and an unequipped and isolated reception centre, and immobile beyond 

the mountains that divide them from EUrope. Violence, in the form of a beating, an 

injury that is not cured, a phone that is stolen by a police officer, an insult on the street, 

a sign in a shop prohibiting migrants to enter; is an everyday expression of the colonial 

logic that the border explicitly reserves for migrants attempting to reach EUrope.  

With the movement of reception centres from town factories to isolated and 

unequipped camps, the border attempts to make migrants and the violence they are 

exposed to less visible from the public. The fire in Lipa in December 2020 confirmed 

the failure of a reception system built in compliance with a system of violent 

deportations, where migrants are failed twice: first, in their rights to request asylum; 

and second, in the assistance provided to them.  

The border transforms the frontier but does not determine its destiny into one of 

complete compartmentalisation. The frontier remains a zone of chaos, where its 

colonial logic encounters and clashes with other logics, which might implicitly or 

explicitly subvert it. The assemblage of ‘bodies and souls, political bureaucracies, 

resistance, diplomatic strategies, humanitarian regimes and economic calculations’ 
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reveals that the border constantly clashes with the permanent unpredictability and 

ungovernability of the frontier and the subjects who permanently or temporarily 

inhabit it (Hromadžic, 2018, p. 176). In the next chapter, I will describe how this 

ungovernability contributes to the proliferation of spaces of subversions through 

which migrants and inhabitants reject their assigned subject positions. I will refer to 

these acts as frontier games.  
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Chapter 6. Frontier Games  

With the appearance and heterogenisation of the EUropean border, in its present 

configuration, the frontier constituted in the Una-Sana canton extends in-between the 

western margin of the Western Balkans and the eastern margin of EUrope. The border 

contains and penetrates the frontier. It assigns positions to inhabitants and newcomers 

with the objective of establishing a compartmentalised order. It appears in the form of 

policymaking, deportations, and strategies of reception and containment. Its unwieldy 

presence affects those inhabiting the frontier and those attempting to cross it. It 

constitutes obstacles to their mobility and obstacles to their interactions.   

Yet, the making of a frontier is not solely the making of a border. It is also the making of 

all those forces that emerge in opposition to the border, to survive it, resist it and 

subvert it. In this chapter, I refer to frontier games as situations in which migrants, 

activists and inhabitants in the Una-Sana canton re-position themselves, rejecting and 

subverting the position that the border assigns them. I identify frontier games by 

discussing a wide range of anti-systemic practices that, in different ways, are activated 

to subvert the border and its colonial logic.   

The chapter begins by giving an account of the expression the game used by migrants 

transiting on the ‘western Balkan Route’ to indicate the mechanism of capture and 

escape they experience in their journey across the Western Balkans. Thinking with the 

vernacular language detected in conversation with migrants in the field, I understand 

the game as reflecting both the practical challenge of border crossing and the existential 

challenge of reaching safety in EUrope. Subsequently, the chapter puts migrants’ 

articulation of the game in dialogue with scholarly contributions that explore the notion 

of game in different contexts. Reading horizontally across these contributions, I 
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characterise frontier games as acts of subversion and re-positioning that permit 

subjects in the frontier to assemble and resist the colonial logic of the EUropean border.   

The chapter continues by presenting concrete cases of frontier games. I identify two 

types of games. A first type includes games that are explicitly directed at sabotaging the 

reception system I described in the previous chapter. I refer to these as escape games. 

I observe escape games through two main articulations: the autonomous set-up of 

makeshift camps as an alternative to reception facilities, and the consolidation of a 

network of semi-clandestine outreach activism. Migrants who refuse to live in the TCRs, 

or in locally managed facilities, occupy abandoned buildings, houses, or factories. They 

set-up makeshift camps in which they find shelter after a pushback. Through the 

consolidation of makeshift camps, migrants escape the logic of order and control 

entrenched in the reception system.   

Those who choose to live in makeshift camps are assisted by groups of international 

and local activists who also refuse to work with official local or international 

institutions. These activists are often marginalised by the local community and by 

official humanitarian actors. On several occasions, the police accused them of carrying 

illegal activities connected to smuggling and trafficking. The line between legal and 

illegal, legitimate and illegitimate, criminal and activist are intensively blurred in the 

frontier. For this reason, escape games are also played by activists and manifest as 

practices of semi-clandestine support to those escaping the reception system.   

A second type of frontier games emerges when migrants and inhabitants re-articulate 

their respective positions of marginality towards EUrope into a joint struggle. I refer to 

these as games in joint agency, borrowing the expression from the work of Andrej 
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Kurnik and Maple Razsa (2020) already explored in Chapter 2. The two scholars 

theorise joint agency as the co-articulation of local and migration struggles across 

migratory routes (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020). I identify three examples of games in joint 

agency in the frontier. The first one captured in an episode of prolonged permanence 

of migrants, police officers, and local volunteers at a checkpoint in the village of 

Velečevo. The second and third examples portray two local initiatives, KRAK and 

UPokretu. As part of these initiatives, the unprecedented convergence of people from 

different places and cultures in the canton is re-framed from a situation of crisis, into 

one of opportunity. By bringing awareness to past and present issues connecting 

migrants and locals' struggles, these initiatives subvert the colonial logic of the 

EUropean border that want them divided from one another and articulate the frontier 

as a space of assemblage.  

The chapter brings together voices that come from subjects positioned differently in 

relation to the border, including those of migrants, international and local activists, and 

inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton. What unifies these subjects is their attempt, 

intentional or unintentional, to reject the position that the border imposes on them and 

opens spaces for solidarity with other subjects present in the frontier.  

The Game We Play in the Border  

The IOM Temporary Reception Centre (TCR) of Borići appears at the upper edge of a 

dirt road that cuts across the green pines of the park, opposite the city stadium Pod 

Borićima. Between the dirt road and the stadium, the main road leaves Bihać and 

proceeds towards the mountains, until it meets the EUropean border on the abandoned 

military airbase of Željava, the one that was destroyed in the first days of the siege. On 

the left side of the stadium, a few meters from the main road, there is a playground that 
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is sometimes used by the children hosted in Borići TCR. In this playground, on a Friday 

afternoon of March 2020, I encountered Manoush, a young Iranian woman of twenty-

four years old. Manoush and her husband were sitting on the bench. He was on the 

phone, and she was checking on Kaveh, their seven-year-old son who was running 

inbetween the slide and the swings of the playground. I introduced myself and she 

consented to talk to me about her and her family’s journey. Manoush told me that they 

had been trying to cross the border four times from Bihać and seven times from Velika 

Kladuša. They had to escape Iraq when Kaveh was only two years old, because Ramin, 

her husband, had some political problems that she preferred not to describe. When we 

met, they had been travelling for five years. The first year they stayed in Turkey; then, 

they moved to Greece, where Ramin found a job as a translator in a UNHCR refugee 

camp in Athens. When their temporary papers expired, they were forced to go back on 

the move and started walking towards and across Serbia. In three weeks, they reached 

BiH on foot and had been stuck in the Una-Sana canton for nine months. She described 

their last pushback, in which the Croatian police detained them and separated them 

from their child:  

I really thought they would have taken him away from us forever. I was desperate. 

But he was in another room. They just did it to torture us.   

In the middle of our conversation, we were interrupted by Kaveh. He approached me 

with confidence and asked me in perfect English:  

Hey lady, do you want to play a game with me?  

I accepted the offer and asked him which game he wanted to play. He told me:  
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This is the game we play in the border: I teach you the rules. You are the Croatian 

police, and you want to catch me and send me back to Bosnia. I am a refugee and 

want to be free and go to Europe. If you catch me, you win. If I fall in the woods. 

You win. If I reach Europe (he points to the EU flag standing next to the IOM sign 

at the end of the dirt road that leads to Borići camp) I win the game.   

My first reaction was astonishment. I was genuinely impressed by the clarity with 

which this child, who was seven years old, was able to express himself in a language 

that was not his native one, nor the one spoken in the countries where he had lived. 

Manoush told me that he had always been a very outspoken kid. He learned to speak 

English and Greek, and he also understood Bosnian:  

He grew up between countries where they speak different languages, and he 

always finds a way to express himself. He always translates for us when we need. 

We are very proud and very lucky.   

We started playing and he was very fast. While he ran, he screamed: you don’t catch me 

police! Croatian police big problem! free refugees! Like many children, Kaveh was 

creating a playful interaction inspired by situations of everyday life. In fact, the game 

we play on the border was not just fiction, but a reproduction of what migrants on the 

‘western Balkan Route’ have grown to call simply, the game.  

Since I started visiting the Una-Sana canton, in 2019, the concept of game emerged as a 

key term in conversations with migrants. I soon learned that the expression is used 

across the whole ‘western Balkan Route’ to identify the act of crossing a national 

border. The crossing might take place by train (train game), bus (bus game), sometimes 

through smuggling by car (taxi game) or, in the majority of times, on foot (walking 
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game). In its simpler meaning, the game is precisely the one we reproduced with Kaveh: 

it is played against the police, and against the natural obstacles one can find on the way. 

As the probability of being pushed back is very high on the border with Croatia, 

migrants usually attempt many games before reaching their destination. Abas, a 

nineteen-year-old migrant from Syria told me he tried the game 14 times in Serbia 

before being able to reach Bosnia. When we spoke, he had just came back from his sixth 

game, where he had been caught by the Croatian police, few kilometres into the 

country:  

We call it game in Turkey, in Greece, in Serbia, everywhere. For us, it's the game 

until we reach our destination.  Every game is different. Some are easy. If the 

weather is good, there is no police, and the road is flat, we have no problems. But 

games in Serbia and Bosnia are very hard. You have rivers, snakes, and bears. It’s 

full of police and they treat you like you are an animal. So, game it’s very hard here.  

The edges of Plješivica provide a passage to Croatia via several trekking routes that can 

be accessed from different points in the canton. The majority of migrants try the game 

from Bihać and Velika Kladuša, around which the majority of TCRs and makeshift 

camps are concentrated. Others attempt from the close villages of Cazin, Šturlić and 

Bosanska Bojina. The length of the game cannot be predicted. As Abas explained:  

It really depends on too many factors. If you are travelling with families, for 

example, kids and old people might slow you down. If the weather is not good, it 

might also take more time. Sometimes you need to spend time hidden in silence. 

You hide from animals, and you hide from Croatian police. If all goes well, it takes 

one day and one night to get to Croatia but then to cross the country it can take 



254  

  

even 10 days. Then you need to cross Slovenia. If you are not captured, you are in 

Italy after 2 weeks.  

Because the road is long and full of potential obstacles, migrants spent entire weeks 

planning the journey. Ryaz, a thirty-five-year-old Afghan man that I meet in Miral camp, 

explained to me that the game must be prepared carefully:  

When you go game, it means that you pack your bag with food, water, phone, power 

banks and just a few clothes. You leave everything else behind because you want 

to be fast when you cross the border. The road is long, and you need to calculate 

how much food and water you will need. It depends on the game, and it depends 

on you. The smartest you are in preparing yourself, the highest the chances to 

succeed. But of course, the rest is destiny, and we cannot control that. The biggest 

problem is the Croatian police.   

The game is central in the everyday life of migrants stuck on this frontier. Ryaz 

continued:  

All these migrants you see here. They are either returning from a game, preparing 

a game, or waiting for money to go game. All of us think about the game. It is the 

only thing that matters. When we will be in Europe we can think of other things.   

Migrants can prepare to face natural obstacles, but little preparation can be done when 

the obstacle is a pushback. Once they are captured by the police, the level of violence is 

at discretion of the police individual teams. Migrants I have been in conversation with 

have reported that, in rare occasions, police officers are do not use violence. However, 

most migrants report being beaten up, detained without food and water, and deprived 

of their belongings.  
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As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the testimonies collected by the Border 

Violence Monitoring categorise police violence alongside a list of tortures that migrants 

report to experience during pushbacks including:  

Beating (with batons or hands), kicking, theft or destruction of personal belonging, 

insulting, reckless driving, forcing to undress, pushing people on the ground, 

exposure to air-conditioning and extreme temperature during car rides, 

threatening with guns, gunshots, dog attacks, water immersions and electric shots 

(Border Violence Monitoring 2020).   

In the testimonies I have personally collected from migrants, I have encountered 

descriptions of the same kind of violence. Ryaz, for example, told me:  

When you run, they start shooting with their guns and you never know if it is 

against you or just to scare you. When they catch you, they beat you and give you 

electric shocks with tasers even if you surrender. They insult you and your country. 

They insult your religion and if you are travelling with your wife, they will also 

insult her.  

In the majority of pushbacks descriptions, migrants detailed very similar stories about 

how pushbacks work. After they are captured, migrants are transported in a police van. 

The van drives until it reaches Bosnian soil. There, one by one, the captives are asked 

to get off the van and then searched, insulted, pushed down on the ground, and beaten 

up. According to most of them, children and women are spared this violence. Yet, three 

women, in three different occasions, have told me that they have been insulted and 

slapped in the face because they were crying or screaming.  All three reported violence 
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and abuse perpetrated by female police officers. In an encounter following our meeting 

in the park, Manoush showed me dog bites from their last pushbacks:  

They kept biting me and the police were not doing anything. Then they captured 

me, and they gave me to a police officer. She was a woman and because she was a 

woman, she felt like she could torture me, and she was very cruel. She slapped me 

in the face, gave me electric shock and then took me in the van, while another 

officer had my kid, and the rest were beating up my husband.   

Often, the police officers confiscate money and phones. Sometimes, they break 

smartphones and give them back with a broken screen. Sometimes, they break 

migrants’ backpacks or take their shoes, just to make the walk back harder.  The back 

and forth between each game and each pushback often leads to physical and 

psychological trauma. People return from the mountains with broken bones, weakened 

by hunger and cold, and discouraged by failure. Some of the pushbacks have a longer 

term impact on people's mental and physical health.   

In the winter of 2018, a thirty-year-old Tunisian man named Ali was robbed by the 

Croatian police and forced to walk back to Velika Kladuša in the snow without shoes.  

When he was rescued, his feet were completely necrotised. He was detained in Bira 

TRCs, where he refused medications. When I saw him, in July 2019, he was lying on a 

mat on a floor in a container, surrounded by his own faeces. He kept repeating in French 

that he just wanted to go home. For seven months, he had refused to have his feet 

amputated. For seven months, he stayed immobilized in Bira. Ali died in September 

2019, in a hospital in Sarajevo. His story is one of the pivotal episodes of psychological 
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and physical trauma that cause by EUropean border infrastructure of pushbacks and 

reception.   

Usually, following a pushback, migrants who still have physical and mental capabilities, 

will make another attempt, and then another. The game is not fully won until one 

reaches EUrope safely. But it is not fully lost until one loses the strength to try again. 

Yet, besides will and hope, migrants also need to recollect material resources to 

continue surviving in the frontier and to prepare for the next game. Many of them are 

completely reliant on international monetary transfers from their families. Abas told 

me:  

I feel ashamed because I came to Europe to support my family and now, they have 

to support me. But I don’t know what else to do.  

In the summer of 2021, when the Taliban took Kabul, many Afghans stuck in the canton 

had lost contact with their families. Faakhir, an Afghan man travelling with his younger 

brother and living in a makeshift camp in Šturlić told me he was very worried because, 

without support from his family, he had no idea of how to keep going.   

The game has phases of mobility and phases of immobility, roles and characters, maps 

and obstacles. Each pushback forces migrants to return from EUrope, and remain in the 

frontier, gathering energy and resources to prepare a new attempt. Migrants remain 

stuck for an unlimited amount of time, often with important physical and psychological 

traumas. When they return, the game continues.   

When the game is played on the mountains, it is very clear who plays which role: the 

police forces are the capturers; the migrants are the ones to be captured. Preparing for 

the game means gathering food and water supplies, monitoring weather forecasts, and 



258  

  

minimising the possibility of encountering border police. Migrants must calculate 

possible ways to escape border police. They learn which routes are safer, through word 

of mouth and from their friends who had been successful. They craft tactics and account 

for possible scenarios. As it becomes a central preoccupation in the time migrants 

spend stuck in the canton, the game also acquires a deeper meaning linked to an 

existential situation. Bahman, a twenty-five-years-old from Iran, described the game  

as:  

A game that we play with our lives. If you reach Europe, you are safe. If you 

encounter problems and you have to go back, you need to retry. There is no other 

option. We live in the game until we win it. We cannot surrender.  

Faizam, twenty-three-year-old from Pakistan, also told me about the deeper meaning 

that game had acquired in his life:  

We take risks. When we are in this situation, we do no longer care about what 

happens to us. Our mindset is do or die. The send us back and we will try again. We 

will never stop until we reach safety. They won’t stop us.  

The game represents an expression of subversion to the EUropean border. It rejects the 

logic that criminalises migrants and rejects the system of securitisation that is crafted 

to prevent their crossing. It exposes the violence of the EUropean border and the 

torture committed by the border police. When migrants are forced to return from the 

border, the game is not lost but just made more complex.   

The System and the Games  

The game, whether implied to describe the crossing of a border, an existential condition 

of struggle and resistance, or a playful interaction with a stranger in a playground, it is  
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central in conversation with migrants. While concepts such as Western Balkan, 

‘western Balkan Route’, and ‘migration crisis’ were becoming part of the mediatic and 

political vocabulary of EUrope (New Keywords Collective, 2016), the game established 

as a counter-systemic one, through which migrants and those working in solidarity 

with them (Garelli and Tazzioli, 2013) reappropriated the right to describe a condition 

of struggle and the strategies to overcome it.      

Vernacular articulations of the game resonate with ways in which the same term has 

been deployed to describe instances of social and political transformation. Social 

science scholarship is punctuated with theories and contributions where game appears 

as a metaphor for a strategy of social, political, and economic repositioning. Among 

them, Pierre Bourdieu’s field theory (1980) has proven to be particularly productive to 

describe social relations among actors situated on different power positions.   

In field theory, a game is what makes the field dynamic. Fields, in Bourdieu’s work, 

represent the various social and institutional arenas in which people express and 

reproduce their dispositions and where they compete for the distribution of social 

capital (Bourdieu, 1980; 1993). Subjects in the field must act and think strategically to 

occupy the position they aim at, or to maintain the one they already occupy. The 

tensions and struggles that are deployed to either maintain or modify one's position 

within the field are what Bourdieu defines as ‘sense of game’ (Bourdieu, 1980; 1993). 

Each field functions as a space of possibilities. Ann-Marie Bathmaker interprets a game 

in Bourdieu’s work as a way in which 'the agents assumed positions resulting from their 

relative positions in the field structure and whose strategies are related simultaneously 

to the resources available and their goals' (Bathmaker, 2015, p. 23).   
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A game always involves movement. It always demands change and adaptation in 

relation to where power is positioned. In turn, sense of game identifies a situation 

where subjects have common objectives but different positions. Power, in field theory, 

is not fixed, but ‘constantly re-legitimized through an interplay of agency and structure’ 

(Bathmaker, 2015, p. 31). In turn, sense of game, in Bourdieu’s work, contributes to a 

theory of society that intersects power differentials, contextual conditions, and 

strategic thinking.  

Bourdieu’s articulation of a sense of game has been largely adopted to study power 

structures differentials in informal social contexts. For example, scholars researching 

gangs and social hierarchies in urban ghettos have widely connected Bourdieu's sense 

of game with how the notion of game is used in urban slang. For example, Sudhir Alladi 

Venkatesh describes the tendency of subjects involved in gang dynamics and street 

culture to portray themselves as 'playing a game against the system' (Venkatesh, 2000), 

referring to how the word is used in slang and hip-hop songs. In a comprehensive study 

edited by Jennifer Hazen and Dennis Rogers, entitled Global Gangs, Street Violence 

across the World (2014), Mats Utas refers to the notion of ‘playing the game’ to account 

for gang-militia logics in Sierra Leone. Utas notes that Freetown university students 

often described themselves as ‘revolutionaries; explicitly claiming that they were 

against the system, “playing the game” of the ghettos’ (Utas, in Hazen and Rodgers, 

2014, p. 175).  In describing the potential of the game, Utas precisely mentions the work 

of Pierre Bourdieu, arguing that ‘in its broadest sense, the game can be seen as a kind 

of social navigation fitting neatly with Bourdieu’s (2000) identification of routinized 

forms of social interaction where individuals are aware of their bets’ (Utas in Hazen 

and Rodgers, 2014, p. 175).    
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Similar reflections emerge from the work of Ibrahim Sudhir Venkatesh on the Gangs of 

Chicago Southside and Loic Wacquant on gangs in Chicago and Paris. These scholars 

identify a conceptual contrast between the system and the game that emerges and 

crystallises across street slang in multiple languages. In this context, connections 

between field theory and urban slang are mobilised in the centrality of the metaphor of 

game as an expression of subversion of the status quo (Wacquant, 2008; Venkatesh, 

2000; 2008; Hazen and Rodgers, 2014).  

Such reflections allow to identify two main characteristics that help theorise game and 

its signification in the context of migrants' own experiences of border crossing and 

forced permanence in the canton. First, a game is always about re-positioning. Second, 

a game is always about subverting a status quo. Both characteristics, I argue, are echoed 

in migrants' articulation of the game as an attempt to subvert the constricting positions 

they are imposed in relation to the EUropean border. This attempt is expressed both in 

the singular act of crossing the border and in the resilience that is built after every 

pushback. In turn, the game does not stop nor began in the border. It fragments into 

multiplicities of games, that are played in-between one pushback and another, as 

migrants are forced to endure and survive in the frontier.  

The game, in its immediate connotation, implies a set of actions: thinking, preparing, 

escaping, winning, failing, trying again. These actions are repeated across an undefined 

and unpredictable number of times in a context of uncertainty. The game is played 

against the border in its various articulations within the frontier. The challenge of the 

game has EUrope as the destination and the EUropean border as the central obstacle to 

overcome. In turn, EUrope plays simultaneously the role of the objective to reach and 

that of the impediment to overcome. This challenge for and against EUrope is 
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punctuated by complexities, fragmented with decisions, events, sufferings and 

resistances.  

In The game or: The Making of Migration on the Balkan route (2021) Claudio Minca and 

Jessica Collins theorise migrant’s conceptualisation of the game identifying it as ‘a grey 

spatiality resulting from the interplay between the intended and the unintended 

consequences of migration policies but also from the tactical responses of the refugees 

and those who help them’ (Minca and Collins, 2021, p. 2). Minca and Collins look 

transversally at migrants’ experiences in different zones of the Western Balkans. They 

draw on Martina Tazzioli’s The Making of Migration (2020) to expose the ambivalent 

connotation that the game reveals in ‘troubling configurations of the EUropean border 

politics and formal and informal geopolitical arrangements’ and in ‘creating new 

itineraries, spatial interstices, invisible networks and holes in the border’ (2020, p. 2). 

When entangling the making of migration and the game played on the border, Minca 

and Collins draw attention to how their understanding of game, like Tazzioli’s 

understanding of migration, emerges out of the combination of oppressive and 

resisting practices, discourses, and technologies, that are enacted with the appearance 

of the EUropean border.    

In the making of a frontier, these practices, discourses, and technologies, are indeed 

articulated primarily by migrant subjects but, as I will observe in this chapter, expand 

and diffuse in the chaotic field of potentialities that makes the frontier itself, arriving to 

and involving subjects that are not positioned as migrants.  

When embracing the subversive logic of the game, subjects assembling in the frontier, 

including migrants, inhabitants, activists, journalists, tourists, and humanitarian 
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workers, are enabled to change and reject the positions that the border assign them 

and unite in solidarity against its logic. I call such efforts frontier games.  

Frontier games emerge as subversive practices directly or indirectly activated against 

the colonial logic of the EUropean border. In the context of my fieldwork in the Una-

Sana canton, the intuition to analytically discuss frontier games emerged out of the 

urgency to elaborate on everyday situations in which migrants, inhabitants and 

international activists were interacting in solidarity with one another. Frontier games 

are fundamental constituent agencies in the making of a frontier as they represent 

moments in which the colonial logic of the border is troubled. Expanding on the 

subversive nature of the game, I recognised frontier games as emerging out of different 

temporary and heterogeneous multiplicities (Tazzioli, 2020) assembling migrants, 

activists and inhabitants in the Una-Sana canton and having them producing spaces of 

solidarity and resistance. In the rest of this chapter, the analytical framework that 

identifies frontier games as games of repositioning and games against the system is 

observed into episodes of subversion that, implicitly or explicitly, trouble the order 

constituted through the EUropean border.   

The following paragraphs are written in conversations with migrants, international and 

local activists and inhabitants of the frontier. I recognise two types of frontier games: I 

call the first type escape games. These are games that are explicitly directed at teasing 

the EUropean border. They try to escape the logic of the border and develop in situation 

of clandestinity or semi-clandestinity. I call the second type, games in joint agency. 

These concerns games that emerge from the rearticulation of the struggle of subjects 

in the frontier as a shared struggle.   
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I provide examples of escape games in which migrants and activists assemble in 

boycotting the reception system. I elaborate on two manifestations of escape games. 

The first one consists of the constitution of makeshift camps as an alternative to the 

reception system. The second one exemplifies the development of initiatives of 

outreach activism. Both phenomena represent the consolidation of alternative spaces 

and tactics to practice solidarity. Subsequently, I turn to what I call games in joint 

agency. With this expression, I refer to episodes and initiatives that emerge from the 

prolonged encounter between migrants and inhabitants in the frontier in different 

zones  and contexts. For instance, I describe the examples of an unconventional police 

checkpoint, an experience of local youth organisation, and a newly created cultural 

centre in Bihać to describe how these games are played.  

Escape Games  

Makeshift Camps  

The edifice of Dom Penzionera is a wrecked building with an astonishing view of Bihać’s 

valley. The walls are not painted, the floor is full of cracks and the glassless frames of 

the windows pierce the aged grey cement walls. In front of it, the Una flows, bringing 

its course away from Bihać city centre, towards the hills. The dunes of the hills surround 

the red roofs of the houses that appear on the opposite shore of the river. A few meters 

from the building, there are restaurants and hotels that in summer fill up with tourists. 

Bihać is mostly made of low houses and buildings and, during the summer, the 

Plješivica embraces them into a green hug.      

Dom Penzionera, with its five floors grey and aged steel, cuts across the green, brutally 

interrupting what would otherwise be a peaceful natural landscape. Entering the 

building one immediately gets captured by the extensive graffiti on the wall. Some are 
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in Bosnian, some in Arabic and Farsi, and others are in English. The floors are always 

covered in rubbish, accumulated through the passage of different groups of migrants 

who have temporarily found shelter there. Migrants called it Bihać Camp.    

Close to the former factory of Bira, on the provincial road that connects Bihać to Velika 

Kladuša, there is another former factory called Kraj Inamet. In 2019, when migrants 

could not find space in the IOM TCRs, the factory, abandoned and left wrecking after 

the war, became another shelter where groups of migrants temporarily stayed 

inbetween games. When I visited it in March 2020, a sign with the writing No camp 

stands out at the entrance of the factory, which, similarly to Dom Penzionera, is covered 

with graffiti in different languages. No Camp and Bihać Camp, as migrants grew to call 

them, were two of the many abandoned buildings that migrants reappropriated as 

temporary accommodations. Both buildings had remained empty for decades and 

represented a very visible symbol of the architectural stasis that characterised the post-

war period in Bosnia and Herzegovina.  

From 2018 to 2021, the two buildings have been constantly evacuated by the police and 

subsequently reoccupied until, in the summer of 2021, they were evicted for good. In 

the summer of 2019, when the local government set up an open-air camp in Vučjak, the 

police were constantly coming to No Camp and Bihać Camp to deport people to the 

newly opened facility. As already mentioned in Chapter 5, migrants called Vučjak: 

Jungle camp.   

I met Faizam in Bihać Camp (Dom Penzionera) in July 2019. He was twenty three years 

old and sat around a fire together with other young men from Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
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Faizam and three of his friends just walked back from Jungle camp (Vučjak) and were 

preparing for the game. He told me:  

We will leave tomorrow from Velika Kladuša. We will take a bus and then try the 

game from there. It is very funny because we were in Jungle camp, which is very 

close to the border, but it is impossible to cross on that side. There are drones 

everywhere.  

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Jungle camp (Vučjak) opened in April 2019 and 

closed in September of the same year. It was a five hours walk away from the Croatian 

side of the Željava Air Base. Yet that border has since 2018 been highly securitised with 

drones and cameras. People who have tried to cross the border on this side have been 

unsuccessful almost in all cases. The Croatian police turned the base into a checkpoint. 

Passing across the base without being seen is practically impossible. Migrants who 

were deported to Jungle camp could not attempt the game from there. Paradoxically, 

migrants in Vučjak were physically closer to EUrope. Yet, their journey was much 

longer. They had to go back to Bihać, take a bus to Velika Kladuša or walk up again 

towards a different edge of the mountain. They called it Jungle camp precisely because 

it was isolated and poorly equipped. Faizam explained:  

It is a Jungle camp because it is in the middle of the jungle. There is nothing there. 

No grocery shopping, no café, no people. They put tents there and then they bring 

us to the tents. I do not know why. They want to make the game harder.   

Faizam also told me that the game got more complicated since the Bosnian police also 

started deporting them from makeshift camps to TCRs:  

First, you are pushed back from Croatia in Bosnia. Then, you are pushed back from  
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Bosnia’s town into Bosnian woods. I do not know; they just want us to disappear.  

We cannot stay anywhere.   

A similar point was raised by Jaabili, a twenty-one-year-old man from Afghanistan. 

When I met him, Jaabili had spent three weeks in No camp (Kraji Inamet). Since his 

arrival in Bosnia, he noted that:  

It seems like they don’t want to see me. They hide me. It’s like for them, when they 

don’t see me, I am not a problem. They treat us as we should not exist and, when 

they see us, they take us somewhere else, so we are somebody else’s problem.  

Jaabili and I met several times in 2019. He took me into several small makeshift camps 

across and outside of Bihać and introduced me to his travel companions. Once we were 

walking towards No camp (Kraj Inamet), where he was staying. To reach the camp, we 

needed to pass in front of the TCR sited in Bira factory and walk a few minutes in the 

direction of the city centre. As we were in front of the factory, we were stopped by a 

police patrol. The police officer asked me for my documents and told me that I could 

proceed. On the contrary, Jaabili had to return to Bira. When we explained that Jaabili 

was not registered in Bira and lived somewhere else, the police officer did not listen. 

Police officers had orders to keep migrants away from the city centre. From there, it 

was IOM responsibility to keep migrants away from town. You just speak with IOM, he 

kept saying. Jaabili was not surprised. He told me he would have simply passed through 

the long way, and we would have met directly at No camp. We were a few minutes away, 

but because of this deviation, it took him 50 minutes to reach his destination. When he 

arrived, he told me:  
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See? It is so stupid. They know we have our ways to go around their rules. They 

know we know how to reach our destination. That is a game we play every day. 

They just don’t want to see us.  So in the end, I am here, but they can pretend I am 

not existing because they have not seen me. I am playing hide and seek. I am 

surrounded by people who don’t want to see me, and I know that if they see me, 

they will bring me somewhere else.   

The game of escape and expulsion that is played with border crossing replicates and 

diffuses within the spaces and livelihoods of the frontier. Since 2020, with the opening 

of camp Lipa, the COVID-19 lockdowns and the closure of Bira and Sedra TCRs, new 

restrictions prohibited migrants from circulating in the city centre. While the number 

of arrivals and deportations did not fall, migrants were forced to hide away from 

inhabited centres.   

As I outlined in the previous chapter, since IOM arrived in the Una-Sana canton, in 2018, 

the cantonal authorities have constantly pushed to close the TCRs or to move their 

facility outside of the cities. Groups of citizens have protested to close Bira and to keep 

migrants away from local amenities and several shop owners have prohibited migrants 

from entering their shops (Mitrović et al., 2020).  

If migrants were often excluded from life outside of the TCRs, staying within the TCRs 

was, according to many, unbearable (Transbalkan Solidarity, 2020). In 2019, when Lipa 

and Vučjak did not exist yet, many migrants hosted in Bira and Miral had protested how 

they were treated in the reception system (Border Violence Monitoring Network, 

2020).  According to Peter, an activist for the Border Violence Monitoring Network, 

based in Velika Kladuša:  
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Several migrants told us that the security forces in the camps are violent. They 

sometimes beat them, confiscate their food and items, and prohibit them to go out 

of the camp. On some occasions, these guards force migrants to pay them to let 

them in. Also, the facilities are very precarious and there is no space for building 

social interaction. Healthwise, places like Bira and Miral are very problematic. 

There are not enough bathrooms and not enough showers. These are perfect 

places for epidemics to spread.    

I collected similar testimonies from volunteers working across the reception system. 

Madeleine worked as a volunteer in Bira as part of an NGO named IPSIA. Together with 

other volunteers, they set up and run a tea and coffee spot within Bira camp. When 

Vučjak and Lipa were created outside of the TCR system, IPSIA pushed the government 

to gain access to the facilities and extend the services they provided. According to 

Madeleine:  

Working in the camps you see a lot of weird dynamics. You have different 

organisations that work almost in competition with one another, and migrants are 

treated like prisoners. They are watched, ordered to move away, threatened, 

verbally abused, and sometimes even beaten up. The IPSIA café was the only space 

where there was some social interaction. We were giving them tea and talked to 

them. Sometimes the IOM workers made fun of us. They said that we were useless. 

But honestly, I think we made the difference in a space that was so psychologically 

painful.  

According to Francesca, who also worked in IPSIA, in IOM camps, in the summers of 

2019 and 2020, the failed experiences of Lipa and Vučjak contributed to  
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disincentivising migrants from searching for help in the TCR system.   

We have seen a huge movement of migrants away from TCRs. Lipa was the last 

drop. When the fire happened, they remained in the snow for days. They were 

shocked that no one helped them but a few volunteers. One of them committed 

suicide. Now they think of IOM as the enemy. They don’t like them, and they do not 

want to stay in the TCRs.   

As I outlined in Chapter 5, from July 2021 to September 2022, the camp of Lipa has been 

chaotically managed by IOM and the local authorities. In August 2021, when I visited 

Lipa, the camp was about to be re-opened under the joint management of IOM and the 

Bosnian government. On the road to Lipa, there were several small makeshift camps 

and groups of migrants were going in and out of the woods that surround the main 

road. As I had been told that buses to Lipa were rare and usually unreliable, I rented a 

car and drove there. I stopped on the road to talk with a group of migrants who were 

walking in Bihać’s direction. Among them, I met Syed, a twenty-two-year-old man from 

Pakistan. Syed had been pushed back from Croatia the day before, handed to Bosnian 

authorities and then taken to Lipa. He was now walking back to Bihać (which is 

approximately a four hours walk) to meet with some friends who lived in a makeshift 

camp that he called Big Jungle, in Bihać suburbs.   

Lipa is not good. I have been there before. The food is terrible. You cannot take a 

shower and you do not have heating. I was there before the fire. We almost froze 

to death. It seems like you are on the game, fighting against nature, even if you are 

not.   



271  

  

Big jungle is a makeshift camp created around a group of wrecked houses near Bihać 

hospital, outside of the city centre. When Syed brought me there, there were circa 30 

men, from Pakistan and Afghanistan. Abas, one of Syed's companions also pointed out 

his preference for makeshift camps over TCRs:  

It’s true, here we need to wait for the rain to have a shower and we need to make 

fires to cook our food and stay warm. But this is way better than the camps. In the 

camps we are prisoners. We stay away from the camps and away from the towns 

and only in this way we remain free. This way we are left alone, and they cannot 

take us to the camp.  

In different phases since migrants reached the Una-Sana canton, Bihać camp, No camp, 

and Big jungle articulated a subversive response to the temporary reception system. By 

setting up makeshift camps, migrants reappropriate empty factories, wrecked 

buildings and abandoned houses; infrastructures that flourished during previous 

historical times. They requalify them and construct within them alternative zones  to 

live and endure together.  

In 2021, following the closure of TCR Sedra, which hosted families and minors, several 

families find themselves displaced. These families also adopted the strategy of 

makeshift camps and found shelter in abandoned buildings. Several of them had 

decided to move together into the wrecked houses of the villages across the Una valley; 

the ones that had remained partially abandoned following the 1990s wars. The villages 

of Šturlić and Bosanska Bojina agglomerate abandoned and inhabited houses that 

spread across the hills. Both villages are very close to the Croatian border and very 

isolated from the main towns.  
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In April 2021, I visited the villages together with a group of activists from an Italian 

organisation. We drove across the rural roads of the villages and stopped in the 

wrecked houses to distribute clothes and food. To my astonishment, these houses were 

predominantly inhabited by families with very young children. Gina, one of the activists 

I was travelling with, explained that at some point families also decided to be on their 

own:   

With the closure of Camp Sedra, camp Borići was the only safe space for families, 

but it had limited spots. Families started to be sent to Lipa which is horrible for 

everyone, but unbearable if you have kids with you. So, we started seeing them 

also moving away.  

At the time I met them, the families that I have encountered in Bosanska Bojina and  

Šturlić had been squatting in the villages’ wrecked houses for months. During my visits, 

I spoke to some of the women who were inhabiting the houses. Nehar, an Afghan 

eighteen-year-old woman has been living in Bosanska Bojina for 6 months, together 

with her younger sister and brother and her mom and dad. She told me that during the 

last pushback the Croatian police took away all their items, including jackets, shoes, and 

medications. Her mother had a condition for which she needed specific medication, 

which the police voluntarily confiscated. Leila, a 21-year-old girl from Iran, was 

pregnant. She and her husband lived together with Nehar’s family, who they have met 

three months before. She told me that they had been robbed by a smuggler who 

promised to give them fake visa documents. At that point, Leila and her husband were 

left with no money and no support, in a reception centre close to the Bosnian-Serbian 

border. When she found out she was pregnant, they had just returned from a game, as 

she was recovered in Bihać’s hospital because of a bad skin rash. That is how she found 
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out she was pregnant. Leila wanted to give birth in EUrope but was now realising that 

she would have probably have to figure out her way there.   

If my child is born here, I honestly don’t know how to take care of them. We have 

not enough food and clothes for ourselves. In the camps, they treat us like animals. 

I want to try the game, but if they catch us, they will beat us, and I am worried for 

my baby.   

When we arrived in Šturlić and Bojina, the children of the families were waiting for us 

at the entrance of their wrecked houses. Emani, a Syrian girl living with her family and 

two other families in a two-floor wrecked house in Šturlić told me that the help of 

activists and volunteers had been crucial to them:  

It's nice to see people bringing food and clothes, especially when you feel rejected 

from every place you try to go. I am not saying this is enough. It is not, but these 

people are very kind. Bosnian people have been very kind to us, and we are very 

grateful. Europe and IOM don’t like us, and we don’t know why. It is for Europe 

that we came here.   

The reception system enforces the colonial logic of the border by replicating violence 

and containment, and so escape games began with simple acts of repositioning. 

Migrants reposition themselves outside the reception system and into autonomous and 

self-managed makeshift camps. The strategy of makeshift camps manifests as an act of 

subversion towards the politics of containment of the camp and towards the deporting 

politics of the EUropean border. The game that is played in the mountains is played 

once again in-between TCRs and makeshift camps. With every act of escape from a 

reception facility, there is an act of subversion to a system of humanitarian support that 
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admits and normalise pushbacks, and proposes imprisonment and containment as 

permanent solutions. Syed once told me:   

They catch me on the border, I will try again to cross it. They take me back to Lipa, 

I will escape once more. My body might be wounded and tortured but my soul 

remains free.   

Outreach   

The strategy of makeshift camps authenticates an example of escape games as migrants 

engage in forming alternative spaces for temporary refuge, while resisting the option 

offered by local and international institutions through the reception system. These games 

were quickly followed by the articulation of new forms of semi-clandestine solidarity 

initiatives. International and local activists also became suspicious of the means and 

practices of the reception system. Groups of them have increasingly started to organise 

clandestinely to aid migrants forced or choosing to live outside of the reception system. 

To avoid repercussion from local authorities, several of these activists have been forced 

to keep identities, headquarters positions, and activity schedules undisclosed.  

The criminalisation of solidarity is part of the system through which the border 

permeates the frontier. Activists that support migrants have been often accused of 

conducting illegal activities such as smuggling or contraband (Hameršak et al., 2020). 

Many activist groups have been forced to operate in silence, hiding from the police and 

using fake names. By refusing to collaborate with the institutions, these groups take part 

into counter-systemic response to the colonial logic of the reception system.   

Activists working beyond the reception system call their activities outreach. The term 

refers precisely to the practice of reaching out to those people that are left, or choose to 
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live, outside of the humanitarian support provided by local and international institutions. 

Outreach activities include first-aid medical support, food and clothes distribution, legal 

aid, recollection of testimonies, and psychological assistance. Most groups are not 

financed by institutional funding and generally rely on crowdfunding and donations to 

carry out activities.    

Among the many grassroots organisations that conduct outreach activities, one of the 

most resilient has been NoName Kitchen. NoName Kitchen is an independent association 

working in several zones  across migratory routes in Europe, with the purpose of 

'promoting humanitarian aid and political action' for people displaced or in search of 

refuge (NoName Kitchen 2021). They recruit young volunteers for short-term stay of 

three to six months and conduct various outreach activities across the makeshift camps 

in the Una-Sana canton, and across the ‘western Balkan Route’. Since 2019, NoName 

Kitchen has been present in Velika Kladuša and became a central target of the town’s 

police. When I met Minnie, one of the lead volunteers, in March 2020, she told me that 

their headquarters had been raided four times in the previous month:   

The police come here usually in the morning, and they start asking questions about 

our activities. Sometimes they confiscate our equipment. They take our recorders, 

our notebooks, and our registers and they threaten to arrest us. Some of our 

volunteers have been deported away from Bosnia because their visa was touristic 

and did not cover volunteering activities.  

As the organisation did not obtain the permit to work on the territory, volunteers 

registered with a tourist visa could only remain for a limited amount of time.   
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We need to act clandestinely. Our volunteers come on a rota basis, and they cannot 

register as volunteers but need to have a tourist permit.   

Outreach activities are not considered in the spectrum of humanitarian support to 

migrants. They are not complementary to the reception system, but in competition with 

it. In most cases, volunteers and activists prefer to act in clandestinity. They do not want 

IOM, local authorities or the police to know where they act and what they do. Minnie 

continued:  

We mapped 50 squats just in the area of Velika Kladuša, but they always change. 

When the police find them, migrants are forced to move and find other shelters. 

The biggest squat was next to Miral factory. Since I arrived here, six months ago, I 

think it has been emptied four times. It’s back and forth. The police come, deport 

the migrants from the squats and then they come back. And we come back as well, 

to help them reorganise. What we do is not against any law. Yet, we are treated like 

we are doing illegal activities. Literally for them, providing food and clothes is 

illegal. We need to protect ourselves because when we help migrants, we work 

against their agenda.   

The illegalisation of outreach activities, similarly to the legalisation of pushbacks, is not 

something prescribed by legislation. On the contrary, it represents the result of abuse 

of power on behalf of local and international authorities that, through the reception 

system, claim a monopoly of governance and assistance of migrants. Outreach activities 

interrupt these forms of control. They reject this kind of governance and provide forms 

of assistance that are denied to migrants hosted in TCRs. They are grounded in the 
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claim that migrants have a fundamental human right to cross the border and reach their 

destination.   

Outreach activities also constitute frontier games. They imply strategising against the 

system and repositioning to escape the border logic. Minnie explained  

The hunt is not solely a hunt for migrants. They hunt for everyone and everything 

that support them. The politics towards which we rebel is a politics of suffering 

and torture. A politics that starts with the pushback on the border and continues 

in the TCRs. Our mission is not just providing clothes and food. We are in a political 

war with the institutions that created this system.   

The work of NoNameKitchen, as Minnie describes it, is inherently rebelling the logic of 

humanitarian assistance provided in the TCRs. The ‘logic of the camp’, as she called it:  

Is the same logic of the border. It is a logic of incarceration and policing. We reject 

that logic and so they illegalise us, exactly as they illegalise migrants.  

Notwithstanding the obstacle posed by the local police; volunteer-based organisations 

permanently or temporarily present in the canton have become more and more active. 

During my fieldwork in August 2021, I noted that many of the makeshift camps I visited 

had solar panels and camp showers outside. Migrants living in these camps told me 

that, a few days earlier, a group of volunteers had arrived and set up the solar panels to 

equip the wrecked houses with electricity. They did not say their name or details of the 

organisation for which they were working. The showers had also been implanted by 

another group of volunteers who came once a week to provide medical supplies and  

first-aid.  
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On one occasion, I arrived in one of the makeshift camps near Bosanska Bojina, together 

with Hana, a local activist who lives in the village and who independently supports 

migrant families living in the wrecked houses on the hills. When we arrived, we noticed 

that there was a car near the squat and some volunteers medicating the migrants inside 

one of the houses. When we tried to greet them, they did not reply, and they did not 

interact with us. When we explained that we were not the police, they relaxed and 

started talking to us. One of them was Piero, an Italian volunteer who came with a group 

of activists from an Italian activist association, I knew and had worked with previously. 

He told me that he and his colleagues had been instructed to not talk to anyone and be 

very discrete with their activities.  

We must be careful because apparently what we are doing it’s not legal here. Or it 

is legal, but it is not permitted. I don’t know. I think they like to play around with 

the legal/non-legal question precisely because they want to scare us, as they want 

to scare the migrants.   

Like Piero, most of the international activists I have met conduct these types of 

clandestine activities, and most came from an EU member state. Many of those I 

connected with were from Italy, but there were also several volunteers from Austria, 

Germany, France and Spain. In accepting the temporary illegalisation that they phase 

as outreach activists, they reposition themselves beyond their privilege of EU citizens. 

Their subversion to the logic of the border have them re-positioning themselves from 

legalised subjects to criminalizable ones. Embodied with the privilege of crossing this 

border, granted to them on behalf of their nationality, these activists come to play a 

game that rebels against the system of humanitarian support that is supposedly crafted 

to protect them from the threat of the ‘migration crisis’. Outreach activism is an escape 
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game against the colonial logic that privileges them over migrants. They built 

clandestine networks that, while not being illegal, are constantly persecuted and need 

to exist and develop in secret. These networks articulate through a counter-systemic 

and subversive logic that establish outreach activities as frontier games.  

Games in Joint Agency  

Makeshift camps and outreach activism constitute frontier games that explicitly reject the 

structures of the EUropean border in the frontier. Migrants and international activists 

assemble into temporary and heterogeneous multiplicities (Tazzioli, 2020) where they 

oppose the position that the border assigns them.  They refuse to live and work in the 

reception system and recreate alternative spaces of liveability and resistance.   

Across the villages and cities of the canton, local inhabitants supporting migrants also 

prefer to act independently from humanitarian institutions. Hana, for example, is a 

fifty-year-old woman from Bihać that, since the emergency started, helped to set up an 

informal network of local volunteers that collect food and clothes donations and bring 

them to the families in Bosanska Bojina and Šturlić camps. She told me:  

I was there from the beginning when we found hundreds of people in Borići. From 

that moment on, I have been with them. I have tried to work with IOM, but they 

always push us away. They are not on the side of the migrants, and they are not on 

our side either. They tell us to stop helping them and to reconduct migrants to the 

camps. But we talk to migrants, we know the camps are terrible.   

Networks of local volunteers also became very discrete in their actions. Although 

inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton do not risk deportation, they live in a social context 

where the topic of migration became an extremely delicate and polarising one.   
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Attention to inhabitants’ perception of migrants is given in Azra Hromadžić’s ‘Notes 

from the Field’ (2018). Hromadžić that, as mentioned before, was born in Bihać, and 

writes these notes upon returning to her hometown in the summer of 2018. Reading 

on her own reflexive experience as an inhabitat of the canton, she articulates the 

contradictory sentiments that emerge in relations to the presence of migrants. ‘On the 

one hand’ she argues, ‘there is a genuine empathy and desire to help’; on the other ‘local 

people, devastated by catastrophic unemployment and political impasse, are genuinely 

terrified of losing the last places that bring moments of joy and an appearance of 

normalcy’ (Hromadžić, 2018, p. 166).   

I have also encountered this ambivalence in my fieldwork. When I talked to inhabitants 

of the canton, the language through which they described migrants appeared to be 

cultivated in feelings of fear, fatigue, and estrangement, connected to past and present 

experiences of marginalisation and peripheralisation. Migrants often functioned as 

scapegoats. Yet, inhabitants I have been in conversation with seemed, in almost all 

cases, very aware that responsibility for the situation was not of migrants themselves, 

but of the inattentiveness and negligence of the power forces involved. To some extent, 

the ‘migration crisis’ and its mismanagement presented another example in the history 

of the Una-Sana canton, manifesting the material expression of the negligence of 

external forces imposing indirect rule. As Hana explained:  

It’s the same story all over again. This space becomes a trap. It’s like we do not have 

a choice on how to build a living. We must adapt, they must adapt. And for what? 

Because Europe decides so.   
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Although, as I discussed in Chapter 5, migrants have been isolated first in the TCRs and 

then in the mountains, they kept transiting into the towns and villages of the canton. 

Walking from makeshift camps into town can take hours, but it is necessary in order to 

shop for essential commodities, and to charge and buy electronic devices like phones 

and power banks. Migrants going game also often meet in town so that they can buy all 

the necessary items for the journey. In other words, no matters how much a border 

attempts to keep them away from the public eye; migrants remain extremely visible 

everywhere in the canton. While their presence symbolises a new articulation of the 

imposition of external forces on the frontier, it also evinces forms of suffering, struggle, 

and resistance that are not extraneous to the inhabitants of the canton. Indeed many of 

the inhabitans have also been in the condition of having to escape from their homeland 

or survive under attack.  

When migrants and inhabitants rearticulate their struggles as a mutual struggle 

towards the colonial logic of the EUropean border, they open spaces for frontier games 

where they reposition in solidarity with one another and in subversion to the power 

system oppressing them. I refer to these frontier games as games in joint agency 

reading on the contribution offered by Barbara Kurnik and Maple Razsa in their paper 

‘Reappropriating the Balkan Route: Mobility Struggles and Joint Agency in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina’ (2020). The two scholars define joint agency as ‘the mutual articulations 

of migrant struggles and local struggles against the imposition of homogenising forms 

characteristic of colonial modernity’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 33). Writing after 

extensive fieldwork across several zones  of migrants crossing in BiH, they suggest that 

the shared condition of refuge, the experience of anti-Fascist resistance and that of 

subjugation in the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian Empires contributed to shaping 
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'anticolonial sensibilities' that resonate with how BiH inhabitants empathise with 

migrants’ struggle. Joint agency expresses the mechanism through which ‘migratory 

escape paths' in a context like BiH 'intersect with local struggle [...] and resistance to a 

palimpsest of Europeanisation processes’ (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020, p. 52)   

When joint agency between migrants and inhabitants is constituted, it allows for the 

formation of what in Chapter 1 I introduced as temporary and heterogeneous 

multiplicities (Tazzioli, 2020). Inhabitants and migrants re-constitute knowledge about 

the other in connection with knowledge about the self. They reject the positions that 

wants them on opposite sides and they take advantage of their mutual struggle to build 

mutual resistance.   

In the following paragraphs, I highlight inhabitants’ ambivalent perception of migrants, 

focusing on the controversial collision of fear and empathy that emerged out of my 

conversation with them. These perceptions shall be contextualised with the complex 

historical legacies of forced occupation, conflict and sense of abandonment that has 

been explored in Chapter 4 and that has a huge influence on how inhabitants relate to 

external and unknown phenomena. Subsequently, I focus on examples where this 

empathy solidifies allowing for the consolidation of games in joint agency. I detail three 

examples of games observed through fieldwork. The first example is a Bosnian police 

checkpoint in a village called Velečevo. The second is a cultural and artistic collective in 

Bihać. The third one is a youth initiative assembling migrants with local and 

international activists.  
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Making and Unmaking Migrants   

When Tariq, Junayd and I had a conversation on opening the border, sitting on those 

benches in front of the astonishingly clean water of the Una, in Bihać city centre, there 

were other groups of migrants, some sitting on other benches, some on the grass. Three 

of them were having a chat while sitting around a stone that constituted a memorial to 

the victims of the 1990s wars. Families of inhabitants and tourists with children walked 

across the park. Other sat at the table of an hotel where migrants are forbidden from 

entering. Some bakeries and cafes would let them in, hence, one could often see large 

groups of them gathering in these zones. Others displayed signs prohibiting them from 

entering. A few meters from our bench, there was the abandoned building of Dom 

Penzionera. All around us, the green edges of Plješivica. A police patrol was parked on 

the bridge connecting the two shores of the river. A young boy and a young girl were 

rowing the Una on a canoe. Differently positioned subjects sharing the same space and 

a border appearing so intangible among them.   

One of the most challenging aspects of my participant observation in the Una-Sana 

canton has been that of giving an analytical dimension to this fragile harmony, where 

everything seemed immobile, yet about to move; perfectly still, yet also incredibly 

dynamic.  Hromadžić also admitted encountering difficulties in ‘giving consistency’ to 

what she described as ‘layered distinctions’ among differently positioned subjects in 

Bihać (Hromadžić, 2018, p. 164).   

In the work of Tazzioli, one crucial aspect in the making of migration consists of the 

biased simplifications of heterogeneous and temporary multiplicities of migrants into 

homogeneous groups of unknown strangers (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 190). Such 

simplifications, she argues, diminish the temporary and divisible character of these 
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multiplicities and result in migrants being objectivised in ‘partial continuity with the 

criminalisation of other forms of unusual collective formations’ (Tazzioli, 2020, p. 16).  

In the cities and villages of the Una-Sana canton, the migrant subject is immediately 

visibilized as a stranger who in the words of Sarah Ahmed, ‘is not any-body that we 

failed to re/cognise, but some-body that we have already recognised as a stranger, as a 

body out of place’ (Ahmed, 2000, p. 32). As soon as the stranger is seen, knowledge is 

produced on their bodies. When the stranger appears in a familiar space, Ahmed 

continues, their body functions ‘as the border that defines both the space into which 

the familiar body cannot cross and the space in which such a body constitutes itself as 

at home’ (Ahmed, 2000, p. 36). As subjects in non-white and distressed bodies, 

migrants are immediately visible and signalled as unusual and unexpected. In 

conversation with inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton, these elements came through 

manifestly. In the words of Omar:  

They appear like aliens to us. You need to understand we are a small community. 

We are not used to see them. It is not that we have a problem with them because 

their skin colour is different, but we do see them and note that they are different. 

You cannot avoid that; it is just human nature.  

Although there is indeed a connection between non-whiteness and migrants’ visibility; 

from most conversations I had with inhabitants of the Una-Sana canton, I did not have 

the perception that skin colour or religion represented primary drivers leading to 

discrimination against migrants, as much as they do in most EUropean contexts. It is 

important to recall that the history of the Balkans is a history in which whiteness did 

not always match the physiognomy of the dominant class (Rexhepi, 2018). The 



285  

  

Ottoman Empire, that dominated the region for centuries was an Eastern empire. In the 

Una-Sana canton, blackness, brownness, and customs associated with Islam, were not 

necessarily objectivised with the same signifiers that make it appear as dangerous or 

inferior in societies that have legacies of colonial empires. In other words, the canton 

is, to quote Sarah Ahmed, a space of whiteness (2007); yet whiteness is produced 

differently than in EUrope (Gržinić et al., 2020). In BiH, legacies of structural racism are 

more linked to ethnic-based hatred between the different communities that inhabit it: 

Serbs Croats and Bosniaks. In the words of Harum:  

We did not colonise. We did not learn to think of the black man as the bad or 

uncivilised guy. We just don’t have seen them so much. This is why people is 

scared. When they arrived, people were helping. They were curious. Now they are 

afraid, but that has nothing to do with where these people come from. It has more 

to do with the fact that we don’t know them.   

Interestingly, though they came in greater numbers, migrants are not the first nor the 

only non-white and non-European subjects passing through the frontier for prolonged 

timeframes. In the past decade, BiH and the Una-Sana canton witnessed increasing 

financial interest on behalf of investors from Gulf States, particularly in the 

infrastructure and tourist industries (The Guardian, 2015). This phenomenon 

incentivized tourism on behalf of people coming from the wealthiest parts of the 

Persian Gulf, such as Qatar, Dubai, and Abu Dhabi.  Since the early 2000s, these tourists 

have been staying at the most expensive hotels of the canton and benefitting from the 

outstanding natural landscape offered by the Una valley. They stand out as non-white 

subjects, but they also stand out as wealthy ones.   
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Given these premises, there were indeed negative stereotypes that inhabitants 

cultivated to objectivise migrants in the context of their forced permanence. In my 

conversations, these stereotypes mainly revolved around two main considerations. The 

first consideration concerned the disinterest of migrants to respect the natural 

landscape of the canton. As noted in Chapter 4, inhabitants of the canton share a special 

relation with the rivers and the mountains. In the words of Senad:  

We are people of the river. We are the same with the river. If you hurt Una, you 

hurt us. If you hurt the mountain, you hurt us.   

The arrival of migrants was often portrayed as disturbing the sacredness of the natural 

landscape. Adnan, for example, described them as very noisy and careless:  

They scream when they talk, they scream to each other. They sit in the parks and 

then they leave their rubbish. They wash their clothes in the river and this, for us, 

is very unrespectful.   

Hakim also appeared worried about their disrespectful attitude towards the landscape:  

Before migrants arrived, I never saw a plastic bag in the river. We really have a 

special relationship with this river, and we respect it. Last year during 

summertime they were washing clothes and swimming in underwear in the river.   

Selma highlighted that migrants tend to be disrespectful both with the nature and with 

the inhabitants:  

They do not have respect for the nature, for the town, or for us. They just want to 

pass so they don’t care. If you go to the mountains, it is full of migrant rubbish.  

When they go cross the border, they don’t care about the land they are leaving.   
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These extracts suggest a strong preoccupation with how migrants are disturbing the 

natural equilibrium of the Una valley. This argument comes with the immediate 

connection of the migrant body with the new disturbing objects that appear with their 

crossings. Pieces of clothes, rubbish, plastic bags in the river.   

A second consideration worrying inhabitants relies on the fact that most migrants are 

undocumented and, for this reason, unknowable, unpredictable, and potentially 

dangerous. These considerations become particularly crucial as most of the migrants 

stuck in Una-Sana canton have male appearance. In the words of Azra:   

Most of them are young boys. They always stay in big groups, and I don’t feel safe 

walking alone. I just don’t.    

It is a fact that the majority of migrants who arrive in the Una-Sana canton are young 

male between eighteen and thirty-five years old (Caritas Ambrosiana, 2021). 

Furthermore, women, kids, and elderly people who reach the canton usually travel as 

part of families and tend to receive more protection from humanitarian organisations. 

As we have seen in Chapter 5, most families stay in the TCRs or live together in the 

remote and wrecked houses of Šturlić and Bosanska Bojina so they are not visible in 

the public eye. Studies of masculinity and black masculinity have pointed out to how 

‘young immigrant men have come to occupy the public interest in Europe’ (Herz, 2019, 

p. 432). In particular, the characterisation of refugee men as a men who have ‘nothing 

to lose’ supports perceptions of men as dangerous subjects with violent and primordial 

instincts. This idealisation often encourages inhabitants to overlap migrant males with 

the figure of a sexual predator (Eriksson Baaz and Stern, 2013; Olivius, 2016; Stretmo, 

2014). Because migrants are not documented males, they are perceived as outside of 
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the law and, for this reason, unpredictable and potentially dangerous.  Harun, a bus 

driver from Bihać:  

I live behind Bira. I don’t want my wife or my daughter to walk home alone. It is 

not that they are all bad. But I don’t know them. They don’t have names. Some of 

them might be bad. They are too many. They are everywhere.   

The representation of migrants as undocumented, unknown, and potentially dangerous 

is reinforced with the image of an overwhelming and uncontrollable multitude. For 

Selma, this raised an issue of safety:   

When you walk on the sidewalk, normally they are in groups. They will not move 

to let you pass. You will have to move. When I walk with my kids, I feel they are not 

safe, because there are too many of them.  

As a multitude, migrants cannot be distinguished into good and bad people. Selma 

continued:  

They don’t have first names, last names, they don't have data about them. Maybe 

they all are good but some percentage of them can have a criminal record.  

Some inhabitants tend to stress a distinction between economic migrants and refugees, 

which corresponds to the perception that some have a legitimate reason to migrate and 

others do not.  This distinction, for Adnan is very clear:  

I have compassion for people coming from Syria, but I don’t have compassion for 

some guy from Pakistan. Most of them are young guys and economic migrants. But 

for Syrian refugees I have compassion.  

This is also very important for Hakim:  
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Our refugees from Bosnia went to Switzerland and Germany but they all have first 

and last names. These people burn their documents, and they are all called 

Mohamed Ali.  

As noted by Hromadžić, these considerations are simultaneously emerging from and 

reinforced by the common sense that ‘Bihać and its canton are being sacrificed by both 

Europe and Sarajevo and turned into a forcefully enclosed dumping ground for 

modernity’s global outcast’ (Hromadžić, 2018, p. 176). The sense of detachment that 

characterises the frontier since earlier history nourishes these stereotypes, where the 

migrant, although not directly held responsible for the ‘migration crisis’, remains the 

most proximate scapegoats.   

While stereotypes against migrants remain strong, inhabitants I had conversation with 

were extremely aware and critical of the politics of containment and isolation that 

brought migrants to the canton. Some of them also highlighted that this 

mismanagement strongly diminished opportunity for dialogue. As Harun told me 

during one of our conversations:   

There was never an institutional encouragement to make locals and migrants 

communicate. All the initiatives came from people like us, who actively decided to 

help them. And this is just because we know how it feels to be refugees. Some of us 

decided to do something, but many turned their gaze away. They avoid migrants, 

they don’t talk to them, and they just live up to banal generalisations and 

stereotypes that are the same all the time for all the strangers that we had in the 

past.  



290  

  

Inhabitants negative perceptions of migrants coexisted with a sense of empathy, 

whereas migrant struggles were connected to the experiences of refuge and trauma 

that participated in the history of the frontier.    

Several canton’s inhabitants had been refugees themselves and returned to semi-

destroyed cities following the war. Those who remained experienced the brutality of 

the war on their skin. When inhabitants connected their personal history of war trauma 

and the personal histories bringing migrants on the frontier, a bridge was created 

between them. As Hana once told me:  

Our war, their wars. What's the point in measuring who suffered most? War is just 

horrible anywhere and nobody wants to be a refugee. We have all been forced to 

change our lives because war turned them apart. We, Bosnians, know what it feels 

like. We can't turn our gaze away.   

The common reference of the war also appeared in conversation with migrants. 

Manoush, for example, often praised Bosnian people for their solidarity:  

They used to help us because they know war. I don’t think they forgot; I think they 

don’t have the resources to help us. This is Europe, yes, but we are still on the 

wrong side of the world. Here there has been war, in my country there is war. In 

my country you see it from the bombs, here you see it in the faces.  

Migrants and inhabitants’ perception of one another converge in the awareness that, 

for as much as their respective others can be feared or kept away, they are not the ones 

to blame for their oppression. Even when constituting the migrant part of an 

extraneous, dangerous, and careless collectivity; the majority of the inhabitants of the 
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Una-Sana canton were conscious that migrants were victims and not responsible for 

their condition of displacement. During one of our conversations, Aldin once told me:  

There is a lot of hypocrisy in the Western world. They conquered a lot and they 

committed so many crimes before in their past. Bosnia has never done this and 

then the same people come and preach to us. Then they leave us with this migrants’ 

problem and say that we are racist because we ask for help from the institutions 

and we say that we can’t cope with all these people. You see the paradox?   

When this sense of empathy emerges, it does not erase the sense of anger and fear. On 

the contrary, these feelings are reoriented towards the external forces causing the 

situation in the first place. It is this empathy that sets the premise for creating games in 

joint agency where migrants and inhabitants reconstitute their struggles in relation to 

one another and their subversion in relation to the EUropean border. Games in joint 

agency appear in different articulations where migrants and inhabitants subvert the 

positions that the border assigns them and reposition themselves in solidarity with one 

another. In the next paragraphs, I elaborate on three examples in which these games of 

subversion and repositioning take place.  

Velečevo’s Checkpoint  

Velečevo is a village in the municipality of Ključ, 90 kilometres away from Bihać. The 

village is located on the western side of the Inter-Entity Boundary Line (IEBL) that 

divides the country into two entities: The Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

Republika Srpska. Every day, buses coming from Sarajevo and Tuzla cross Ključ to 

reach Bihać.  After crossing the IEBL into the Federation, the buses enter the Una-Sana 
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canton. The first stop in the canton is in Velečevo, on a country road that interrupts the 

blue and green harmony between the Bosnian hills and the river Sana.  

In October 2018, the cantonal government issued a decision to establish a checkpoint 

at Velečevo’s bus stop. Since then, a police patrol is parked at the bus stop to check 

passengers’ documents. Passengers who do not have documents are usually migrants 

travelling towards Bihać to cross the border with Croatia. When they are checked, they 

are asked to get off the bus and prohibited to move further. Migrants who are stopped 

in Velečevo often have temporary papers, granted to them by UN authorities and which 

authorise them to travel to TRC facilities across the country (Hameršak, 2020). These 

prescriptions are, however, ignored by the authorities of the Una-Sana canton, who 

have the priority to keep migrants away from their land.    

By forcing migrants to interrupt their journey without giving them any alternative 

options, police officers at Velečevo’s checkpoint are de-facto pushing them back, 

without the government authorisation. Once again, the boundary between what is legal 

and what is illegal, what is legitimate and what is not, is blurred in the frontier.  

The police car is parked on the side of a shelter built and managed by a team of Red 

Cross volunteers, led by a Bosnian woman named Petra. Red Cross volunteers had been 

allowed to stay there and provide immediate support to migrants who are forced to get 

of the buses. Often, migrants decide to stop and spend the night at the checkpoint, to 

rest and reorganise. The Red Cross volunteers have set up other shelters which can host 

some of them. There are also tents and sleeping bags all around the bus stop. Velečevo 

is a miniature example of the incongruency of the border regime in the Una-Sana 
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canton, where the system of deportation and that of receptions work hand in hand, 

though with very different purposes.  

I met Petra, the Red Cross volunteer’s leader, on a Thursday in February 2019, and she 

let me shadow her during her shift in Velečevo. Subsequently, we remained close 

friends and I kept visiting the checkpoint during my fieldwork. The first time I arrived 

in Velečevo, we parked the car close to the police’s one and she warmly greeted the two 

police officers sitting inside. One of them was in his late fifties, the other in his early 

twenties. Twenty-five migrants spent the night there. Most of them were young men in 

their thirties, but there was also a woman travelling with her husband and two tenyear-

old sons and a fifteen-year-old daughter. The migrants came from Iraq, Pakistan, and 

Afghanistan. Petra has lived in Velečevo her whole life but was forced to leave the 

country when the war started, in 1992. During that period, she and her family were 

refugees in Switzerland. Her experience as a refugee, she told me, brought her closer to 

that of people on the move and encouraged her to help them.   

For me, it was not really a matter of doing the right thing, but more about seeing 

myself in them. I remembered my mom. How she cried when we fled Bosnia.  I 

remembered when we were the ones hiding in the woods. No one would leave their 

homes and embark on such a terrible journey if they would not need to do that. It 

is my responsibility to help them because I have been a refugee.  

During the day, three buses arrived. Each of them was stopped and searched by the two 

police officers. On the first bus, five people were ordered to get off. On the second, 

fifteen. The third one brought an additional eight. At 7.30 pm there were at least fifty 

people at the checkpoint. A group of seven decided to move forward on foot. The rest 
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of them chose to spend the night at the bus stop. We were in the middle of a Bosnian 

countryside road. Forty-three pushed back migrants, six Red Cross volunteers, one 

researcher and two police officers. All of us arrived here for different reasons. Some 

voluntarily, some for duty, some forcibly.   

Subjects in Velečevo’s checkpoint are originally positioned according to colonial logic 

of the border: the police officers enforce the politics of containment and expulsion 

against which the migrants struggle. The Red Cross Volunteers provide temporary 

reception, offering migrants food, clothes and a space where to rest, before continuing 

their journey.  Nonetheless, differently from other spaces in the frontier, subjects are 

unable to disperse or hide. Police officers, volunteers, migrants all happen to be there, 

occupying different positions that are eventually renegotiated.   

When I arrived at the bus stop, I expected these positions to be stable. I expected the 

policemen to enforce the orders they had been given. I expected migrants to despise 

and resent them, and I expected the volunteers to mediate between them. What I saw 

instead was a suspension of these positions.   

I served under Petra’s direction alongside the other Red Cross volunteers. We 

distributed clothes, medicated those who were injured and explained their options to 

them. All this happened under the watch of the police officers, who did not have any 

problems in hearing us suggesting migrants that they could proceed the journey to 

Bihać on foot across the woods, even though that was exactly the act that the police 

officers were tasked with preventing. At sunset, we mostly knew each other names and 

we cooked a meal together on a bonfire next to the shelter. The police officers brought 
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their dinner, but they also sat with us. Petra explained to me that she has seen the 

police’s behaviour changing a lot:   

Before, the police were not very nice to the migrants, but then, they started 

listening. It's hard not to listen to people crying and fearing for their life, especially 

if you see that every day. And these police officers, they are not bad guys. They are 

just exhausted, like everyone in this country.  

Velid, one of the two police officers, was my age. In the weirdly relaxed context that 

somehow had emerged into the checkpoint, I felt comfortable enough to speak to him. 

I told him about my research and asked if he wanted to give me his view.    

Until that moment, I had been refraining from speaking to the police. I had been stopped 

and searched multiple times in Bihać and Velika Kladuša and, because of the 

experiences of other activists, I tended to fear them, because I had learned they often 

abused their power. Yet, Velid sat next to me across that fire and looked like any other 

twenty-six-year-old man who happened to also be a policeman. In that occasion, that I 

consider one of the most challenging moments of unlearning in my fieldwork, I 

eventually felt comfortable talking to him without fearing him because of his uniform. 

I asked Velid if he liked his job and what did he think about the situation.   

Do you think I have fun staying here getting people off the bus? No, I don’t. I don’t 

have a problem with these guys wanting to go to Europe. I get that they want a 

better life. I have a problem with Europe using Bosnia as a dump for human 

garbage. We, here are all human garbage to them. They did it during the war and 

they are doing it now.  
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At this point we were overheard by Shahbaz, a Pakistani man who Velid had removed 

from the bus a few hours earlier:   

You know, I don’t really get it. I believed that Europe was about human rights. That 

is why I left my country. Because in my country I was no human. But here I am 

moved around and pushed back like an animal. I don’t get what I have done wrong.  

I thought that Europe was better.  

Velid replied:  

I don’t know if Europe is about human rights. For sure, they do not apply them in 

Bosnia. Europe is not here man and it’s not for us. Not for me and not for you. And 

trust me, when you cross that border, you will remain for them what we all are for 

them. Barbarians, garbage, expendable people.  

Although Velid and Shahbaz are positioned by the border in opposing and antagonistic 

positions, the antagonist in this exchange became EUrope. Petra stepped in:  

Do you see? They both have a point. It is not us. It is not migrants either. Its Europe.  

Europe does not do anything. They say they welcome refugees, but they don’t. 

Politicians don’t want migrants to arrive there, so they let them here with us, and 

we don’t have the resources to help them, so people get nervous with them. But it 

is not their fault. It is Europe.   

Since that Thursday in 2019, I kept coming to Velečevo and seeing similar dynamics. 

Sometimes, volunteers, police officers and migrants began to play ball or card games. 

Very often, the police officers themselves were providing crossing tips to migrants.  
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They gave them guidance on easier and less controlled routes in the woods. They 

encouraged them to walk at night and to avoid taking buses, at least until they reached 

Bihać or Velika Kladuša.    

In Velečevo, the EUropean border is constructed every day and every day it is subverted 

as migrants and inhabitants rearticulate their struggle in mutuality. Those positioned 

as law enforcers and those positioned as lawbreakers interact in a peculiar harmony 

that escapes the colonial logic of the border and embraces the spirit of joint agency. By 

refusing to play the roles that the EUropean border assigns them, those encountering 

in the bus stop participate in frontier games where they subvert the colonial logic that 

wants them divided and question the positions that the border imposes on them.    

U-Pokretu – On the Move  

In front of Dom Penzionera, there is a building called Dom USAOJ, one of the two venues 

of Bihać Cultural Centre. The building is named after the United Alliance of Anti-Fascist 

Youth of Yugoslavia, whose first congress was held in Bihać in 1942. During Bihać’s 

siege, the building functioned as a military base. In 1994, the Assembly of the 

Municipality of Bihać included it in a state-owned public institution called House of 

Culture, which in 1999 was renamed Bihać Cultural Centre (TourismBiH). From the 

early 2000s, the building has sporadically hosted cultural events, but never with 

consistency. According to Muhammad, a student from Bihać, the lack of spaces and 

initiatives for cultural aggregation is one of the reasons pushing young people to leave 

the canton. Muhammad studied at the University of Sarajevo but has lived most of his 

life in Bihać. We had a conversation about growing up in Bihać, and he told me:  
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There is nothing for young people here. We are living a generational exodus. there 

is no future, no infrastructure, no investment, no perspective. We were here before 

the migrants and we will be hereafter them, but nobody cares.  

In 2018, Muhammad was one of the many Bihać citizens who volunteered to support 

migrants who had just begun to camp in Dom Penzionera (Bihać camp) and Borići park. 

He had subsequently become sceptical of this kind of work:  

 We gave them food and blankets, yes, but that was it. They kept coming and going 

but there was no real attempt to know each other, to learn from each other. I have 

seen them all coming and going. Migrants, volunteers, researchers, organisations, 

journalists. They have no idea of what this place is, they just leave it behind.  

       

Muhammad is one of the co-founders of U-Pokretu, a local association that, since 2020, 

has worked towards the goal of opening a youth centre in Dom USAOJ. U-Pokretu, he 

explained, means ‘on the move’. The name was picked to highlight different flows of 

mobility that have brought peoples from different backgrounds, cultures and 

experiences in and out of Bihać. The main purpose of the organisation is that of 

promoting active youth engagement and ‘sensitising the local population to current 

problems including migration, sustainable development and civic awareness’ 

(UPokretu, n.d.). Madeline is also one of the co-founders of U-Pokretu:  

Migration from Pakistan, Iran and Iraq is just one of the problems here. In the last  

10 years, Bihać lost half of its population. They all moved to Austria and Germany.  

This canton is one of the poorest areas of the Bosnian Federation. We don’t want  
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to just support migrants; we want to create a space of mutual learning where 

everyone is included and where everybody learns.   

Madeline is not from Bihać nor from Bosnia and Herzegovina. She arrived in 2019, for 

an experience of international volunteering with IPSIA and she has worked for 2 years  

in Bira.   

This canton is so beautiful and rich, and I felt in love with it. Yet, it is so depressing 

when you live here, and you see that nothing changes. There has been no attempt 

to connect people. There is no civic engagement and people don’t understand that 

it is not just about the migrants. The fact that the migrants are deported here is 

just a consequence of a rotten system that is Europe.  

U-Pokretu organises several activities with local and international volunteers in the 

Una-Sana canton including creativity workshops, language courses, focus groups to 

discuss local and global issues and cultural events (U-Pokretu, n.d.). All these activities 

are open to everyone without distinction. The organisation gathers migrants, 

inhabitants, and international activists in the frontier, intending to share histories and 

cultures.  

One of the first projects, in connection with an Italian activist network called Rivolti ai 

Balcani was named ‘local reality in north-western BiH: promotion of youth engagement 

around migration issues.’  In the summer of 2021, the project involved weekly movie 

screenings bringing attention to different forms of migration across and from BiH. 

Among others, the screenings included A Walnut Tree, a Pakistani documentary settled 

in the context of the Pakistani-Taliban conflict; Midnight Traveller, about the story of an 

Afghan family fleeing from Taliban persecution, and Flotel Europa, about Bosnian 
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refugees reaching Denmark in 1992. The movies were projected on the wall of Dom 

USAOJ. The events attracted migrants living in Dom Penzionera (Bihać camp), as well 

as Bihać inhabitants. In September 2021, U-Pokretu launched a multicultural food 

festival involving people on the move and locals to cook and share their traditional 

dishes. The central intuition driving activists beyond these initiatives is that movement 

does not necessarily have to be unsettling but can also be enriching. In the words of 

Madeleine:  

If people only started to talk to each other things will be different here. There are 

people from everywhere. You could learn so much about the world just by staying 

here for one month. It is such a tragedy that all this energy goes to waste.  

By assembling subjects into spaces of dialogue, U-Pokretu reverses the emergency and 

security driven discourse suggested by the idea of a ‘migration crisis’ and reframes the 

‘crisis’ into an opportunity to connect different histories, languages, cultures, and life 

experiences. Instead of thinking of the canton as a place from which to escape, the 

activists of U-Pokretu re-consider it as a place with a lot to offer, naturally and 

culturally, and encourage all those who are passing through the frontier, including 

migrants, returning inhabitants and international activists, to rethink themselves and 

each other as belonging to a generation which is ‘on the move’. In the words of 

Muhammad:   

Here, we stopped trusting Sarajevo and we stopped trusting Europe decades ago. 

We are only left with what we have and what we have is lots of people from 

everywhere not talking to each other and desiring to be elsewhere. We decided to 

turn this narrative around. To start from here, from us. All of us.  
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The subversive force of the frontier game played by U-Pokretu starts from and turns 

the presence of migrants into an opportunity for mutual learning and an occasion to 

draw attention to a larger set of issues that interest the region, including its history of 

migration and depopulation. The new tensions brought with the EUropean border 

bring the older ones to the surface. U-Pokretu proposes to connect them, empowering 

all of those who permanently and temporarily spend time in the frontier. Muhammad 

continued:  

We want to re-centre the dialogue here. To these mountains, to these rivers, to 

these people encountering. We want to re-frame the history, re-tell it on our own 

terms. The arrival of migrants has inevitably brought back the trauma of war to 

the surface. We don’t want to bury it down again. We want to overcome it and we 

can only do this by staying in solidarity with each other.  

KRAK   

There is a huge industrial complex in the Bihać neighbourhood of Hatinac. In the 1950s, 

the complex hosted the factory of a textile company named Kombiteks. In 1991, 

Kombiteks stopped production. From 1992 to 1995, during Bihać's siege, some parts of 

the factory were used to supply the military with weaponry. After the war, along with 

many other industries in the canton, Kombiteks went bankrupt (Pasik, 2021). Like 

several factories of the Yugoslav period, Kombiteks had a whole building designated to 

host the workers club, a place where workers could socialise and relax after work. In 

2018, the edifice of the factory's workers club has found new life thanks to a group of 

activists, scholars, and artists who have transformed it into a space for cultural 

aggregation and visual arts.   
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The space is called KRAK, after the factory workers club. KRAK established as Bihać  

Centre for Contemporary Culture. I visited KRAK in August 2021 invited by Seno and 

Mira, KRAK’s founder and artistic director. They welcomed me into the building and, 

after showing me around and introducing me to the other co-founders, they invited me 

to have coffee in their open-space office. I gathered they were extremely enthusiastic 

about the project they were developing, though still unsure of the kind of direction that 

it would have taken. Seno told me:  

We are still not sure about what we are doing but we are connected by the idea 

that this city, this country, they are not without hope as the government want us 

to believe. There are some things to be preserved. We are very fluid. We are 

experimenting with ideas and flows around visual art and urban space, but we also 

look around us and everyone is welcome to join our vision.   

The co-founders of KRAK come from different professional background but share the 

discomfort with the consolidation of a common imaginary of BiH and the Balkans as a 

space that exists only in comparison to EUrope. In the words of Mira:  

Our community is socialised into thinking that in Europe everything is good and 

better. We are not talking about Europe. We are talking about this place. We are 

not talking about leaving the country, but we want to make our community better.   

By contesting the assumption that the best option for people in Bihać, both migrants 

and inhabitants, would be to go to EUrope, KRAK turns the gaze away from the border 

and into the frontier, which stops being marginal and becomes central. There, it 

recovers the positive stories, those that are worthy to be preserved. Mira continued:  
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It is not just the war that choked up this country. It is also the idea that we are 

cursed; that our best option is to leave. There is this assumption that the past is 

just blood and violence, and the future is just Europe. Well, here we want to 

propose an alternative. We are a people of survivors; we are also a people of 

brothers and sisters. There are positive stories, and we have a responsibility to 

remember them.  

The requalification of the KRAK workers’ club is, for Mira, the first example of how the 

positive stories are still there to be recovered:  

By saving this space, we are saving what was good from the history of Yugoslavia. 

Unity. A unity that our country so easily lost, but that was so real, so pure and that 

we cannot send to waste. In Yugoslavia, we were all brothers and sisters, and we 

were welcoming everyone. When you believe in these values, the strangers, if they 

live with you, work with you, become your brothers and sisters as well. Saving 

these values of brotherhood means also changing attitudes toward migrants.   

KRAK’s first exhibition was precisely centred on the factory where it is settled. The 

exhibition, which I already briefly addressed in Chapter 4, was called Kombiteks: Space 

and Time and exposed photographic and film material that KRAK inherited from the 

Kombiteks administration (KRAK, n.d.). Its main purpose was to celebrate Bihać's 

industrial past, 'seeing processes of rich social and cultural substantiality which 

reflected on the wider community’ (Pasic, 2021, p. 6). Through this exhibition, Seno 

explained to me, KRAK wanted to retrieve Bihać’s legacy as an industrial pole of  

Yugoslavia, and to have people remember the history of brotherhood from which  

Bosnians come from:  
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Our is not just a history of genocide. Our is a history of brotherhood. We need to 

remember both. Only by remembering that history we can understand the present 

and think about the future. And this also applies to the situation with migrants.   

In September 2021, Bosnian Artist Aida Šehović was invited by KRAK to explore her 

artistic project on migration and home. Šehović was a refugee in the United States 

during the war and became interested in exploring the different substances that home 

had for her, for her generation, and for the new generations of refugees.   

The exhibition she held at KRAK was titled Returning Home and proposed a visual 

dialogue between Šehović’s personal experience as a refugee in the 1990s and that of 

migrants stuck in Bihać. The dialogue orbited around different idealisations of home as 

a zone of multiple contradictions: belonging and displacement, aspiration, and 

nostalgia, returning and escaping. As part of her research, Šehović spent days in the 

camp of Lipa, interviewing migrants and organising workshops with the support of the 

volunteers of IPSIA. The migrants who voluntarily participated in the workshops were 

asked to visualise and draw their idea of home, both the one they left and the one they 

aspired to.  The drawings were exposed in the exhibition in a section titled drawings 

towards home. When the exhibition was inaugurated, migrants who participated were 

also invited.  Šehović’s exhibition put migrants and locals’ experiences of looking for 

refuge together in the same space, contesting the border that wanted them separated 

and incompatible.  Seno told me, referring to the inauguration event:  

It was incredible. You saw all these people together, getting emotional about their 

histories being so like one another. It was a unique moment.   
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In its still young experience, KRAK has established a space where migrants and 

inhabitants’ struggle and their histories find ground for joint agency. The frontier game 

that is played within KRAK recovers the histories that the border let fade. The histories 

of refuge, and the histories of resistance. By putting subjects in front of performances 

and initiatives that recall unity, KRAK’s inventiveness reposition subjects in the frontier 

in solidarity with one another.    

Conclusion  

This chapter concludes the analytical investigation of the making of a frontier 

identifying examples of subversive acts and initiatives that oppose the colonial logic of 

the EUropean border. Frontier games develop into counter-systemic practices where 

subjects re-position themselves towards each other and in opposition to the colonial 

logic of the border. The subversive logic that characterises the game that is played in 

the border diffuses in the frontier. As the border changes form, appears and disappears, 

so do strategies to subvert its many articulations. The game pluralises into frontier 

games that continue to trouble and unsettle the colonial logic that the border imposes 

in the frontier. Escape games unsettle the border articulation of the reception system. 

Games of joint agency enable subjects in the frontier to articulate their struggles as 

mutual struggles, and their forced and prolonged togetherness as an opportunity for 

mutual solidarity.  

Frontier games are the seeds of collective resistance against the colonial logic of the 

EUropean border. They reveal the inconsistencies and oppressions entrenched in the 

politics of the border as much as the agencies through which migrants, inhabitants, and 

activists intersect their positions, moving from acting as contestants into acting as team 

players. Frontier games express situations which emerge when spaces for dialogue are 
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opened in-between the heterogeneous appearances of the border. Like borders, games 

are constitutive of frontiers. The simultaneous presence of borders and games in the 

Una-Sana canton exemplifies the characterisation of a frontier as an expansive space 

where multiple logics are at play.   

In conclusion, documenting the making of a frontier by giving space to these games 

offers an opportunity for two main reflections. On the one hand, migrants and activists 

acting clandestinely in makeshift camps are increasingly denouncing the politics of the 

EUropean border by disengaging with forms of support that are provided by official 

institutions. On the other hand, games of joint agency between migrants and 

inhabitants present opportunities to assemble and amplify local and migrant struggles 

towards different dimensions of the EUropean border. In both cases, frontier games 

expose and reject the violence of the border and reposition subjects into counter-

systemic strategies aimed at subverting its logic.    
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Chapter 7. Making Frontiers, Unmaking EUrope  

A frontier brings together what a border divides. It is a field of struggle where positions 

are continuously renegotiated and where multiple subjects play games. It is an 

experimental field, where everything transforms at different paces. The margins 

between legality and illegality, legitimate and prohibited, theirs and ours, here and 

there, now and then, become increasingly blurred. These margins are constantly 

challenged and constantly teased. The more they weaken the more the structure 

sustaining the EUropean border is challenged.   

This thesis developed into an extended, reflexive and situated investigation of a case of 

forced, unexpected and prolonged encounter between differently positioned subjects 

in the Una-Sana canton. The making of a frontier arises out of the entanglement of the 

logics that constitute and emerge out of these encounters, which I have observed by 

engaging with the analytical tools of borders and games, and in dialogue with subjects 

temporarily and permanently inhabiting the canton.   

In this concluding chapter, I illustrate the making of frontiers as an opportunity to push 

boundaries that have so far characterised critical debates on EUrope and on its borders, 

and to draw attention to new analytical grammars through which agencies, histories, 

and subjectivities encountering in and transforming European space are reframed and 

politicised. I conclude the study with two arguments.  

First, I wish to argue that frontier-making represents an object of study that requires 

investigating contemporary collisions of local and mobile histories, agencies, and 

subjectivities in the peripheries of the world. Observing subjects renegotiating their 

subaltern positions in the context of the making of a frontier, this study found it 
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necessary to contribute to Critical Migration and Critical Balkan Studies by proposing 

frontier-making as an approach to complement border-thinking.    

Building on decolonial studies, I attempt an analytical move from border-thinking to 

frontier-making highlighting the latter’s potential to examine the relations between 

temporal and spatial scales of analysis, and between moments of extension, situation, 

and reflection in research practice. I elaborate my argument below.  

Second, I also wish to argue that the making of a frontier is where EUrope is unsettled. 

The puzzle that emerges out of this research reveals the making of a frontier in the Una-

Sana canton as a process whereby EUrope is creating spaces of bordering and 

containment that, through frontier games, are simultaneously renegotiated as spaces 

of repositioning and subversion. The processes of border enforcement and border 

subversion that are considered in this study are illustrated through the entangled 

histories that make this frontier a catalyst for conquest and resistance, for violence and 

solidarity.   

Connecting these histories with the present articulation of frontier games, frontier-

making presents an opportunity to rethink agencies, histories, and subjectivities 

emerging out of forced and prolonged encounters between subaltern subjects 

considering the challenge that these encounters pose to the forces producing them. The 

making of a frontier partakes in the unmaking of EUrope, a process in which subjects 

expose EUrope’s contradictions and enact, through games of repositioning and 

subversion, the solidarity that EUrope denies them.  
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From Border-Thinking to Frontier-Making  

I started this thesis by distinguishing borders and frontiers in their nature, appearance, 

and purpose. I conclude identifying frontier-making as an opportunity to complement 

border-thinking, and to move towards nuanced and elastic understandings of the 

complexities through which subjects, agencies, and histories are encountering each 

other and challenging the external forces producing them.   

The material gathered through my participant observation in the Una-Sana canton 

revealed a case of forced and prolonged encounter of differently positioned subjects, of 

the different ways in which the EUropean border penetrates their everyday life, and of 

the different strategies through which they attempt to subvert the border’s colonial 

logic. The frontier that emerges out of this investigation no longer appears as a point of 

immobility on a mobile route. On the contrary, it is coproduced through a complex 

choreography of borders and games, presents and pasts, here(s) and there(s), us(s) and 

them(s), where multiple trajectories of struggle and resistance assemble and 

continuously transform. The complexities identified through this study of the making 

of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton allow me to elaborate on frontier-making as an 

approach to the study of these trajectories.   

I elaborate on frontier-making building on decolonial movements in Critical Balkan 

Studies and Critical Migration Studies. In this thesis, I have engaged with the work of 

scholars that recently explored ways of connecting Balkan and migrant agencies, 

histories, and subjectivities in the context of the invention of the ‘western Balkan Route’ 

(Rexhepi, 2018; New Keywords Collective, 2016; Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020; Beznec and 

Kurnik, 2020; Kurnik and Razsa, 2020). Their contributions, I maintained, have been 

articulated with awareness of the complexities emerging with the externalisation of 
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EUropean border; with the consolidation of migratory patterns of escape and 

deportation in the Western Balkans; and with analytical attention to the decolonial 

grammars of border-thinking.   

Border-thinking is described by Walter Mignolo as ‘the spatial epistemic break 

emerging all over the planet’ and represents the unifier between ‘the diversity of locals 

that were subjected as colonies of the modern empires or that as empires had to 

respond to Western expansion’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 493). As I noted in Chapter 2, among 

the numerous approaches through which borders have been understood, unpacked, 

and criticised, border-thinking has proven to be particularly popular for scholars in 

Critical Balkan and Critical Migration Studies. In particular, the analytical frameworks 

developed through the concepts of ‘counter-mapping’ (Tazzioli, 2015) ‘assemblages of 

mobility’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020) and ‘joint agency’ (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020) build 

on border-thinking to offer ground to rethink mobilities, spaces, and subjectivities 

crossing and inhabiting the Balkans through the rearticulation of mutual struggles 

inflicted by the colonial logic of the EUropean border (Achiume, 2018), and to delink 

from the territorial epistemologies that confine them as colonised subjects.  

At its core, border-thinking challenges Euro and Western-centric epistemic power 

structures and proposes to empower subaltern subjects to ‘delink from a territorial us’ 

and reconstitute cohesion transversally through the acknowledgement of the ‘colonial 

wounds’ connecting ‘the diversity of subaltern histories and corresponding 

subjectivities’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 493). Expanding on this connection in dialogue with 

Madina Tlostanova, Mignolo constitutes within border-thinking the strategy to delink 

from the geo- and body-politics of knowledge creating the subaltern in the first place.  
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‘Border-thinking’ the two scholars claim, ‘displaces European modernity and empowers 

those who have been epistemically disempowered through the perpetuation of colonial 

difference’ (Mignolo and Tlostanova, 2006, p. 209). In other words, border-thinking is 

initiated by those sharing a colonial wound and reclaiming their right to delink from the 

territorial epistemologies where they have been confined.   

As I mentioned in the first chapter of this thesis, entrenched in the rejection of territorial 

epistemology, there is the rejection of frontiers as tools of analysis. Frontiers, in border-

thinking, represent zones of colonial domination and oppression that, Mignolo and 

Tlostanova argue, ‘are traced by the creation of imperial difference and constituted by the 

logic of coloniality’ to which border-thinking responds (Mignolo and Tlostanova, 2012, p. 

206).  

The epistemological turn proposed within border-thinking solidifies in the contribution 

of critical scholars merging reflections in Critical Migration and Critical Balkan Studies. 

‘Assemblages of mobility’ on the ‘Balkan route’, according to Beznec and Kurnik, ‘reveal 

the hidden and previously undisclosed subalternized local forms of escape and therefore 

invigorate the dormant critique of coloniality in the geopolitical locations that nowadays 

function as the borders of Europe’ (Beznec and Kurnik, 2020, p. 33). They also, in the 

words of Kurnik and Razsa, expose ‘conditions of mobility that intersect with silenced 

local legacies of various struggles against political projects of hegemony based on modern 

European notions of sovereignty and nationality’ (Kurnik and Razsa, 2020, p. 18).   

These scholars assimilate the rejection of territorial epistemology that is constitutive of 

border-thinking, reappropriating the ‘Balkan route’ as an epistemic space constituted by 

colonial forces and reclaimed by the subaltern subjects inhabiting and crossing it.   
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Frontier-making complements border-thinking, disengaging with the identification of 

frontiers as purely colonial spaces and challenging the insistence to de-link from 

territorial epistemology.  

This thesis observed frontiers as ambiguous and hybrid zones where colonial and 

subversive logics coexist and co-transform through time. While I agree with Mignolo 

and Tlostanova that frontiers remain ‘geographic and body graphic spaces’ (Mignolo 

and Tlostanova, 2012, p. 205), I contend that they are elastic and transforming, 

simultaneously expanding and contracting through the constant enforcement and 

subversion of borders and games. These borders and games constitute a choreography 

between differently positioned subjects arriving, departing, deporting, and being 

deported; they enable them to redesign their agencies, and to renegotiate their 

assigned subject positions.   

Frontiers, as interpreted in this study, are not antithetical to borders, nor are they 

defined by them. On the contrary, borders are constituent objects that transform and 

participate in the making of frontiers. Borders turn into walls, voices, guises, norms, 

imaginaries, checkpoints, policies that attach to specific subject positions. They become 

epistemic and material weapons of silencing and exclusion that, in the frontier, are 

simultaneously constantly reinforced and constantly subverted. If the border is a 

constituent and not a determinant aspect of the making of frontiers, there are other 

forces at stake allowing the frontier to extend, shrink and transform.   

The making of a frontier contests the idea that frontiers, as colonial spaces, are simply 

‘designed as the locations of the barbarian’ (Mignolo and Tlostanova 2006, p. 205). 

Frontier-making takes distance from the purely colonial function that frontiers are 



313  

  

given in border-thinking. What emerges from this in-depth study of agencies, histories 

and subjectivities encountering in the Una-Sana canton is that frontiers do not exist in 

a state of pure colonialism nor in one of pure decolonisation. They are co-constituted 

through the interaction of colonial and subversive logics that make them complex to 

describe as they are constantly in the making. Border-thinking does not suffice to 

describe the complex networks of encounters and events that are remapping European 

space. These encounters and events urge reframing questions about EUrope, borders, 

frontiers, and ways to know and research them.  

In other words, as revealing and necessary the responses invoking border-thinking 

have been in tackling ‘assemblages of mobility’ in the ‘western Balkan route’, a central 

question has been neglected. This is the question concerning how these conditions of 

mobility and silenced local legacies are cultivated across the different zones where 

migrant and other subjects interact. Frontier-making proposes to address this 

question, following up on these responses and enriching the debate surrounding them 

with empirical grounding and historical depth. It reconsiders the potential of a 

territorial epistemology in locating the encounters between subaltern subjects in the 

peripheries of the world.  

I premised this research in the acknowledgment that concepts such as ‘migration crisis’ 

and Western Balkans are EUropean inventions enacted to constitute and subordinate 

non-EUropean spaces and subjectivities (Bjelić and Savic, 2005). I moved on to study 

frontiers as zones  where these same spaces and subjectivities, and the external forces 

producing them, coexist in ambiguity and are constantly challenging and transforming 

each other. In this sense, frontier-making proposes a fundamental analytical move: 
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from delinking from territorial epistemology into reconstituting the frontier into a 

more nuanced and complex political category.  

By moving from delinking into reconstructing, frontier-making welcomes the challenge 

of de-fetishising borders of their central position in mapping world politics and social 

research. Frontiers, in this sense, are complex zones  where it is possible to undermine 

the central scope of the border, ‘upon which imperial power is naturalized, enacted and 

corrupted’ (Mignolo and Tlostanova, 2006, p. 208). In turn, an analytical turn to 

frontier-making allows engagement with the project envisioned by scholars such as 

Harsha Walia, that entails ‘undoing the physical borders that enforce a global system of 

apartheid and undoing the conceptual borders that keep us separated from one 

another’ (Walia, 2014, p. 9). In this sense, the making of a frontier comes with the 

challenge of decolonisation, interpreted as, in the words of Walia, something that 

‘traverses the political and personal realms of our lives, honours diverse articulations 

of non-hierarchical and non-oppressive association [...] and encourages us to constitute 

our kinship and movement networks based on shared affinities as well as responsible 

solidarities’ (Walia, 2014, p. 23).   

Making frontiers into central research objects, I disavowed ways of thinking about 

migrant mobilities as linear trajectories from one point of origination in the formerly 

colonised world to one point of destination in EUrope. I also rejected the imaginary 

associating Western Balkan states, languages, peoples, and histories with dark, 

marginal and liminal voids (Gržinić et al., 2020). Frontier-making is about entangling 

these constructed mobilities and immobilities, focusing on how they are caught in 

moments of unforeseen and unintentional interruption and on what synergies emerge 

from them.  
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Building on the decolonial grammars connecting Critical Balkan and Critical Migration 

Studies, I studied frontier-making to expand this dialogue beyond the scope of an 

intellectual discussion on border-thinking in the Balkans. I argue that such discussion 

serves as a starting point to disclose the constellation of different and contextually 

grounded temporary and heterogeneous multiplicities that are constituted into the 

prolonged encounter of subjects who are bordered, marginalised and racialised in the 

Balkans (and elsewhere), and to look at the potential political challenges that they pose 

to EUrope.  

If border-thinking is about delinking ‘from the narratives and promises of modernity’ 

and ‘using alternative knowledge traditions and alternative languages of expression’ 

(Mayblin, 2022, p. 34), frontier-making re-constitutes knowing, thinking and being 

through the epistemic, bodily, and material entanglement between the forces 

producing the colonial logic of power and its subversive responses, acknowledging that 

they cannot be observed or described if not in interaction with one another.  

In other words, this thesis proposes frontier-making to rethink the relations between 

colonial and colonised, colony and metropole, while acknowledging that they are 

necessarily intermingled and transformative. What makes the frontier a peculiar zone 

to observe borders and games in action is precisely the fact that agencies, histories, and 

subjectivities are constantly moving in-between assigned and subverted positions, 

reinventing themselves in relation to the changing contexts in which they are caught.   

Frontier-making represents an organic, elastic and constantly transforming process that 

allows a reframing of the way in which we research with subjects and logics assembling 

in marginalised spaces.  
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When Azra Hromadžić returned to Bihać in 2018, her ‘Notes from the Field’ warned 

scholars about the incredible potential her hometown provided for observing 

unprecedent assemblages of histories and peoples. ‘The overlap of dispersed 

peripheries and postwar, postsocialist, postcolonial, and imperial geographies and 

histories’ she argued, ‘forcefully converged to challenge our analytic vocabularies, 

research methodologies, and attempts to create clean categories of analysis’ 

(Hromadžić, 2018, p. 176). Welcoming the challenge outlined in ‘Notes from the Field’, 

this thesis advocated for dialogue between fields of studies, political and epistemological 

foundations, and theoretical and empirical stages of research practice to disengage from 

these clean categories and reconstitute knowledge in the frontier. These dialogical 

relations, I argue, disclose the making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton and place an 

opportunity to advance frontier-making as a nuanced and pioneering approach to the 

study of contemporary encounters between local and mobile agencies, histories, and 

subjects on the peripheries of the world.   

At the backbone of this approach there are two central synergies. The first is a synergy 

between temporal and spatial scales of analysis. The second is a synergy between 

reflection, extension, and situation in research practice.  

In reclaiming the importance of territoriality, I have argued that the social and political 

contingencies that come up with the proliferation of ‘assemblages of mobility’ can no 

longer be disentangled from the local, social, and political context where these appear.  

By considering historical contingencies that interested the Una-Sana canton, I observed 

different power complexes (empires, kingdoms, and occupations) positioning the 

canton as a peripheral space, an edge of territory to be kept conquered, and to be ruled 
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indirectly. The political and social status quo in the Una-Sana canton constantly moved 

and transformed with the turbulence of distant ruling centres. Generations of 

inhabitants have lived multiple cycles of alliances and hostilities, based on the 

precarious influence of contradictory and fragilely assorted political configurations.   

These cycles play an important role in shaping how the local inhabitants reacted to the 

arrival and forced immobilisation of migrants in the canton. The fundamental value of 

synergising past and present temporalities helps to make sense of the co-presence of 

fear and empathy in inhabitants’ perceptions of migrants stuck in the frontier. On the 

one hand, migrants’ forced presence nourished inhabitants’ pre-existing preoccupation 

with the carelessness of the external forces governing them. On the other, it 

reawakened experiences of trauma and displacement that are very much cemented in 

the histories of this community.  

This synergic motion deployed in frontier-making also connects local and global 

articulations of struggle and resistance. By looking at the everyday, I elaborated on how 

assemblages between migrants and inhabitants are simultaneously impeded and 

enabled by the transforming yet fragmented appearance of the border. The border 

invents a distance between the Western Balkans and the EU, between Europeans and 

EUropeans, and between citizens and migrants. In the frontier, these inventions 

replicate the border’s colonial logic by compartmentalising spaces and relations so that 

inhabitants and migrants are kept apart and discouraged from interacting. Yet, their 

prolonged confinement in a space that is elastic, extensive and chaotic enables these 

subjects to renegotiate the position that EUrope assigns them. Looking at games and 

borders while keeping in mind the historical trajectories and the structures of power 
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bringing these subjects together is necessary to understand the logics at stake in 

making frontiers.  

In other words, moving across time and space, this study attempted to read the 

complexities assembling into a circumscribed territory and in a circumscribed present, 

without diminishing or overlooking the extended dimensions that reveal a story about 

EUrope’s structures of power and the resistances that emerge to subvert it.   

Finally, frontier-making also concerns the scholarly attempt to produce research that 

could be simultaneously descriptive and critical of these structures of power, 

acknowledging the perspective that, as an EU citizen, educated in EUropean 

institutions, I have on the topics I discuss. In other words, it concerned thinking 

reflexively about how these same structures contaminated my process of reflecting, 

being in the field, and writing. Borders and games coexist in my reflexive practice.  

In writing this thesis, I have attempted to keep awareness on how Eurocentric models 

of knowledge production have participated in my training and education as a social 

science researcher, to make them explicit as power effects, to file them in my 

participant observation, and to fold them into my analysis. These Eurocentric models 

represent borders that are attached to my privileged subject position as an EU citizen. 

In this sense, my own game of repositioning and subversion consisted of recognising 

this privileged position, acknowledging the limited visuality I have as a result, and 

attempting to unlearn and relearn in dialogue and solidarity with the people I entered 

in conversation with.   

In turn, thinking with frontier-making also permits synergising reflexivity, extension, 

and situation in both the exploration of frontiers as research objects and in the research 
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practices through which they came into analysis. The entanglement between these 

three elements is what makes this study unique to the context it addresses and possibly 

useful elsewhere. On the one hand, the making of a frontier is strictly linked to my 

background and experience in the Una-Sana canton. This background and experience 

mixes memories, readings, activism, affect, friendships, conversations, participation, 

observations, recordings, note taking, rethinking, rereading, erasing, rewriting and so 

on. On the other, the model that emerges out of synergising reflexivity, extension, and 

situation provides ground for studying other similar frontier spaces, emerging from 

unexpected and prolonged encounters between groups of subjects in the Balkans, in 

Europe but also elsewhere.  

Eventually, the opportunity of frontier making resides in shifting perspective on how 

we look at mobilities and immobilities across borders and the colonial and decolonial 

grammars through which these unfold. It entails reflecting with the colonial forces 

producing the border and with the decolonial ones producing games of repositioning 

and subversion. Frontiers, I repeat, do not exist in a state of pure colonialism nor in one 

of pure decolonisation. They are not completely compartmentalized nor completely 

uncontrolled. They include multiple expressions of the making of borders and multiple 

expressions of its antidotes. Frontiers collide complexities that can only be unpacked 

by being there and being elsewhere; by thinking from the border and acting beyond it; 

by looking at the present and looking at the past; by involving those who stay and those 

who cross; and by acknowledging that their legibility remains strongly attached to our 

own reflexivity. This makes them incomparably privileged spaces in tackling how  

global structures of power interact with local contingencies and how these interactions 

can be charged with political significance.    
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Unmaking EUrope  

Article 19 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (2000) guarantees the right of 

protection in the event of removal, expulsion or extradition. The article recites:   

No one may be removed, expelled or extradited to a State where there is a serious 

risk that he or she would be subjected to the death penalty, torture or other 

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.   

In the frontier, agencies that in EUrope are condemned as crimes become legitimate.  

Pushbacks are de-facto inhuman and degrading punishments, that take place under 

EUrope vigilant eye. Migrants are constantly abused, beaten and robbed as they try to 

cross the mountains dividing the canton from Croatia, and in the towns and villages 

where they are deported. They are removed from their shelters, transported to remote 

and unequipped facilities, kept distant from inhabitants, treated like criminals, forced 

to experience multiple layers of physical and psychological suffering.   

At the same time, agencies that EUrope condemns as crimes in the frontier, in EUrope 

become legitimate. Article 45 of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union 

(1957) states:  

Every citizen of the Union has the right to move and reside freely within the 

territory of the Member States.  

 While migrants are criminalised, deported and immobilised for exercising a right to 

move, EUrope reserves the privilege of freedom of movement for its citizens.  
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When the EUropean border appears in the frontier, legal and illegal, criminal and lawful 

are not attached to specific acts. They are attached to the positions occupied by the 

subjects performing those acts.   

Illustrating that frontier-making is simultaneously an outcome and a condition of the 

making of borders, this study concludes with the claim that something noteworthy is 

taking place in the Una-Sana canton; something that can present unprecedented 

challenges to the project of EUrope.   

The making of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton reveals a paradox. EUrope is unmaking 

itself in the name of trying to hold itself together. This unmaking of EUrope is 

happening through a process that is not only discriminatory and racialising, but also 

contradictory to EUrope self-projected identity. If for centuries the matrix of 

Europe/modernity/coloniality has been conquering, oppressing, and constituting 

knowledges on subaltern subjects and spaces by openly legitimating a civilisation gap 

between Europe and its others; the values of cosmopolitanism, unity, and freedom of 

movement that EUrope uses to justify its actions, both to its own citizens and to its 

others, appears dubious (Petrović, 2014).   

Interrogating the transformation of European histories and identities, scholars across 

disciplines have consistently reflected on the contradictions that come from making 

Europe and consequently, EUrope, simultaneously in continuity with and breaking 

from the experiences of European dark histories (Chakrabarty, 2000; Balibar, 2009; 

Passerini, 2012; Petrović, 2014; Bhambra, 2017; Mazower, 2019). These contradictions 

have been described as emerging out of Europe being represented, in all its 

articulations, as both a particular and a universal project or, in the words of 
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Chakrabarty, as something that is inherently and constantly ‘appropriating the 

universal’ (Chakrabarty, 2000, p. 67).  

This appropriation, Chakrabarty explains, simplifies Europe into a theoretical skeleton 

out of which all other histories are only allowed to flesh out as subaltern (Chakrabarty, 

2000). Balkan histories and colonial histories have been for centuries produced in 

relation to a European core, dominating and othering them. Étienne Balibar also 

elaborates on this argument, looking at European identity as a process of ‘framing a 

system of categories for the representation of the world in the same gesture in which it 

identified itself with a dominant position’ (Balibar, 2009, p. 9). This system of 

categories, Balibar continues, allows EUrope to ‘generalize certain cultural codes, 

equating them with “civilisation,” transforming other systems of perception, 

expression, and belief into “subaltern” discourses’ and eventually turning the 

‘expression of cultures into a cosmopolitan community of mankind’ (Balibar, 2009, p.  

9).   

In the making of a frontier, the self-referential notion of cosmopolitanism that 

characterises the imaginary of Europe cultivates the archetype of EUrope into a 

normative entity that simultaneously ignores the colonial histories that constitute it 

(Bhambra, 2017) and selects the positive histories validating its path towards ‘rights, 

citizenship, fraternity, and civil society’ (Chakrabarty, 2017, p. 20).  

As Aleida Assman has argued, this represents a politics of selective memory that makes 

it impossible to imagine EUrope in the present and in the future, without a process of 

scrutiny, where dissonant and uncomfortable histories are systematically erased or 

diminished (Assman, 2008).  
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I argue that through frontier-making these uncomfortable histories can be exposed, 

unsilenced and fronted. The overlap of agencies, histories and subjectivities discussed 

in this thesis unveil EUrope in continuity with the experiences of Nazism and Fascism, 

and with those of colonialism and imperialism that all together have brought the 

oppression of peoples and places characterized as inferior and undesired others 

(Mazower, 2018).   

These experiences have been loud and tangible in the Una-Sana canton for centuries. 

They have lived in the consecutive phases of occupation, conquering, nationalism, 

authoritarianism and ethnic conflict brought about by competing power complexes into 

the lives of the inhabitants of the canton. Today, they continue to live in the 

infrastructure of the EUropean border which, as I outlined in Chapter 5, changes form 

while maintaining an inherently colonial logic.   

Frontier-making in the Una-Sana canton discloses an interplay between the disruption 

and continuity of EUrope’s present(s) and EUrope’s past(s); and of EUrope’s here(s) 

and EUrope’s there(s), that unmake the ideal of EUrope emerging from its politics of 

selective memory. This entails acknowledging how the legacies of EUrope’s dark 

histories are still tangible and present for the subjects who keep being assigned 

positions of subalternity. On this frontier, the unmaking of EUrope emerges out of the 

practices through which subjects expose EUrope’s failure in presenting itself as a 

project of unity and cosmopolitanism and renegotiate their positions in solidarity with 

one another.  

In this study, I have looked at histories that EUrope keeps on its margins and that 

encounter on its frontiers. In the case of the Una-Sana canton, these are the histories 
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inventing Balkan subjects, and positioning them as non-completed Europeans, 

inbetween the Eastern and the Western sides of EUrope. Such histories remain tangible 

in the policymaking of securitisation and enlargement. They are also palpable in the 

solidification of beliefs and stereotypes; in material, social and political fragilities, in 

the establishment of socio-economic dependencies; and in the limitations to 

movements of goods and people that maintain a gap between Balkan and EUropean 

citizens and spaces (Žižek, 1999; Hozic, 2006; Neofotistos, 2008).   

These are also the histories that evolve the citizen-subjects nexus into the citizen-

migrant one: the histories inventing the ‘migration crisis’. These histories moved with 

migrant subjects away from lands that have been conquered and colonised and into 

European space that has also been conquered and colonised. They accompanied 

migrants in their journeys on the maritime route through the Mediterranean Sea, in 

their treks on foot across the Western Balkans, and in frontier spaces that are 

constituted in zones like the Una-Sana canton. They accompany them when they are 

pushed back from a nation to another, from a makeshift camp to a reception centre; 

when they are impeded to enter cafés, restaurants, and supermarkets.   

The dynamic and heterogeneous appearance of the EUropean border in the Una-Sana 

canton reveals a particular articulation of EUrope, distinguishing it from other  

European spaces and imaginaries and displaying uneven geographies and subject 

positions that are still assigned in a relation of dependency and subjection (Tazzioli, 

2015; Vianelli, 2017; Stierl, 2018). In whichever way it manifests itself (a checkpoint, a 

pushback, a reception centre in an abandoned factory), the border coexists in 

paradoxical harmony with the universal values of cosmopolitanism, and free 

movement of people through which EUrope legitimises its contemporary existence. 
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Values that remain controversially and exclusively attached to specific categories of 

humans: EUropean citizens.  

In representing a homogenous, yet detached entity within European space, EUrope 

grounds the most contemporary reason for its existence in the purpose of softening 

border regulations for those who inhabit it as citizens. It follows that EUrope, as a 

universalist and cosmopolitan project, remains controversial, precisely because it is 

not universalist and cosmopolitan for everyone.   

For me, a EUropean citizen, EUrope is an expression of my freedom of movement and 

of my potential to make certain life-choices. As a migrant in EUrope, the EUropean 

border protects my rights and freedoms as I move freely across EU member states, 

study, work, establish relationships, settle, make home.  

To inhabitants of the Western Balkans, EUrope is delivered as a standard to achieve; a 

compulsory next step, a distant proximity to look up to. To migrants crossing the 

Western Balkans, EUrope is delivered as a destination, a prospect for a better life. This 

unreachability is attached to migrant and Balkan subjectivities even when and if they 

settle in EUrope. It turns into expensive visa regimes, long and bureaucratically 

complex asylum or settlement procedures, lower paid jobs, insecure housing, lack of 

access to education, and various forms of discrimination. In the worst cases, it turns 

into polices of offshoring and deportation.   

New articulations of the border appear everywhere to remind subjects that being on 

EUropean soil does not validate them beyond their positions of subalternity. On the 

contrary, EUrope is not a space that they can reach, but a project that is built on making 
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certain subjects worthier of cosmopolitanism at the expense of others and surviving by 

keeping these others in invented and perpetuated positions of inferiority.   

Yet, this paradoxical system of exceptional cosmopolitanism does not exist without 

challenges. While they are caught in making frontiers, subjects stuck on the margins of 

EUrope are temporarily enabled to renegotiate these positions, reconstituting their 

agencies in solidarity with one another.   

With the purpose of keeping this gap between its people and its others, EUrope is 

bordering unwanted subjects into positions that remain hard to escape but are also 

becoming increasingly hard to justify. The border must always find new strategies to 

respond to the ever-changing agencies of those it attempts to keep contained. It 

transforms into pieces of policymaking, acts of deportation, precarious facilities for 

reception. The more it sharpens its edges, the more it exposes its contradictions.  

The requalification of empty factories such as Bira and Miral into Temporary Reception 

Centres; the violent and traumatic pushbacks of the Croatian police; the internal 

deportations isolating migrants in jungle camps far away from inhabited centres, reveal 

EUropean border’s articulations into dehumanising and violent technologies that, for 

the sake of defending EUrope, deny the same fundamental rights over which EUrope is 

ostensibly built.   

In the case of both migrant and Balkan subjects, EUrope invented their positions and 

their urgency to escape them. Unmaking EUrope in the frontier means exposing, 

questioning and disengaging with its contradictions. It means playing games with its 

contradictions. Frontier games represent strategies by which these assigned positions 

are revisited through practices of solidarity that inevitably unsettle the EUropean 
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border. Once EUrope’s contradictions become evident in process of frontier-making, 

subjects are presented with an opportunity to renegotiate their positions and enact the 

values of cosmopolitanism and liberation that EUrope advertises as its own, but 

systemically denies to its others.    

Through escape games, differently positioned subjects subvert their positions, and 

expose the controversial infrastructure of the EUropean border, echoing the histories 

and agencies of partisan liberation that once populated the mountains where the game 

takes place today. These histories, celebrated as intrinsically EUropean, are 

overstepped by the infrastructure of the EUropean border.  

By continuing to play the game, and escaping from reception facilities, migrants 

reconstitute alternative spaces of clandestine livelihood; hiding from the border that 

attempts to keep them confined and exercising their freedom of movement. By taking 

advantage of their privileged position as EUropean citizens, outreach activists exercise 

solidarity across borders. They put their status as legalised subjects at risk, for the sake 

of promoting the fundamental rights that EUrope fails to guarantee for migrants. 

Migrant and activist agencies align with values that EUrope distinguishes as EUropean, 

but systematically fails to live up to. In turn, migrants and activists respond to EUrope’s 

failure by repositioning themselves in competition with the EUropean border.  

In turn, escape games are about subverting a system that is inherently unjust for some 

subjects and arbitrarily advantageous for others. As acts of repositioning and 

subversion, frontier games stay in the liminal space of legality and illegality, legitimate 

and illegitimate, that, on the one hand, keeps subjects in constant danger and, on the 

other, allows them to keep troubling the EUropean border.   
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In games in joint agency, migrants and inhabitants are enabled to connect their 

respective histories and recount them as the echoes of collective struggles and 

universal resistances. In coming together, migrants and inhabitants revisit EUropean 

histories of Yugoslav brotherhood, forced displacement and ethnic conflict. The 

experiences of Velecevo, KRAK and U-Pokretu exemplify the potential these encounters 

have for subjects assembling in the frontier, and the danger they pose to EUrope. In 

these experiences, the narratives that EUrope invents about what happens at its 

peripheries and about the people inhabiting and crossing them are turned upside 

down. Crises become possibilities, emergencies become occasions for reflecting on the 

past, prolonged cohabitations become chances for creativity, difference becomes a 

learning opportunity.  

In the making of a frontier, the uneven geographies of Europe are reconstituted and 

solidified in the Una-Sana canton where cities, villages, mountains, rivers, abandoned 

factories, and abandoned buildings are weaponised by the EUropean border and 

reclaimed through frontier games. The border turns them into zones of containment 

and the games requalify them as spaces for their own subversion. When frontier games 

are played, the colonial logic of the EUropean border is exposed and problematized. 

Present(s) and past(s); local and global trajectories, borders and games, endogenous 

and exogenous political forces, relations of tensions and relations of solidarity, 

turbulence and quiet, grey buildings and green hills, all come together.   

The making of a frontier shows that EUrope can no longer solidify a unified us, and a 

unified them; a unified here and a unified there, a unified now and a unified then, nor a 

unified right and a unified wrong. On the contrary, us(s) and them(s), here(s) and 

there(s), now(s) and then(s) and right(s) and wrong(s) are constructed, deconstructed, 
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and reconstructed into temporary, fragmented, and heterogenous forces coexisting in 

the frontier. Unmaking EUrope consists precisely of unmaking these binary logics and 

creating solidarity and subversion in conditions of ambiguity where the border and its 

resistances are mutually constituted and mutually transforming. Unmaking EUrope 

means revealing the histories of oppression and liberation that brought oppressed and 

dispossessed subjects on this frontier. It means decolonising EUropean histories, 

bringing them in dialogue with histories that remained marginal. And it means to fulfil 

the promises of cosmopolitanism and people’s liberation to which EUrope has aspired. 

Activists, migrants, and inhabitants encountering in the frontier witness EUrope’s 

failure to maintain these promises. Frontier games are the strategies through which 

they reclaim them. By assembling in solidarity, migrant and Balkan subjects celebrate 

values that EUrope distinguishes as intrinsically EUropean and yet, on EUrope’s 

frontiers, become crimes. Frontier games emerge in continuity with legacies of 

oppression and liberation that merge EUrope’s selective memory, with EUrope darkest 

past(s) and trespass the uneven geographies of the EUropean border.  

In the temporary and precarious livelihoods that are constituted in the Una-Sana 

Canton, migrant and Balkan subjects in solidarity with one another perform the 

political project that EUrope failed to deliver: a political project involving people 

speaking different languages, professing different religions, and having different 

historical backgrounds together to share, exchange and learn from one another. In 

other words, by renegotiating their positions in frontier games, subjects in the frontier 

reconstitute agencies, histories and subjectivities that have been confined beyond the 

EUropean border into a most practical implementation of the values that EUrope fails 

to uphold.  
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In conclusion, through this situated, extended, and reflexive case study of the making 

of a frontier in the Una-Sana canton, I intended to bring to light experiences of subjects 

who have been historically left on the margins and who reassign themselves and each 

other positions that subvert the ones assigned by the forces oppressing them.   

In acknowledging the theoretical and political contribution that frontier-making brings 

to debates in Critical Migration and Critical Balkan Studies, I remain interested in 

exploring how prolonged and forced assemblages between inhabitants and migrants, 

and choreographies between borders and games, struggle and subversion, present(s) 

and past(s) and here(s) and there(s), participate in making frontiers across the globe.   

Borders are everywhere, and, while maintaining a colonial logic, they are heterogenous: 

they always behave differently. When we think with frontier-making, these borders 

become constitutive of larger process of historical, social, and political transformation 

that expand in time and space, and merit attention.   

A border behaves differently in Ceuta and Melilla, where, beyond the fence built to 

prevent migrants to illegally cross into Spanish territory, a colonial logic extends into 

the compartmentalised architecture of the enclaves, in the labour relations crafted to 

extract low-paid work from Moroccan commuters, and in the confinement of Ceutan-

Moroccan citizens into urban ghettos (Quierolo Palmas, 2021). It behaves differently in 

Kigali, where, after decades of conflict, genocide, and thousands of people fleeing the 

country (Cori, 2012), the UK government attempts to extend its reception system, 

offshoring asylum seekers, and bringing in connection multiple histories of refuge, war, 

and displacement. It behaves differently in Gaza, where histories of settler colonialism, 
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civil warfare and resistance continue to create generations of refugees, displaced in 

their own lands (Peteet, 2016).   

With different borders, come different games. In frontiers across the world, borders 

and games are connected to and interacting with agencies, histories and subjectivities 

that, in each case, deserve to be unsilenced. Acknowledging the potentiality of these 

connections, this thesis introduced instruments to enter frontiers, observe them as 

complex and liminal zones that are simultaneously crossed and inhabited, bordered 

and liberated, and hosting the reflections and the subversions of the power structures 

constituting subjects encountering across them.  
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Appendices  

Appendix 1. List of Participants  

NAME  

  

NATIONALITY  

  

AGE  
INTERVIEW  

Abas  Syria  19  Recording  

Adem  BiH  40  Recording  

Adnan  BiH  20  Notes  

Ajla  BiH  51  Recording  

Aldin  BiH  33  Recording  

Azra  BiH  49  Recording  

Bahman  Iran  25  Recording  

Emani  Syria  24  Recording  

Faakhir  Afghanistan  19  Notes  

Faizam  Pakistan  23  Recording  

Francesca  Italy  40  Recording  

Gina  BiH  40  Recording  

Hakim  BiH  50  Recording  

Hana  BiH  50  Notes  

Harun  BiH  40  Recording  

Jaabili  Afghanistan  21  Recording  

Junayd  Pakistan  23  Notes  

Kaveh  Iran  7  Notes  

Leila  Iran  21  Notes  

Madeleine  France  28  Recording  



333  

  

Manoush  Iran  24  Notes  

Minnie  Austria  32  Notes  

Mira  BiH   32  Recording  

Muhammad BiH   21  Recording  

Nadeem  BiH   43  Recording  

Nehar  Afghanistan   18  Notes  

Omar  BiH   51  Recording  

Peter  Germany   28  Recording  

Petra  BiH   40  Recording  

Piero  Italy   26  Notes  

Ryaz  Afghanistan   35  Recording  

Selma  BiH   38  Recording  

Senad  BiH   37  Recording  

Seno  BiH   45  Recording  

Shahbaz  Pakistan   31  Notes  

Syed  Pakistan   22  Recording  

Tariq  Pakistan   22  Notes  

Velid  BiH   26  Notes  

Zahir  Iraq   34  Recording  
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Appendix 2: List of Abbreviations  

• AVNOJ - Anti-Fascist Council for the National Liberation of Yugoslavia  

• BiH - Bosnia and Herzegovina  

• CSDP - Common Security and Defence Policy   

• DPA - Dayton Peace Agreement  

• ECHR - European Court of Human Rights  

• EU - European Union  

• EUROPOL - European Police Office  

• EUSR - European Union Special Representative  

• FRONTEX - European Border Agency  

• HCHR - High Commissioner for Human Rights  

• HRW - Human Rights Watch   

• IBM - Integrated Border Management  

• ICTY - Criminal Tribunal of Former Yugoslavia  

• IELB - Inter-entity Boundary Line  

• IOM - International Organisation for Migration  

• YPA - Yugoslav People Army   

• NDH - Independent state of Croatia  

• OHR - Office of the High Representative  

• SAA - Stabilisation and Association Agreement  

• SAP - Stabilisation and Association Processes  

• SFA - Service for Foreign Affairs  

• SFRY - Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia  

• UNHCR - United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees  
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• TCR - Temporary Reception Centre  
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Appendix 3. Information Sheets and Consent Forms  

Appendix 3a: Information Sheet Form for Informants  

  

 

Participant Information Sheet (For Migrants and Inhabitants)   

Invitation paragraph  

We would like to invite you to be part of this research project if you would like to.  You should only 

agree to take part if you want to; it is entirely up to you. If you choose not to take part, there won’t be 

any disadvantages for you and you will hear no more about it.    

Please read the following information carefully before you decide to take part; this will tell you why the 

research is being done and what you will be asked to do if you take part. Please ask if there is anything 

that is not clear or if you would like more information.    

If you decide to take part, you will be asked to give verbal consent that you agree to participate.  

You are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  

What is the purpose of the study and what would taking part involve?   

This study researches experiences of exclusion, marginalisation and discrimination at the EU border 

between Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia. The research wants to reveal and un-silence forms of 

confinement, violence and forgotten histories that Europe plays out on both its semi-European Balkan 

and non-European migrant counterpart.  

The purpose of the work is to frame the encounter between the Balkan subaltern and the migrant one, 

to understand how Europe (as a conceptual space for modernity, progress and civilisation) constructs 

its ‘others’ and confines them on selected border.  
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If you agree to participate, I wish to have a conversation that will last at least one hour. I am interested 

in your experience as an inhabitant/migrant in this region. Our conversation will be a dialogue.   

I wish to record our conversation, but you can opt out. In that case, I will take written notes. Either way, 

at any time you are free to:  

• Interrupt and conclude the interview   

• Take a break from our conversation   

• Temporarily stop the recording to share confidential information with me (these will not be 

included in my notes)  

• Refuse to answer a question and move on Why am I being invited?  

I am inviting you to participate in this study because your testimony and your experience will provide a 

valuable contribution to this investigation. In particular, I am interested in hearing about your lived 

experience of the Bosnian-Croatian frontier as a migrant/inhabitant on this border. The oral testimony 

of your personal experience on the frontier forms the central data of the research. In this regard, I will 

not submit to you specific questions. On the contrary, it is my objective to have an un-structured 

conversation with you guided by your ideas and your insights on being a migrant/inhabitant in this 

specific area.   

You should not take part in this study if you:  

• Don’t feel comfortable or safe sharing details about past or present trauma  

• Don’t feel comfortable in engaging in a conversation without pre-knowing the specific 

questions that will be asked.  

Do I have to take part?   

This participant information sheet has been written to help you decide if you would like to take part. It 

is up to you whether you wish to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be free to withdraw at 

any time without needing to provide a reason, and with no penalties or detrimental effects.   

What are the possible benefits of taking part?  
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There are no material nor monetary compensation included with taking part to the research. However, 

your testimony will contribute to produce research that will problematize and open up a conversation 

about silenced and marginalised experiences of violence and abandonment that have taken place on 

this frontier. In this regard, your contribution can be thought as benefitting the whole community of 

peoples that, for different reasons, have been experienced forms of violence associated with passing 

though/being born in this specific area.  

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?   

There are no risks nor disadvantages in taking part in the research. You might feel distress or 

uncomfortable in discussing difficult experiences. If that is the case, please be aware that you are under 

no obligation to continue the interview and that you can interrupt it at any time.   

If you are worried about possible legal, social or political consequences of your participation in the 

study, please be aware that I will not share the material gathered during our conversation, nor your 

name and identity with anyone. The information collected during the interview will be only accessible 

by the central investigator of this study and not disclosed with other interviewees, nor external parts. If 

you prefer your name and identity not to be disclosed, I will use a pseudonymous and will keep your 

personal information confidential. If you would like to, you can choose a name by which you want to be 

called in the study.  

What information about me will you be collecting?  

Although I do not plan to have a set of specific questions there are outline of topics that I would like to 

cover during the interviews. These will serve as general narrative topics. However, I will not force you 

to address all of them and I will not orientate you into discussing issues they might not be willing to 

expand on.   

In general, they might include:   

For Inhabitants of the Canton:  

Narration of the personal experience of the Bosnian war   

• Can you tell me a bit about your memories of the war?  
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• When did you realised the war arrived in the Una-Sana Canton?  

• How was daily-life under the siege?  

• How did the war ended?  

• What were the main immediate consequences of the war?  

• How is the legacy of the war impacting Bosnia today? How does it affect the Una-Sana Canton?  

  

Reflections on Identity:  

• Is there a Bosnian Identity?  

• Is there a Balkan identity?  

• Do you identify yourself as European?  

• What is the relationship between Bosnia and Western Europe?  

• Where do you think Europe begin?  

• What is your perception of Western Europe behaviour during the war?  

• How is Western Europe behaving in dealing with the migrant crisis in the Una-Sana Canton?  

• Why do you think so many young people from Bosnia are migrating towards Western Europe?  

• How is their experience of migration different from those of migrants coming from extra-European 

countries on the Balkan route?  

  

Perception of the forced permanence of migrants in the area  

• How did the arrival and forced permanence of migrants affected your daily life?  

• How did the situation escalated?  

• Who do you think is responsible for this?  

• Do you have daily interaction with migrants?  

• Is socialisation happening between migrants and residents in this area?  

• Is this new crisis changing your opinion of Europe? Is it changing your opinion on Bosnia?  

  

For Migrants travelling across the canton:  

Narration of their past and of their journey to Bosnia  

• Can you tell me a bit about your life in your home country?  

• When and why did you decided to leave?  

• Can you tell me a bit about your journey?  

• Can you tell me what is ‘the game’?  

• Have you tried the game? If yes, how many times?  
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• Did you experienced any push-back? Would you like to tell me about it?  

• Would you do this again knowing you would end up in this situation?  

• Did you expected the journey to be easier?  

• Is your way of perceiving Europe changed since you started your journey?  

  

Narration of their condition of displacement in Bosnia  

• How long have you been stuck here?  

• How many times have you tried to cross the frontier?  

• What happened then?  

• How do the push-backs works?  

• Has the local population been supportive and helpful with migrants who have been pushed back?  

• What happens after a pushback? How is IOM managing people who come back?   

  

For migrants and inhabitants:  

• How do you imagine life across the border?  

• How do you imagine Europe  

• Do you feel Bosnia is in Europe?  

• Where does Europe begin for you? Where does it end?  

• Do you feel like you are kept away from Europe?  

  

How will my data be stored and who will have access to it?   

Your data will be stored in fully anonymised format and only Benedetta Zocchi will be able to access it.  

Storage and handling of data will be conducted in compliance with QMUL Guidance on Information 

Security for Researchers. All files including interviews recordings, informed consent recordings, 

photos, videos, notes and interview transcriptions will be stored in a password-protected computer 

and backed-up in QMUL cloud-based storage. Participants’ personal details will be kept in a secure file 

and encrypted into code numbers. This information will be only accessible by the researcher. Before 

the beginning of the interview, I will specify that data might be re-used for complementary or future 

research-related projects, unless the participants does not agree with that.    

How will my data be used and shared?   

https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
https://arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Data-Protection-Policy-v03.0.pdf
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Extracts from your testimony may be included in my doctoral dissertation in Political Science as the 

final product of my PhD at Queen Mary University of London. It might also be included in academic and 

newspaper articles, blog posts and other research-related projects associated with my activity as a 

researcher over the next 5 years. Nonetheless, you can decide to refuse the data collected to be used for 

any other purpose than the PhD dissertation. You can also decide to not have any of your direct quotes 

included in the study.  

Under what legal basis are you collecting this information?  

Queen Mary University of London processes personal data for research purposes in accordance with 

the lawful basis of ‘public task’.  

Please read Queen Mary’s privacy notice for research participants containing important information 

about your personal data and your rights in this respect. If you have any questions relating to data 

protection, please contact Queen Mary’s Data Protection Officer, Queens’ Building, Mile End Road, 

London, E1 4NS or data-protection@qmul.ac.uk or 020 7882 7596.  

What will happen if I want to withdraw from this study?  

I will start processing the data in October 2021. In turn, if you change your mind and decide that you no 

longer want your testimony to be included in the study, you must inform me by September 30th 2021. 

In that case, I will erase all the information you provided and no data will be included in the 

publications. If you inform me after this date, I will erase all the information but some data might 

already be published.  

What should I do if I have any concerns about this study?   

If you have any concerns about the manner in which the study was conducted, in the first instance, 

please contact the researcher responsible for the study [Benedetta Zocchi]. If you have a complaint 

which you feel you cannot discuss with the researchers then you should contact the Research Ethics 

Facilitators by e-mail: research-ethics@qmul.ac.uk. When contacting the Research Ethics Facilitators, 

please provide details of the study title, description of the study and QMERC reference number (where 

possible), the researcher(s) involved, and details of the complaint you wish to make.   

http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
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Who can I contact if I have any questions about this study?  

Benedetta Zocchi  

b.zocchi@qmul.ac.uk  
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Appendix 3b: Information Sheet Form for Practitioners   

Participant Information Sheet  

Invitation paragraph  

You are being invited to participate in a research study. Before you decide whether or not you wish to 

participate in this study, it is important for you to understand why the research is being done and what 

it will involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if 

you wish. Ask us questions if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 

What is the purpose of the study and what would taking part involve?   

The research focuses on migrants and inhabitants and their different experiences of social struggle in 

the Una-Sana Canton. The aim of the study is to understand how this area gathers  various people  

(migrants, residents, officers, authorities) and the encounters amongst them creates an internal 

European frontier as an othering space.  

This work wants to produce fresh information about Europe and its others by looking at the way its 

others connect and interact at its margin. In this regard, the central data of the research is the direct 

testimony of those of live or pass on this frontier, to understand how their lived experiences and 

sufferings are connected.   

More broadly, the purpose of the work is to frame the encounter between the Balkan subaltern and the 

migrant one, to understand how Europe (as a conceptual space for modernity, progress and 

civilisation) constructs its ‘others’ and confines them on selected border.  

Throughout dialogue with both migrants and residents, the work recognises an overlap in the way in 

which Europe produces its unworthy subjects as semi-European or non-European others and 

problematizes such production by exploring how their singular and personal histories brought both of 

them to be immobilised on this frontier.  
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If you agree to participate, I wish to have a conversation that will last at least one hour. Our 

conversation will be a dialogue.   

I wish to record our conversation, but you can opt out. In that case, I will take written notes. Either way, 

at any time you are free to:  

• Interrupt and conclude the interview   

• Take a break from our conversation   

• Temporarily stop the recording to share confidential information with me (these will 

not be included in my notes)  

• Refuse to answer a question and move on  

Why am I being invited?  

You are being invited to participate in this research study because you are recognised as a practitioner, 

whose professional development overlap with the general topic of the research. In turn, your 

knowledge and expertise will provide a valuable contribution to this investigation.  

You should not take part in this study if you have any personal/professional reason that prevents you 

from disclosing information about your profession and/or research.   

Do I have to take part?   

This participant information sheet has been written to help you decide if you would like to take part. It 

is up to you whether you wish to take part. If you do decide to take part you will be free to withdraw at 

any time without needing to provide a reason, and with no penalties or detrimental effects.   

What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

There are no material nor monetary compensation included with taking part to the research. However, 

your contribution will help producing research that will problematize and open up a conversation 

about silenced and marginalised experiences of violence and abandonment that have taken place on 

this frontier. In this regard, your contribution can be thought as benefitting the whole community of 
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peoples that, for different reasons, have been experienced forms of violence associated with passing 

though/being born in this specific area.  

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?   

There are no possible disadvantages in taking part to this study. If you are worried about possible legal, 

social or political consequences of your participation in the study, please be aware that I will not share 

the material gathered during our conversation, nor your name and identity with anyone. The 

information collected during the interview will be only accessible by the central investigator of this 

study and not disclosed with other interviewees, nor external parts. If you prefer your name and 

identity not to be disclosed, I will use a pseudonymous will keep your personal information 

confidential. If you would like to you can choose a name by which you want to be called in the study.  

What information about me will you be collecting?  

Although I do not plan to have a set of specific questions there are outline of topics that I would like to 

cover during the interviews. These will serve as general narrative topics. However, I will not you to 

address all of them and I will not orientate you into discussing issues they might not be willing to 

expand on.   

In general, they might include:   

• How long have you been working/researching on this frontier?  

• What is the nature of your research/profession?  

• How does your research/profession interplay with migrants/residents of the Una-Sana 

Canton?  

• How did the situation in the Una-Sana canton change since the arrival and forced permanence 

of migrants?  

• How was your research/profession affected by the arrival and forced permanence of 

migrants?  

• What is your understanding of Bosnian politics and society?  

• What is your understanding of Bosnia’s relationship with Europe?  

• What is your understanding of Bosnia’s relationship with the Balkans?  
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How will my data be stored and who will have access to it?   

Your data will be stored in fully anonymised format and only Benedetta Zocchi will be able to access it.  

Storage and handling of data will be conducted in compliance with QMUL Guidance on Information 

Security for Researchers.1 All files including interviews recordings, informed consent recordings, 

photos, videos, notes and interview transcriptions will be stored in a password-protected computer 

and backed-up in QMUL cloud-based storage. Participants’ personal details will be kept in a secure file 

and encrypted into code numbers. This information will be only accessible by the researcher. Before 

the beginning of the interview, I will specify that data might be re-used for complementary or future 

research-related projects, unless the participants does not agree with that.    

How will my data be used and shared?   

Notes, information and extras gather from our conversation may be included in my doctoral 

dissertation in Political Science as the final product of my PhD at Queen Mary University of London. It 

might also be included in academic and newspaper articles, blog posts and other research-related 

projects associated with my activity as a researcher over the next 5 years. Nonetheless, you can decide 

to refuse the data collected to be used for any other purpose than the PhD dissertation.  

Under what legal basis are you collecting this information?  

Queen Mary University of London processes personal data for research purposes in accordance with 

the lawful basis of ‘public task’. Please read Queen Mary’s privacy notice for research participants 

containing important information about your personal data and your rights in this respect. If you have 

any questions relating to data protection, please contact Queen Mary’s Data Protection Officer, Queens’ 

Building, Mile End Road, London, E1 4NS or data-protection@qmul.ac.uk or 020 7882 7596.  

 
1 http://www.jrmo.org.uk/media/jrmo/docs/performing-research/conducting-non-
medicalresearch/Guidance-on-Information-Security-for-Researchers-19.pdf  

http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.arcs.qmul.ac.uk/media/arcs/policyzone/Privacy-Notice-for-Research-Participants.pdf
http://www.jrmo.org.uk/media/jrmo/docs/performing-research/conducting-non-medical-research/Guidance-on-Information-Security-for-Researchers-19.pdf
http://www.jrmo.org.uk/media/jrmo/docs/performing-research/conducting-non-medical-research/Guidance-on-Information-Security-for-Researchers-19.pdf
http://www.jrmo.org.uk/media/jrmo/docs/performing-research/conducting-non-medical-research/Guidance-on-Information-Security-for-Researchers-19.pdf
http://www.jrmo.org.uk/media/jrmo/docs/performing-research/conducting-non-medical-research/Guidance-on-Information-Security-for-Researchers-19.pdf
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What will happen if I want to withdraw from this study?  

  
I will start processing the data in October 2021. In turn, if you change your mind and decide that you no 

longer want your testimony to be included in the study, you must inform me by September 30th 2021. 

In that case, I will erase all the information you provided and no data will be included in the 

publications. If you inform me after this date, I will erase all the information but some data might 

already be published.  

What should I do if I have any concerns about this study?   

If you have any concerns about the manner in which the study was conducted, in the first instance, 

please contact the researcher(s) responsible for the study [Principal Investigator or Supervisor if you 

are a student]. If you have a complaint, which you feel you cannot discuss with the researchers then 

you should contact the Research Ethics Facilitators by e-mail: research-ethics@qmul.ac.uk. When 

contacting the Research Ethics Facilitators, please provide details of the study title, description of the 

study and QMERC reference number (where possible), the researcher(s) involved, and details of the 

complaint you wish to make.   

Who can I contact if I have any questions about this study?  

Benedetta Zocchi  

b.zocchi@qmul.ac.uk  

    
Appendix 3c: Oral Consent Form  
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Oral Consent Form   

Queen Mary Ethics of Research Committee Ref:  QMERC2020/47  

  

Thank you for your interest in this research.   

If you have any questions arising from the Information Sheet or explanation already given to you, 

please ask the researcher before you decide whether to join in.   

  

Before starting the conversation, I will now pose you a number of questions to ensure your informed 

consent to participate in this study. You can reply to these questions with YES or NO answers. The 

recorded answer will confirm that that you are willing to participate in this research; however, you are 

reminded that you are free to withdraw your participation at any time.  Please be aware that your 

answers will be recorded and will form part of the data of the research.  

  

Statement  

These statements will be read by the investigators at the beginning of the 

conversation. This data will form proof for the participant’s oral consent.  

Replies  

1. Do you confirm that you have read and understood the Participant Information Sheet 

dated 01.10.2020 version 1.0 for the above study or that it has been read to you; that you 

have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these 

answered satisfactorily?   

  

YES/NO  

2. Do you understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free to stop 

taking part in the study at any time without giving any reason and without your rights 

being affected?   

  

YES/NO  

3. Do you understand that your data will be accessed by the investigator Benedetta 

Zocchi?  
  

YES/NO  
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4. Do you understand that your data will be securely stored in in a password-protected 

computer and backed-up in QMUL cloud-based storage and in accordance with the data 

protection guidelines of the Queen Mary University of London 2021 in fully anonymized 

form (unless you specifically request to reveal your identity in the study)?  

  

YES/NO   

5. Do you understand that you can access the information you have provided and request 

destruction of that information at any time prior to September 30th 2021 and that 

following that data you will not be able to request withdrawal of the information you 

have provided?  

YES/NO   

  

6. Do you agree to the conversation being audio/video recorded?  YES/NO  

7. Do you agree to the investigator taking notes while you are talking?  YES 

NO  

8. Do you agree that personal information collected about you that do not reveal your 

identity will be used in publications and other study outputs?    
YES/NO  

9. Do you understand that the researcher will not identify you in any publications and 

other study outputs using personal information obtained from this study?  
YES/NO  

11. Do you understand that the information collected about you will be used to support 

other research in the future, and it may be shared in anonymised form with other 

researchers?  

YES/NO  

12. Do you agree to take part in the above study?  YES/NO  

  

  
I Benedetta Zocchi confirm that I have carefully explained the nature, demands and any foreseeable 

risks (where applicable) of the proposed research to the participant and provided a copy of this form.  

Benedetta Zocchi   

b.zocchi@qmul.ac.uk    
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+393791477437       
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