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Abstract 

 

The use of digital devices and the collection of digital data have become pervasive in 

borderzones. Whether deployed by state or non-state actors, digital devices are rolled out 

despite intense criticism and controversy. In this article, I propose to approach these 

interventions through the prism of experimentality.  Experimentality was initially formulated 

in the anthropological literature on the globalisation of clinical trials and, more recently, 

revisited in feminist science and technology studies. Drawing on this work, I argue that 

experimentality has become a rationality of governing in borderzones, which renders social 

relations continuously decomposable and recomposable by inserting mundane (digital) 

devices into the world. The introduction of various digital devices in Greece since 2015, 

starting with Skype for the pre-registration of asylum seekers, helps shed light on a particular 

form of governing through experiments without protocol. This form of experimentality has 

specific political effects for migrants’ lives. Firstly, experimentality builds upon and intensifies 

neoliberalism by rearranging rather than redressing precarity. In so doing, experimentality 

through digital devices produces debilitation rather than better connectivity or access to 

asylum. Secondly, migrants become not only subjects of surveillance, but subjects of 

extraction of ‘surplus data’ which entangles their lives into the circuits of digital platforms.  

 

Introduction 

 

In 2016, Rania Ali started a petition on change.org entitled ‘Skype is no solution - we need 

face-to-face services for refugees in Greece’. The petition was addressed to the EU 

Commissioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenship, Greek Ministry of Interior and the 

Head of the Greek Asylum Service. In the petition, Rania outlines the effects that Skype 

technologies have for asylum seekers: 

 

My husband and I want to apply for relocation to another country in Europe to escape 

from this situation. I have tried to call the Skype Asylum service for 20 days with no 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14650045.2020.1853103?src=
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answer. For us refugees here in Greece, our lives are reduced to a routine of sleeping 

and waiting. Waiting in line for food, to go to the bathroom, to charge our phones, 

and waiting on hold for a Skype call that is never picked up. Our lives are stuck in limbo. 

 

Waiting on-hold is frustrating, but when your life depends on the call? 

For people living in camps with limited access to electricity, smart phones, computers, 

or internet, this is a cruel and senseless procedure. If it is our right to claim Asylum, 

then why are there such impossible barriers to do so? (Ali 2016b emphasis in original) 

 

The petition received 212,783 signatures, but no official response. In July 2016, Rania posted 

a message to the petition followers explaining that she and her husband had had recourse to 

fake IDs and had made their way to Austria (Ali 2016a). At the time, Skype still remained the 

only option for asylum seekers on the mainland in Greece to have access to the asylum 

process or relocation.1 

Skype is only one of the many technologies deployed in Greece to govern the lives of 

refugees through pilots and projects funded by the European Commission as well as other 

state and non-state actors. From a pilot project to introduce a ‘floating wall’ in the Aegean 

sea to stop refugees crossing from Turkey (Digidiki and Bhabha 2020) and the deployment of 

surveillance drones in the Mediterranean (Euro-Mediterranean Human Rights Monitor 2020) 

to humanitarian FabLabs equipped with 3D-printing for refugees in Greece (Terre des 

hommes n.d.) and the infamous iBorderCtrl lie detector (Gallagher and Jona 2019), 

technologies have proliferated in border governance. Greece is a particularly relevant case as 

its borderzones have been intense sites of technologisation and digitisation since the ‘refugee 

crisis’ of 2015. Yet, the proliferation of (digital) devices is neither new nor unique to Greek 

borderzones.2 Even as high-tech developments such as the EU’s extension of biometric data 

collection, database interoperability and data sharing with border and other authorities in 

non-EU countries (Amnesty International 2019; Statewatch and PICUM 2019) have attracted 

most public attention, the datafication of borders means that mundane digital devices are 

also increasingly deployed in borderzones.  

This article proposes to attend to the experimental rationalities that shape these 

technological deployments. While much of the public and academic attention has focused on 

the introduction of ‘high-tech’ developments, from building interoperability to AI, I attend to 

the more mundane data collection devices such as VoIP technologies and mobile apps.3 The 

introduction of mundane digital devices such as Whatsapp, Skype, Mastercard, or apps does 

not require a laboratory or randomised custom trials we usually associate with experiments.  

In order to account for the proliferation of devices in governing borders and explore 

their political effects, I introduce and develop the concept of experimentality. Experimentality 

was formulated by the anthropologist Adriana Petryna (2009) in her work on the globalisation 

of clinical trials and extended to humanitarian HIV programmes by Vinh-Kim Nguyen (2009).  

More recently, feminist Science and Technology Studies (STS) scholar Michelle Murphy has 

recast experimentality as a distributed assemblage that creates ‘a milieu amenable to 



 3 

capitalism’s desire for changing and changeable surroundings’ (Murphy 2017, 81). Drawing 

on conceptualisations of experimentality in anthropology and STS, I interrogate the effects of 

experimentality upon the subjectivity of migrants in borderzones.4  

To trace the distinctiveness of experimentality, I explore the controversies around the 

introduction of Skype for the pre-registration of asylum claims in Greece. The so-called ‘Skype 

procedure’ had been introduced in Greece in 2015, following criticism of the difficulties of 

access to the asylum procedures. Asylum seekers on the mainland are required to call the 

Asylum Service at particular times of the day in order to reach an interpreter for specific 

languages and pre-register their claim. As Rania’s petition indicates, the Skype procedure was 

fraught with problems. Yet, despite wide-ranging criticisms by refugees, NGOs and 

international organisations, Skype was not replaced, but it was supplemented with other 

digital devices. The use of Skype was extended to more languages – 18 at the time of writing 

– and it was supplemented by an app developed at the Harokopio University of Athens in 

collaboration with the Greek Asylum Service as part of a project funded from the EU Asylum, 

Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) (Makris et al. 2017).  

To develop these arguments about experimentality, the paper proceeds in three 

steps. Firstly, I explore the different understandings of experiment and experimentality as 

developed in international relations (IR), anthropology and STS. While in IR the notion of 

‘experiment’ has been used in critical work on borders and humanitarianism, it has often been 

deployed either metaphorically or in the sense of hypothesis- or theory-testing. I argue that 

experimentality in borderzones inserts technical devices into reality with the aim of 

(re)composing social relations. How do these practices of experimentality affect the lives of 

migrants and refugees? In the next two sections, I trace the sinuous lines of controversies and 

their public production of inscriptions in the form of documents, reports, legal judgements, 

blogs, tweets, schedules, privacy policies and regulations. The second section investigates 

how experimentality recomposes social relations between state and refugees by rearranging 

relations of precarity under neoliberalism. Thirdly, I analyse how experimentality can shed 

light on the enrolment of refugees within digital platforms as subjects of data extraction.  

 

Governing borders: bricolage, improvisation, experimentality 

 

Critical work in border and migration studies has highlighted the pervasiveness of quick ‘fixes’, 

bricolage or improvisation in border practices. As Tobias Eule et al have put it, migration 

regimes are akin to Lévi-Strauss’s concept of ‘bricolage’ rather than any ‘masterplan’ (Eule, 

Loher, and Wyss 2018, 2721).  The ‘masterplan’ is thus the opposite of concepts and practices 

of improvisation or bricolage. Governing practices always have an improvisational quality, 

unexpected effects and messy recombinations of elements. William Walters has emphasised 

that ‘technologies of control are cobbled together somewhat adventitiously’ (Walters 2015). 

Giuseppe Sciortino’s widely cited description of migration regimes encompasses these 

different elements  through the ‘mix of rather implicit conceptual frames, generations of turf 

wars among bureaucracies and waves after waves of “quick fix” to emergencies [... and] 
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allows for gaps, ambiguities and outright strains: the life of a regime is a result of continuous 

repair work through practices’ (Sciortino 2004, 32). Sciortino’s migration regimes echo Paul 

Rabinow’s definition of assemblages as ‘a distinctive type of experimental matrix of 

heterogeneous elements, techniques and concepts’ (2003, 56).  In that sense, improvisation, 

recombination and heterogeneity are not pathologies of governmental assemblages, but 

their conditions of possibility. As Bourne, Johnson and Lisle (2015, 316) have aptly put it, 

‘surprises, detours, mistakes, and misfires […] underscore contemporary bordering practices’. 

Shedding light on the unexpected, ambiguous and even chaotic effects of 

improvisation and bricolage helps offer an implicit or explicit critique of these governing – 

and bordering – practices. In the case of Greece, Katerina Rozakou (2017) has shown that the 

improvised aspects of dealing with migration through nonrecording and ‘irregular’ 

bureaucratic practices are not failures but the means of statecraft. In her analysis of the 

ambiguities of the ‘pink card’ which used to be allocated to asylum seekers in Greece, 

anthropologist Heath Cabot has also pointed out that ‘[t]hings themselves, with their complex 

and indissoluble materialities, are central participants in the indeterminate art of governance’ 

(2014, 81). 

 This understanding of bricolage, improvisation and indeterminacy is often 

supplemented by the explicit metaphors of experiments and laboratories (for example 

Bialasiewicz 2012; Campesi 2018; Tazzioli 2019). European borders appear as ‘a remarkable 

site of unprecedented experimentation and improvisation, a transnational and 

intercontinental laboratory for the regimentation and subordination of human powers and 

freedoms in relation to the space of the plant’ (De Genova 2017, 24). Here improvisation, 

experiments and laboratories mobilise an understanding of governing practices as contingent 

and therefore always characterised by tinkering, misfires and improvisation. This 

understanding echoes sociological literature which has seen social life as experimental, but it 

risks ignoring how experiments introduce ‘something new in social life’ (Marres and Stark 

2020, 428). 

A second approach has connected experiments (within or outside a laboratory) to the 

STS literature.5 Experiments are not metaphors, but analytical tools that mobilise the history 

of ‘experimental life’ since the 17th century, and the entanglements between modern science 

and social order (Shapin and Schaffer 1985). Recent critical work on humanitarianism has 

started to develop such an analytical approach to experiments in humanitarian governance. 

In particular, Katja Lindskov Jacobsen has offered a powerful analysis of the transformation 

of humanitarian experimentation through digital technologies such as biometric data 

collection (Katja Lindskov  Jacobsen 2015a; Katja Lindskov Jacobsen 2015b). She situates 

experiments within a dual history of scientific and medical experimentation, which connect 

experiments and  colonialism (Katja Lindskov Jacobsen 2015b). ‘Testing’ objects is transposed 

onto ‘testing’ subjects, with all the implications about exposing vulnerable bodies to risks of 

intervention and harm.  

Rather than understanding the social as experimental, experiments are here particular 

scientific practices, often conducted in laboratories. The politics of experiments is the politics 
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of science and technology, with its protocols, ethics and demands for objectivity. Even when 

STS scholars have criticised these protocols, they have shown that experiments rely on 

‘technical, literary, and social practices whereby experimental matters of fact 

were  to  be  generated,  validated,  and  formed  into  bases  for  consensus’ (Shapin and 

Schaffer 1985).  This is the deconstructive reading of ‘experimental life’ that Steven Shapin 

and Simon Shaffer have done in their seminal Leviathan and the Air-Pump (1985). STS work 

on experiments has also emphasised the gendered, racialised and class aspects of 

experimental protocols. Experiments required present or distant ‘gentleman-witnesses’ and 

relied upon data collection through networks of merchants across colonial empires (e.g., 

Sargent 2004).  

These two approaches frame experiments as largely opposites. In a governmentality 

approach, all bordering practices have an experimental element. In an STS approach, 

experiments and laboratories have a more specific meaning emerging from the history of 

experiments in modern science. The notion of experimentality as coined in the 

anthropological literature on clinical and pharmaceutical experiments can be seen as an 

attempt to bridge these differences between scientific experiments and practices of 

governing. For the anthropologist Adriana Petryna (2009), experimentality captures an 

emerging mode of governance built around the mobility of clinical trials. In her work in Brazil 

and Poland, Petryna was particularly interested in how variations in experimental protocols 

had different ethical implications around the world, how they enabled a ‘paradigm of 

expected failure’ and lack of accountability (see also Nguyen 2009, 213). Yet, experimentality 

remains tied to the understanding of experiments used in the medical and pharmaceutical 

industries. These are characterised by protocols, which include ethical standards, informed 

consent and oversight.  

Drawing on the STS literature on experiment, I propose to extend the 

conceptualisation of experimentality along three lines.   

Firstly, while not all practices are experimental, experiments have increasingly taken 

more heterogeneous forms. In the case of mundane (digital) devices, there is no experiment 

specifically located the laboratory space-time, but pilots, projects, and trials. What 

differentiates these from the experiments Petryna analyses is not only that they are deployed 

outside the laboratory or the clinic, but that they often work without protocol. Protocols are 

documents, scripts that record the design, procedures and ethical guidance for research more 

broadly.  In a special issue dedicated to experimentation in South Asia, Fouzieyha Towghi and 

Kalindi Vora (2014) have also drawn attention to the implications of doing experiments 

without representing them as such. For them, experimental interventions ‘produce different 

populations as experimental bodies without explicitly marking the subjects as objects of 

experimentation or the space of the experiment as a laboratory’ (Towghi and Vora 2014, 4). 

This means that populations enrolled as objects of experimentation do not have the rights to 

information and accountability associated with spaces such as the laboratory, thus further 

‘veiling the exploitative and expropriative aspects of experiments’ (Towghi and Vora 2014, 5).  
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Secondly, in the STS literature, experiments are understood as interventions, 

following Ian Hacking’s distinction between representing and intervening (1983). These 

interventions depend on material devices or apparatuses that produce new phenomena. For 

instance, the microscope makes experiments possible, as it shifts practices from ‘peering’ to 

‘interfering’ (Hacking 1983). Yet, there has been less attention to the technologies and devices 

– particularly mundane digital devices – of experimental interventions in borderzones and 

how they make something different happen.  

 Thirdly, the proliferation of experiments outside laboratories needs to be understood 

in connection with developments under neoliberalism. Tracing experimentality to 

development interventions in 1970s Bangladesh, Murphy argues that a new form of 

experimentality emerged where ‘the state was dysfunctional or where large social-technical 

infrastructures of industrialization and modernization did not reach’ (2017, 79). While not all 

experiments rely on small-scale trials and produce interventions where state resources and 

infrastructures are lacking, there is a distinctive form of experimentality that emerges in 

conditions of neoliberalism, and which relies on pilot projects, trials and a cycle of funding 

applications and donor reports to fund more experiments. Experimentality harnesses 

neoliberal logics as well as ‘responsibilized citizens who appropriately self-invest in a context 

of macroeconomic vicissitudes and needs that make all of these investments into practices of 

speculation’ (Brown 2015, 84). Experimentality and neoliberalism share an orientation 

towards speculative futures. 

The remainder of the article explores experimentality as a mode of governing in 

borderzones. Experimentality captures how social and political problems are rendered 

governable through experiments. While experimentality encompasses varied types of 

governing through experiments, I am particularly interested here in experiments without 

protocol. Not everything is an experiment and not all experiments are devised according to 

scientific or laboratory protocols. In focusing on experiments without protocol, I draw 

attention to specific political effects emerging through the entanglements of experimentality, 

subjectivity, neoliberalism and data. The introduction of Skype in the asylum process in 

Greece or the creation of an Android app with EU funding are symptomatic of this.  

 

Experimentality, precarity and debilitation in borderzones 

   

On 15 March 2018, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) issued its ruling in the case 

of a Sudanese national who had arrived in Greece in 2009 and who had repeatedly tried to 

lodge an application for asylum between 2009 and 2012 (ECtHR 2019). In 2012, his application 

was finally registered at the Regional centre in Attica, but then rejected as manifestly 

unfounded a year later. The ECtHR found that Greece violated the applicant’s right of access 

to protection under Article 13 of the European Convention on Human Rights and highlighted 

that ‘that the possibility to lodge an asylum application in practice is a prerequisite for the 

effective protection of those in need of international protection’ (European Database of 
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Asylum Law 2018). The judgement details the conditions that migrants were subjected to in 

order to be able to lodge an asylum application, in the period 2009-2012: 

 

only twenty applicants per week had access to the asylum procedure; asylum 

applicants were not allowed to wait in front of the building of the Attica Aliens Service 

and were confined to a street nearby; they used to arrive on Wednesday and were 

queuing for three days in deplorable conditions; during this time, they slept in the 

street, exposed to difficult weather conditions, without access to toilets, drinking 

water and food; several time, violent incidents occurred as those who did not queue 

tried to use violent means to occupy the first twenty places; the police did not 

intervene to stop these types of incidents….(ECtHR 2019 translation mine). 

 

The Court endorses this description of the situation based on similar information provided by 

the UNHCR and a report by the Campaign for Access to Asylum. This case reiterates some of 

the earlier conclusions by the Strasbourg Court in the seminal case M.S.S. v Belgium and 

Greece that had already found Greece in breach of the Convention given systemic deficiencies 

in the its asylum system (ECtHR 2011). Yet, rather than reform or overhaul of the system, we 

can see an orientation towards experimentality developing.  

The increased role of EU agencies, of international NGOs and international actors like 

the UNHCR and IOM means that the governing of borders becomes increasingly shaped by 

pilot tests, trial and funding applications.  Greek borderzones are teeming with ‘unmarked’ 

experiments, from floating walls to stop migrants reaching the Greek shores from Turkey to 

debit cards, and from surveillance devices to creative experiments on refugee integration. All 

these devices are inserted in reality to recompose social relations between migrants, NGOs, 

border guards and asylum authorities. A more fluid understanding of experiment is reiterated 

by humanitarian actors themselves. The UNHCR, for instance, defines experimentation in 

opposition to planning as an approach to innovation.  

 

Experimentation is a bit like innovation, a word that can mean different things to 

different people and in the worst case, it is just an empty word without meaningful 

intent. However, experimenting itself doesn’t need to be complicated, in the purest 

form it is about trying things out in small-scale. We don’t need to know the extensive 

experimentation vocabulary to test our ideas or to experiment (Saarelainen 2017).  

 

A particular type of experiment emerges, which is based on the ‘small-scale’ injection of 

devices into reality, for limited periods of time, with the purpose of speculatively making a 

different future. As Murphy has aptly phrased it, experimentality ‘calls social relations into 

febrile rearrangement, legitimating a continuous refreshing of destruction at a microscale as 

relations are offered up as decomposable and called to recomposition over and over’ 

(Murphy 2017, 82). While the use of Skype by the Greek Asylum Service did not require 

additional funding, this rationality becomes more explicit in the creation of the app that 
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accompanies its procedures (Asylum Service Application) and which was developed with EU 

funding.6  

 Let us start by looking at how the obligatory insertion of Skype in the asylum 

registration process has recomposed these relations between migrants and the state. In the 

‘User instructions for the asylum claim scheduling service’, the Greek Asylum Service presents 

the service as registration without queuing. The information for English and French speakers 

dates from 2014 and gives alternative of using an internet café, a computer or a tablet/phone 

in French (and only a computer, smartphone or tablet in English). The PDF document available 

online has not been updated so that ‘users’ are warned to only call on Wednesdays between 

11.00-13.00 for English/French and to use the skype ID ‘asylum.service’ (Greek Asylum Service 

2015). At the time of writing, this information sheet had not been amended since 2015, while 

there have been several versions of the Skype schedule.  

The lack of updating is systematic across the Skype procedure and the app. As media 

theorist Wendy Chun has argued, for digital technologies, ‘to be is to be updated’ (Chun 2016, 

17). Digital technologies require constant updating in order to work. Yet, updating depends 

on both human labour and material resources. Not only are PDF documents not easily 

updateable, but contradictory documents co-exist side by side. An updated PDF document 

has been placed alongside an outdated one on the same page of the Asylum Service (Figure 

1). The documents provide different dates and times for Skype pre-registration or various 

language speakers. Thus, finding the updated PDF has been hardly straightforward – the two 

are not listed separately, but as part of a long text on the asylum procedure. Moreover, I could 

compare them on a laptop screen and decide which one was the latest document. Imagine 

how much more difficult that would be if the documents were to be downloaded on a mobile 

phone – or impossible, as the case was with the mobile app, where a supplementary app 

would have been needed to open the PDF file. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 Greek Asylum Service, Two different hyperlinked Skype appointment documents7 
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The lack of updating is one of the first indications of precarity in neoliberalism. While the 

ECtHR judgements find the asylum system lacking, none of them mentions the restructuring 

of the Greek state in the midst of the debt crisis. The turn to experimentality needs to be 

situated against the background of the financial crisis, the Greek debt crisis and the 

reorganisation of neoliberalism (Mirowski 2013). In Stathis Kouvelakis’s (2018, 3) diagnosis, 

‘Greece has served as the laboratory for particularly brutal austerity policies, whose 

application has been accompanied by an exceptional form of government through which the 

country is administered by its creditors—the EU and, in a second tier, the International 

Monetary Fund’.8 The emphasis on neoliberal policies and responses to the debt crisis 

highlight the intensity of precarity in Greece. Moreover, neoliberalism has increasingly 

normalised precarity understood as a ‘structured category of ordering segmented relation of 

violence and inequality’ (Lorey 2015). Experimentality aims to address precarity, not by 

redressing it, but by recomposing relations of precarity in a different guise. Precarity is 

decomposed and recomposed rather than reduced or redressed. Skype rearranges relations 

between asylum applicants and the Greek state, as well as relation between the state and 

non-state actors.  

The Skype schedule works through segmentation as a socio-material practice that 

divides populations according to a series of explicit and implicit characteristics: nationality, 

languages spoken and country recognition rates. This segmentation is preceded by an earlier 

segmentation between Greek islands and mainland, with different practices of asylum 

registration and access. The Skype pre-registration procedure applies to migrants who are 

present on the mainland in Greece. The latest Skype schedule lists 15 languages. However, 

the choice of languages is not explained. For instance, Turkish is missing, while Turkey is listed 

as the fifth country of origin by total numbers of refugees arriving in Greece (Greek Council 

for Refugees 2019c).9 The schedule for calling the Asylum service is not only coded by hours, 

weeks and languages but through a complex geographical distribution of zonality. Take, for 

instance, the schedule for Arabic speakers. Not only are particular hours separated according 

to particular regions but the time for Arabic speakers is further segmented between Syria Fast 

Track and other Arabic speakers, following the segmentation of different procedures between 

mainland/island and before/after the Turkey-EU agreement.10 What should take precedence 

here – is it nationality or is it language? Which language should take precedence when 

migrants speak more than one language? Moreover, the schedule produces disorientation 

through the combination of separation of language and nationality – Arabic and Syrian – as 

well as ambiguity about the status of dual-language speakers.11 The Mobile Info Team also 

points out that Skype access will likely be policed according the a determination of what 

counts as an applicant’s mother tongue: ‘You most likely will only get an appointment on the 

English-language Skype line if English is your mother tongue, so it is not enough to speak very 

good English’ (Mobile Info Team n.d.).  
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Figure 2 Schedule for Skype calls (as of 28 January 2019)12 

 

 

The Skype experiment rearranges relations between migrants and the state by 

reconfiguring precarity rather than reducing either the precarity of material resources or the 

precarity of migrant lives. In so doing, experimentality becomes effectively a practice of 

debilitation. As Jasbir Puar has indicated, technology ‘acts both as a machine of debility and 

capacity and as portals of affective openings and closures’ (Puar 2017, 27). Through the 

insertion of Skype in the asylum process, refugees continually experience debilitation through 

the technology that doesn’t work, closure through limited access and disorientation through 

contradictory and outdated information. 

In a 2019 report submitted by a coalition of NGOs to the UN Committee on Torture, 

the Skype procedure has been highlighted again as a problem. Although extended to more 

languages, the Skype procedure inevitably enacts exclusions of those whose native language 

does not count among those selected for the Skype procedure. The report also points out 

that  

it is not unusual for asylum seekers to call the line every week for months in frustration 

and never be able to get through. As a result, asylum seekers will often have their 

police notes expire before they are able to register themselves through Skype, lose 

their access to humanitarian assistance and risk detention’ (Lucas, Ramsay, and Keen 

2019).  
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A UNHCR set of recommendations on Greece’s implementation of the ECtHR judgement in 

M.S.S. v Belgium and Greece also highlights the long delays due to the limited capacity of 

the Skype system, personnel and interpreters: 

  

Delays in interview scheduling times all over Greece are indicative of the extent of the 

current challenges. In Attica, the Fast-track Syria Unit applicants receive interview 

appointments for 2021, while in Thessaloniki interview dates are currently given for 

2024 for applicants from Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan, and for late 2023 for Iraq and 

for African countries’ (UNHCR 2019, 2).  

 

In 2018, the Greek Asylum Service, in collaboration with academics from the Harokopio 

University of Athens, and with funding from the European Union, developed a mobile 

application providing information for migrants on registering their asylum claims and using 

Skype for pre-registration. The Asylum Registration Service app can be downloaded from 

Google Play Store and is thus accessible only for phones running Android.13 I downloaded the 

app in December 2019 and used the ‘walkthrough’ method to understand how the app 

renders relations between asylum applicants, state and non-state institutions.14 What struck 

me first about the app was its dense textuality. The first interface of images gives way to 

dense textual information that fills up the screen of a small Android phone. Each block of text 

takes the user to the website of the Greek Asylum Service and requires watching high data 

usage audio-visual material or downloading large PDF files. The document for Skype schedule 

was 1.34MB and could not be opened on my Android phone, as a supplementary app was 

required to read PDF files. The app also includes Notifications, which are listed in reverse 

chronological order. Notifications are not deleted, so you need to scroll down through all 

notifications since 2016 to reach the present. Notifications can contain important information 

about policy changes and timeframes for applications, but they are almost impossible to 

access from the app. 

At first sight, we could simply say that these are problems of app design. Yet, 

experimentality sheds light on a different dimension of injecting mundane digital devices into 

the reality of borderzones. Similar issues with outdated information and lack of updating also 

plague the app. After managing to open the Skype scheduling file by sending it to my email 

address and opening it on a computer, I found out that the information had not been updated 

since 2017. The 2017 schedule was organised by language, the 2019 schedule is organised by 

hourly slots. Not only would a speaker of English or Arabic call at different hours, but they 

would also not know that the language they choose must be their native language. 

Much of the criticism of the use of Skype technologies has focused on the exclusion of 

particular categories of migrants and the technology’s inefficiency. Yet, experimentality also 

orients us to how precarity is recomposed in relations between state and refugees. As this 

section has shown, experimentality does not redress precarity and does not end either the 

endemic violence that migrants experience or the lack of resources. Digital technologies do 

not require less, but often more labour, as they are constantly in need to be updated to stay 
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the same. Skype appears to efface this need for labour, as it has been bought by Microsoft, 

so the labour of producing and updating the software is not visible. In the next section, I show 

another recomposition of relations through experimentality. Mundane digital devices insert 

refugees within wider circuits of platform capitalism so that a different mode of debilitation 

is produced through experimentality.  

  

Experimental users, surplus data, extraction 

  

In this section, I attend to the recomposition of relations between refugees, state and the 

‘invisible’ providers of digital devices, such as Microsoft (for Skype) or Google (for 

downloading the app on Google Play Store).  Many of the technologies that are deployed by 

NGOs and state actors in experimental practices are produced elsewhere, often by corporate 

actors who remain entangled in the experiments through their expertise and ownership of 

these technologies. Borderzone experimentality is thus also entangled with the extractive 

operations of  ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek 2017). Digital platforms such as Facebook, 

Microsoft, Amazon, Google or Airbnb do not only shape relations between participants 

online, but they transform value and markets. As Nick Srnicek explains, given the drive to 

accumulate data, the more certain platforms are used, the more valuable these platforms 

become (2017). Digital platforms depend upon the extraction, processing and analysis of 

data, which has become a new source of profit generation and capital accumulation. 

Experimentality is therefore intrinsic to the extension of digital platforms, which incorporate 

more and more spheres of private life by rendering them into computable data.    

To understand the political effects of digital devices like Skype, Whatsapp and other 

mobile apps, we need to understand them as data-extractive devices. Digital platforms 

depend upon the extraction, processing and analysis of data, which has become a new source 

of profit generation and capital accumulation. I call this data ‘surplus data’, as it is not just the 

data that is collected by state and non-state actors through databases, statistics about 

migration routes, or projections of flows, but data that produces surplus value. While I do not 

engage with the wide-ranging discussion about Marx’s theory of labour value, I draw here on 

the distinction between use value and surplus value (Marx 1986 [1867]). Surplus value is 

created through the production of commodities that can enter into capitalist circuits of 

exchange. Surplus data is data that garners value in exchange.15 Using the terminology of use 

data and surplus data rather than the more common one of captured data and exhaust or 

‘leak’ data helps render the extractive character of various forms of data. 

The focus on the collection and processing of digital data by state and non-state actors 

has given rise to concerns about surveillance or dataveillance of mobile populations in 

borderzones (see e.g. Broeders and Dijstelbloem 2015; Topak et al. 2015; Scheel, Ruppert, 

and Ustek-Spilda 2019) and migrant profiling through ‘non-representational categories rather 

than actual real-life social groups’ (Leese 2014, 504). Surplus data refers to data that is not 

immediately used by states for border governance, but that remains ‘invisible’ while 

indispensable to platform capitalism. A different form of surveillance is at work here – one 
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which does not necessarily take hold of migrants’ bodies – but aims at grasping the whole 

population. In platform capitalism, experiments with data are continually conducted on 

digital platforms by corporate actors. Tech companies run in vivo A/B testing to decide what 

data associations make a difference (Ng 2017). If these experiments take place elsewhere, 

migrants and refugees enter these experiments without protocol.  The experiments running 

on platforms remain invisible to them, and the protocols that might be in place in the private 

companies do not extend to them.  

Data protection and privacy offer a limited prism through which to understand the 

extraction of surplus data in these wider digital platforms. Even as many humanitarian actors 

have started to address concerns about data protection and privacy, experiments without 

protocol go beyond data protection and privacy regulations. Not only are migrants and 

refugees often excluded from the remit of data protection under the mantra of national 

security or public security, but the state collection of data can even dispense with privacy and 

data protection.16 For the experimental user, ‘offering up one’s privacy [… as] the very 

currency of proven competency and proficiency’ (Puar 2017, 32) is not even a choice. The 

Greek Asylum Service mentions nothing about privacy and the protection of migrant data in 

the use of the Skype procedure. The Asylum Information Application has no data protection 

or privacy policy. In a paper presented at the Migration Conference, the app developers, 

together with a representative of the Greek Asylum Service, note that further developments 

of the app would include ‘the gathering of usage statistics and their consequent  analysis, in 

order to derive useful information regarding its acceptance and diffusion among the asylum 

seekers and useful information regarding the asylum seekers themselves’ (Makris et al. 

2017).  ‘Information regarding the asylum seekers themselves’ refers not only to personal 

data but can have consequences for both rights and the safety of asylum seekers.  

 The question of surveillance through data extraction by both state and non-state 

actors has been increasingly discussed by international actors such as Privacy International 

and the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). While much of this discussion has 

focused on the relation between humanitarian actors and states, a recent report by the ICRC 

and Privacy International raised the question of ‘digital intermediaries’, which different 

organisations mobilise to produce and deploy digital devices (International Committee of the 

Red Cross (ICRC) and Privacy International 2018). The report also notes that ‘Until recently, 

Android operating systems had no inbuilt way of allowing users to specify app permissions’ 

(International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Privacy International 2018, 103). 

Anyone having an old phone – as the phone I had used to download the Asylum Information 

Application – had no option to specify permissions, such as the collection of location data.  

 These digital intermediaries can be visible – for instance, as the explicit providers of 

the technology – but they are often invisible, a multitude of actants in the disperse networks 

of platform capitalism. These can be both state and private actors. After the Snowden 

disclosures in 2013, The Guardian reported that Microsoft had been turning over audio and 

visual to the NSA, including Skype data (Greenwald et al. 2013). Microsoft had acquired Skype 

just a few years earlier, in 2011, and had tripled the amount of Skype video calls it handed 
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over to the NSA. While Skype was then cleared of unlawful behaviour over its collaboration 

with the NSA in a case investigated by Luxembourg’s Data Protection Commissioner, these 

other flows of data are not collateral but intrinsic to experimentality in borderzones.  

Alongside the data that migrants have to give in the process of registration and 

identification, they also produce ‘surplus data’ as their data enters capitalist circuits of 

exchange through the digital platforms that Microsoft owns.  The use of Skype depends on 

agreeing to Microsoft’s Privacy policy, which allow Microsoft to collect a wide range of data 

from users: 

 

Microsoft collects data from you, through our interactions with you and through our 

products. You provide some of this data directly, and we get some of it by collecting 

data about your interactions, use, and experiences with our products. The data we 

collect depends on the context of your interactions with Microsoft and the choices 

you make, including your privacy settings and the products and features you use. We 

also obtain data about you from third parties (Microsoft 2019). 

 

Microsoft does only collect data, but it shares this data widely. The exact extent of data 

collection and sharing remains ambiguous in their Privacy policy:  

 

We share your personal data with your consent or to complete any transaction or 

provide any product you have requested or authorized. We also share data with 

Microsoft-controlled affiliates and subsidiaries; with vendors working on our behalf; 

when required by law or to respond to legal process; to protect our customers; to 

protect lives; to maintain the security of our products; and to protect the rights and 

property of Microsoft and its customers (Microsoft 2019). 

 

What is striking in this formulation of privacy and data protection is its ambiguity about what 

exactly is collected and what exactly is shared. Ultimately, these policies enable Microsoft’s 

data-extractive operations. The Privacy policy enjoins the user to read further and look into 

the forms of data that are collected and to use technological proficiency to change standard 

settings to increase privacy. Experimentality in borderzones help us shed light on how 

migrants are unwillingly enrolled in these distributed experiments. They are both excluded 

from protocols that might be at work elsewhere, while being implicitly enjoined to 

experiment if they want to understand the extent and forms of data collection and sharing 

that Microsoft engages in.  

Enrolling migrants as experimental users of technology opens them to ‘surplus’ data 

extraction in an indeterminate future of speculation. The contours and trajectories of 

‘surplus’ data remain uncertain, shrouded in ambiguity and indeterminacy. While the 

trajectories of digital data are increasingly difficult to follow, given the number of states and 

NGOs collecting, processing and analysing data from and about migrants, the trajectories of 
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surplus data are even more complex, as they are entangled in the circuits and infrastructures 

of platform capitalism.   

Migrants and refugees cannot refuse the invisible labour of producing data surplus for 

Microsoft, Google and other tech companies. As recent research on tracking users on mobile 

platforms has shown, the business model of platforms relies on the embedding ‘third-party’ 

trackers into ‘first-party’ mobile applications, so that over 90% of all the apps were found to 

contain a tracker by a company based in the United States (Binns et al. 2018, 6). In the realm 

of platform capitalism, both labour and experiments with surplus data remain invisible, their 

protocols unwritten or unseen. In the case of the contentious development of iBorderCTRL, 

the technology supposedly using AI to detect deception at borders, MEP Patrick Breyer could 

demand the ethical assessments of the trials (Stolton 2020). This would be impossible for the 

experiments without protocol that inject mundane digital devices in borderzones. 

Enrolling migrants in digital platforms not only extracts that labour and data, but also 

deprives them of rights. In Greece, neither the state nor other actors such as UNHCR use this 

data for the purposes of individual surveillance (see Aradau and Tazzioli 2020). Yet, a recent 

report by Gesellschaft für Freiheitsrechte has shown a very different situation in Germany, 

where refugees who cannot show a passport or other identification document are obliged to 

hand over their mobile phone where data is algorithmically processed to establish their 

identity. This includes names used to login to apps, location data from photos and potentially 

apps, as well as browser domains (Gesellschaft für Freiheitsrechte 2020). The ‘surplus data’ 

that tech companies extract is turned into a tool of surveillance by the state through the use 

of AI.  Not only are these processes plagued by error, but they alert us to the extensive 

deprivation of rights. Moreover, the proliferation and dispersal of these experiments with 

data-extractive devices renders these processes increasingly invisible and difficult to 

understand. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Borderzones have become replete with digital devices that aim to render mobility governable. 

While much of the analytical attention has focused on high-tech devices such as AI-powered 

lie detectors, drones, thermal vision cameras or interoperable databases, I have proposed to 

attend to more mundane digital devices such as Skype software for VoIP or mobile 

applications. After the fire that destroyed the Moria camp in Lesvos, the Ministry of Migration 

and Asylum set up a Viber channel for refugees. The injection of small tech devices into 

borderzones has often been rendered as part of the drive for ‘innovation’ for both 

humanitarian actors and the security industry. Yet, experimentality is not limited to NGOs and 

private actors, but has become a mode of statecraft as well. Drawing on research in 

anthropology and STS, I have proposed to approach experimentality as a mode of governing 

in borderzones, which recomposes social relations in a ‘febrile rearrangement’ (Murphy 2017, 

82) towards speculative futures, through the injection of devices into the real world. 
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Experimentality deploys experiments in the artificial spaces of the laboratory, the clinic but 

also in the real world. In this paper, I have focused on experiments without protocol, as these 

can have even more insidious effects for the lives of migrants and refugees. 

 Experimentality does not only help shed light on the heterogeneity and variability of 

governmentality in borderzones, but it also makes visible these real – and debilitating – 

political effects. Critical work on border studies, particularly on the Greek borderzones, has 

emphasised the violence of pushbacks, non-rescue, refoulement and living conditions in the 

cramped spaces of detention camps. The introduction of the Skype procedure and the 

creation of an information app for asylum applicants in Greece reproduce narratives of 

connectivity, accessibility and information. Yet, I have argued that experimentality in 

borderzones rearranges relations of precarity and extraction, entailing debilitation and 

deprivation. Digital devices need labour and resources for updating and connecting. This need 

for continuous updating produces complex temporal entanglements of obsolescence: 

information that is obsolete, information that is about to become obsolete and information 

whose obsolescence is uncertain. I have shown that experimentality does not tackle precarity, 

but it recomposes relations between refugees and the state as relations of precarity. 

Experimentality also exposes migrants and refugees to further political deprivation, as it 

enrols them into extractive relations on digital platforms.  

Experimentality helps nuance analyses of border governmentality and contributes to 

an analysis of heterogeneous rationalities of governing. If neoliberalism produces precarity, 

experimentality does not reduce relations of precarity but rearranges them. If neoliberalism 

aims to foster entrepreneurial subjects, experimental subjects are unwillingly drawn into 

experiments without protocol. Finally, experimentality also helps us understand borderzones 

as not only teeming with technologies and devices, but also as sites of value creation through 

‘surplus data’.  

The analysis developed here evokes two aspects of experimentality that need further 

critical attention. Firstly, the focus here was on experiments without protocol through 

mundane digital devices. As the example of Germany indicates, other experiments are 

underway, where states can access surplus data to surveil refugees. How can we account for 

these differences in experimentality? What kind of geopolitical zoning of experiments is at 

stake here? Secondly, I started with a critical intervention by Rania Ali. Yet, her critique of the 

failure of Skype, as well as those of other actors are continuously folded back into further 

pilots, trials, innovation and experiments. What kinds of critical interventions do we need 

develop that might thwart experimental interventions and reclaim experiments as potentially 

creative rather than speculative making of different futures?  

 

 

Notes 
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1 Greece has different procedures of access to asylum depending on whether migrants reach the islands in the 
Aegean or the Greek mainland. Since the signature of the EU-Turkey agreement, migrants on the islands 
arriving via Turkey can only enter the normal asylum procedure if they are classified as ‘vulnerable’ (Greek 
Council for Refugees 2019a). Otherwise, they need to follow a fast-track border procedure. According to the 
fast-track border procedure, interviews are conducted by the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) in order 
to assess the vulnerability of applicants and make a decision on whether Turkey is a ‘safe third country’ for 
them (European Council 2016). 
2 As Vicki Squire has argued, borderzones are sites of both control and struggle (Squire 2011).  
3 On the distinction between ‘low-tech’ and ‘high-tech’ security, see (Bonelli and Ragazzi 2014).  
4 There are many debates about the political uses of categories of ‘migrants’, ‘refugees’ and ‘asylum seekers’. 
To avoid the reification of categories and also to acknowledge their fluid status in practice, I use them 
interchangeably here.  
5 Rhys Machold has criticised the ‘laboratory thesis’ in security studies for not being ‘groundbreaking and 
analytically robust’ (Machold 2018, 90). Rather than discarding the terminology of ‘laboratory’, he proposes to 
reinvigorate it through engagement with ANT/STS literature, as critical borders scholars have also started to 
do. 
6 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.ionicframework.asylumapp646672&hl=en&showAllRevie
ws=true. 
7 http://asylo.gov.gr/en/?page_id=72. 
8 Interestingly, Kouvelakis uses ‘laboratory’ metaphorically. 
9 Turkish asylum seekers do not need to use the Skype procedure, but need to give their phone number to the 
Regional Asylum Office Attica. The No End in Sight report notes that interviews with Turkish asylum seekers 
are scheduled for 2025 (Lucas, Ramsay, and Keen 2019).  
10 The Syria Fast Track procedure is a special procedure introduced since 2014 for Syrian nationals 
and stateless persons who entered Greece before the Turkey-EU agreement in 2016 or entered via 
the land borders (Greek Council for Refugees 2019b). 
11 On borders as unpredictable regimes that create high degrees of uncertainty for migrants, see Stephan 
Scheel  (2019 Chapter 4). 
12 http://asylo.gov.gr/en/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Skype-programme-28-1-19_compressed.pdf 
13 https://www.inhereproject.eu/universities/harokopio-university-of-athens-el-study-in-greece-ngo 
14 The ‘walkthrough’ method involves engaging with the app, downloading it, working through the menu and 
tapping buttons as a user might do (Light, Burgess, and Duguay 2018). 
15 ‘Surplus data’ also draws attention to the invisible labour that is needed to produce this data. While Greek 
authorities process the content of the Skype data, what is key here is the simultaneous production of data for 
exchange which produces surplus value (‘surplus data’).  
16 These are some of the exceptions listed in the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, Article 23 
‘Restrictions’). In the UK, the Data Protection Act 2018 contains an ‘immigration exemption’, which was 
unsuccessfully challenged in court by campaigners.  
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