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Europe’s last frontier: The
spatialities of the refugee crisis
Dimitris Dalakoglou

The Post-Cold War period has brought forth new conditions for the dominant European
spatialities. First, that period signified a new condition for real estate and land ownership,
second a radical transformation and increase of the built environment and third the secur-
itization of a privileged European territory. As the European economy slows and the con-
struction and real estate sectors are further deregulated, together with the promises that
the post-Cold War period brought, what we observe coming to the surface in the context
of the current refugee crisis is the manifestation of Europe’s most ugly and discriminatory
spatiality—the preservation at all costs of its border security.

Key words: borders, Europe, refugees, crisis, Greece, built environment

Drowning migrants

E
urope was shocked by the news
that a boat full of migrants sunk
into the Mediterranean Sea taking

with it 57 people. The episode occurred
when the Italian Navy vessel ‘Sibilla’, in
its effort to protect the common EU
borders collided with the migrants’ boat.
Some serious debates took place then,
raising questions as to whether it was
an accident or part of a political effort
to stop the flow of migrants or whether
the Italian Navy could have intervened
and rescued the migrants. The year was
1997 and the non-EU migrants were
Albanians fleeing the 1997 civil war that
followed the collapse of the ‘pyramid’
banking system in their home country.
This incident is known as the Otranto
tragedy.

It is one of history’s ironies that the name
‘Sibilla’ refers to the ancient Greek prophe-
tesses or Oracles who foresaw the future.
Almost twenty years later as the Albanian
together with most other European govern-
ments are sealing off their borders to refu-
gees, sinking boats and dead migrants
trying to enter the EU are a common
phenomenon in the Mediterranean.
Obviously the then Others, who did not
have the right to enter into Europe, were
of a primarily different ethnic origin than
the current Others; yet, the persistent
refusal of the right to mobility and, more
generally, the border securitization regime
currently being witnessed was rehearsed
and shaped in the early 1990s. Although
the exact location of this border has
moved, qualitatively the border regime of
‘Fortress Europe’, as we know it today,
remains the same over the last decades,
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protecting the core of Europe and its stra-
tegic peripheries. The issue is that at the
moment, this is the only spatial pillar of
post-cold war Europe that remains intact
and even enhanced.

Arguably one should clarify that we have
a series of ethnographic studies that reveal
the micro-dynamics, the flexibility and per-
formativity of these post-cold war spatial-
ities, e.g. borders (e.g. Green 2005). In the
current brief note there will be minimum
engagement with such material or with the
diverse conditions and the complex relation-
ships under which such spatialities were pro-
duced. The dramatic events of 2015/2016
along the South-Eastern European borders
reminds us tragically that despite the actual
diversity of experience, such spatialities
matter concretely for those who are
excluded. Hence, although schematic and
slightly rigid, the current text aims to be
heuristic due to the urgency of the matter
examined.

Building Europe

Historically, the 20th century has witnessed
two major pan-European construction pro-
jects that have taken place over the entire
length and width of the continent, renewing
its built environment. The first one is the
post-World War II reconstruction of the
Old Europe powers and the second one is
the post-Cold War ‘reconstruction’. Besides
being a much larger-scale project, the post-
WWII project had an explicitly two-fold
character. The two sides of the Cold War
divide were each building their own urban
and infrastructural materiality. Via this
material reconstruction, they aimed to engin-
eer their respective social and political enti-
ties. Moreover, the construction project of
the 1940s and 50s was to (re-)build a devas-
tated continent. The ensuing physical con-
struction project, from the 1990s to the
2000s, was tied to the metaphysical destruc-
tion of the Communist regimes’

Figure 1 Refugees at Pireaus on a boat from Lesbos. Photo: Yannis Zindrilis.
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infrastructure and materiality — its very
ethos. Thus the building construction was
part of the destruction both physical and
symbolic of the defeated enemy.

We have detailed ethnographies of the
socio-material transformations that occurred
in Eastern Europe at that time (Buchli 1999;
Dalakoglou 2016), and these have also been
recorded and recreated in art. For example,
the celebrated film ‘Goodbye Lenin’
(Becker 2003) describes on a fictional level,
this process of deconstruction of the
enemy’s material culture and its replacement
by the capitalist version, which was novel to
the former socialist countries. The movie’s
hero is desperately trying to reconstruct
East Germany’s material reality for his
mother who wakes after a long coma - she
must not get shocked to find the world has
changed lest she fall ill again. He tries to
recreate the GDR’s material culture and
with every passing moment this becomes
more difficult as the material samples of the
previous world are systematically erased.

Beyond fiction, the Cold War was a war and
at the end its outcome was one that most wars
share: the winner occupied the territory of the
loser. Because this war was waged between
two economic/political systems, this ‘occu-
pation of territories’ meant the instant trans-
formation of the vast majority of immobile
resources and real estate of socialist countries
from state, public or cooperative hands to
private ones. The enormous influx of
resources into the west European capitalist
economy resulted in its overnight expansion.

Another type of resource that was added to
the capitalist European economy was the mas-
sively impoverished parts of Eastern European
populations who either migrated to the West
or worked in their own countries—often for
Western European interests and in the interest
of the new local capitalist elites who replaced
the nomenclature of the socialist period—
whilst drawing on the private property of pro-
ductive means as yet another source of power.
This vast influx of real estate and labour power
fueled the European capitalist economy and
especially unskilled and low-skilled labour

markets all over the continent. Thus it was
only a matter of time until the construction
sector evolved into the ‘steam-engine’ of econ-
omic growth during the 1990′s and 2000′s,
occupying an increasing percentage of GDP
all over Europe. Indeed, after 1990 Western
Europe witnessed some of the largest con-
struction projects, both in terms of publicly
funded works and in terms of private con-
tracts. Within this context the whole phenom-
enon must also be linked with the emergence
of the infrastructural mega-event of which
the European continent saw three over the
period of twenty years to 2012 (Olympic
Games of Barcelona, Athens, London) which
fundamentally changed the profile of three of
its metropolises in the West.

This particular project of the built environ-
ment’s reconstruction not only created profit
but also engineered the new socio-cultural
capitalist subjectivities and relationships. For
example, in the case of Eastern Europe, these
subjects had to get used to the world of
private automobility, the private housing
market, the cosmology of super markets or
malls, the new capitalist social hierarchies,
etc. Similarly, the West was being reengi-
neered socially, first of all quantitatively,
thanks to the intake of human and financial
resources and accelerated growth, but also
qualitatively. This is evidenced via the influx
of a new inferior ‘social class’: ‘The Eastern
Europeans’. These were often added to
Western Europe’s previous ‘inferiors’: the
migrants from the Mediterranean countries
or those from the former colonies. However,
in some cases the influx of Eastern European
migrants added an entirely new social class
and social category of immigrants that did
not exist previously, e.g., in Greece with the
influx of Albanian migrants during the
1990s. This transformation caused by East
European migration was such that the word
‘Albanian’ became synonymous with the
unskilled, underpaid manual worker, with
phrases such as ‘He made me work like an
Albanian’ appearing in Greek everyday
language. Of course, during Greece’s enor-
mous economic and construction boom
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(mid-1990s to mid 2000s) immigrants from
Albania dominated the sector’s workforce.
Thus, Western Europe’s periphery acquired
its own Others, thereby solidifying its newly
found identity of ‘Westerness’1.

Borders

Apart from this reconstruction of the built
environment, the post-Cold War era also
had another significant spatial dimension.
Following 1990, an ongoing process of
internal and external reconfiguration of the
European borders ensued. Primarily, the
new borders created a new privileged Euro-
pean space and identity, which was promising
or even providing the dreams of wealth and
growth alongside those of a supposed terri-
torial/cultural exclusivity. The sudden col-
lapse of the main division between socialist
and capitalist Europe made the previous
internal Western division between Core
Western Europe and Peripheral Western
Europe much less significant. Just as the
Greeks felt more Western, the Old West
embraced the periphery in the face of the
Otherness of East Europe. Thus given the
capitalist past that the entire Western
Europe had experienced, Western periphery
and Western core shared commonalities in
comparison to the Easterners. Events such
as the wars in Yugoslavia or the brief Alba-
nian Civil War (1997) were attributed
mostly to the primary ‘sin’ of communism
and were used to confirm the former distinc-
tion, where the West had to intervene to ‘civi-
lize’ the East of Europe.

Despite the various infrastructural cross-
border projects between EU and non-EU
member countries on the continent, which
attempted to materialize the new links, the
new United Europe’s identification processes
became problematic (see Dalakoglou 2009).
The division had strong roots as for over 50
years the archetypal enemy were the ‘other’
Europeans and, as the Otranto tragedy
shows, overcoming such old divisions is a
long and hard process.

These EU/non-EU borders became the
favored arena for testing, developing and
shaping the policies of ‘Fortress Europe’ in
the first instance. Indeed as more and more
Eastern European countries enter the EU or
gain potential member status, the geopolitical
border is constantly redrawn. It is for
example worth noting how within just two
decades the Western governments’ attitude
towards the Easterners who crossed the
borders of the old EU of the 12 member
states, has radically altered. When the first
Eastern migrants started crossing the
(former) iron curtain towards the West,
Western governments perceived this as a pol-
itical success and as a positive development,
which indisputably manifested the defeat of
the enemy—the socialist regimes. However,
only a little later, the Eastern Europeans
became an undesired flow for EU member
countries. Therefore, the borders were
sealed off, and by 1999, with the Amsterdam
Treaty, the EU member-state borders were
upgraded into common EU borders, secured
and sealed by common EU political and poli-
cing measures. Despite the gradual inclusion
of many Eastern European countries to the
EU, the zones of the inexpensive sex or gam-
bling industries along the old East/West
European borders are an explicit example of
the fact that the whole process is indeed
ongoing. The initial example we used, the
Otranto tragedy, demonstrates how the
Eastern Europeans were the first to suffer
from the ‘Fortress Europe’ politics. Even
today, Great Britain for example treat the
Eastern European EU members as second
class Europeans in comparison with the citi-
zens of old EU-members.

Nevertheless, currently we are witnessing
the turn of Eastern Europe to claim its right
to European-ness and Western-ness over the
bodies of the new Others, precisely as the
periphery of Western Europe did in the
1990s over the bodies of Eastern European
migrants. In February 2016, the Albanian
PM announced that he would seal off the
borders of his country against refugees
using it as a passage on their way to Northern
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Europe via Greece. At the same time, several
Balkan countries came to an agreement with
Austria to seal off their own borders, thus
closing down the Balkan corridors to refu-
gees from Syria, other Middle East countries
and Afghanistan. Meanwhile, the Hungarian
government highlights a growing trend
within the Eastern European states of the
EU of openly racist and anti-refugee rhetoric
and policy. In early 2016 the Dutch Presi-
dency of the EU silently accepted all these
tactics and decisions. The Western European
states thus conveniently export their own
racist and anti-refugee politics to the pre-
viously excluded Eastern European and new
member states.

The confirmation of its European-ness for
Eastern Europe implies better mobility
within Europe but also the violent sealing
off and guarding of the common European
territory. It is not accidental that the most
representative event of the communist
regimes’ collapse is the fall and crossing of
the Berlin Wall. At the same period, Alba-
nians overthrew their socialist dictatorship
revolting on the street and occupying the
embassies in Tirana, demanding the issuing
of passports. The core of Eastern Europeans’
participation in the new European project
consisted in the potential of easier mobility
to the West and fewer border controls. This
desire has evolved historically as a process
synonymous with the reconfiguration of the
common European borders into an arena of
strict control and violence against non-
Westerners echoing the exclusivity of Old
Europe. After all Eastern European ‘Other-
ness’ may have passed mostly over the
bodies of heavily exploited and underpaid
employees, but the non-European ‘Other-
ness’ passes largely over the dead bodies of
the men, women and children who wash up
on Europe’s shores every day.

Corridors and borders

After the outbreak of the European Financial
Crisis in 2008, one of the main spatial

dimensions of the post-Cold War Europe—
the qualitative transformation of the built
environment and real estate—has either been
deregulated or has slowed dramatically. In
light of such events the only main spatial axis
of reference of post-Cold War Europe that
remains intact is the border securitization.

Hence, the sudden transformation of the
Balkans from Europe’s proud border to an
express corridor for countless refugees in
2015 was perceived as an expression of a
major crisis for the entire Europe. All the
cross-border infrastructures that were built
in order to cement (quite literally) the
relationships between EU and non-EU
member states during the post-Cold War
period, including port facilities, cross-
border highways, border control stations
and pan- and trans-European transport corri-
dors suddenly became infrastructure corri-
dors for refugees. This activity has gravely
called into question the planned commercial
and touristic purposes of these infrastruc-
tures, but most importantly challenged the
entire European project.

Thus Frontex, the European Border Police,
has for some time now taken the right to
operate in the region. This has proved insuffi-
cient, however, and as the EU does not have
its own Navy, in February 2016 a decision
was taken to allow NATO to take over the
guarding of the sea borders between Greece
and Turkey. NATO will officially patrol
and control the borders between two
NATO member countries, aiming to show
explicitly where exactly Europe’s borders
are located. Indeed, the notion of borders
becomes more important than European
membership itself, as the Greek government
submits the control of the country’s borders
to NATO in the name of the hypothetical
threat coming from the 1 million refugees
from war-torn countries that have crossed
the European borders during 2015–16.

In early 2016 the whole humanitarian
refugee tragedy that unfolded along the
Syrian-Balkan corridor was of little impor-
tance—if any at all- compared to the question
of the region’s border policing. Europe’s
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leaders have spent their time negotiating
where exactly the European borders lie, to
which countries Europe will externalize the
refugees and how it will guard its common
borders in order to decrease the flow of refu-
gees. The life of a few million human beings
seems to be a secondary question to be
debated by the European leadership—accep-
table collateral damage for the protection of
European spatial exclusivity. On the one
hand, this securitization of the common EU
border is one of the last things that might
hold Europe together; on the other hand,
this process exhibits more and more explicitly
elements from what Marc Mazower (1999)
has called the history of our ‘Dark Conti-
nent’. Europe is not only the continent that
became, in the Post-World War Two era,
the champion of human rights, refugee
rights, bourgeois democracy, etc., but also
the continent that produced Nazism and
Fascism, and previously had produced colo-
nialism, imperialism and the genocide of
various populations characterized as inferior
and undesired ‘Others’.
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