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futures they have chosen may include suffering, loss, what some might call
“exploitation,” and even death.

Slavoj Zizek (2000) describes how the image of the other always remains
fuzzy when looked at straight on. Rather, such images become clear only
when looked at “awry,” distorted by one’s own desire and perception; in the
image of the other, the subject always “sees itself seeing” (10). Through the
social aesthetics of eligibility, those on both sides of the encounter respond to
pictures in which they are both seen and seeing. Yet trouble cases like these
leave us with images that are blurry, indeterminate, unclear.* These pictures
index a failure of knowledge, humanitarian aid, and rights-based protection,
but they are also sites of opening: into indeterminate trajectories through
which “victims” (knowingly or not) undermine the structures of power and
violence in which they have been caught.

Chapter 5§

Recognizing the Real Refugee

On an uncommonly warm early May weekend in 2007, I joined a group of
lawyers and advocates from Greece and throughout the EU at the biennial
meeting of a network of asylum advocacy NGOs. We traveled in buses from
Athens, across the flat territory near Thebes, then up through the mists of
Mount Parnassos. There, in an airy conference center near the small town of
Delphi and the archaeological site, this international group outlined the ad-
vocacy agenda for the following six months through working groups and
meetings and over dinners, lunches, coffees, and cocktails.

At a closing dinner on the last night of the conference, at the overly bright
Omphalos Taverna, I sat at a table of delegates over a glass of wine, watching
the presentation of toasts and awards after a heavy, too-oily meal of tourist-
friendly Greek fare. The finale of the evening was a campy performance in-
volving togas and singing, in which members from various NGOs honored a
longtime colleague whose retirement was imminent. On requests for a
speech, this man himself took the floor, and expressions suddenly became
serious. He was an older man with white hair and spectacles, but tall and
hale. He began by mentioning his years in the asylum advocacy field—the
successes and satisfactions, but also the ongoing frustrations, of his work.
Then he turned somber, explaining that he wanted to recount a meeting with
a particular refugee that had remained important for him throughout his ca-
reer. And so he began a striking narrative.

Shortly after starting to work at an advocacy NGO in London, he went to
the home of a Somali woman, who was in need of assistance for herself and
her children. Winding his way through a London slum, he arrived at a dank
apartment building. He knocked, and a voice invited him inside, but when he
entered, he did not see anyone. A voice then called to him from another
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room. There in the dark, he found a woman sitting on a bed cross-legged,
erect, but with her back to him, long braids trailing over her shoulders, and
without showing her face, she told him how she had fled Somalia. He did not
discuss the details of her story, but rather, left the audience to fill in those
details with accounts of violence that they had heard in their own work. But
he explained that whenever he gets frustrated and cynical, he remembers this
refugee, and that there are many more refugees out there who need help.

Intrigued by this man’s account, as well as his oratory, I looked around to
see a room full of somber faces, some contracted with emotion—one woman
with wet cheeks. The speaker’s description of his meeting with this Somali
woman had clearly struck a powerful chord with the audience, perhaps
sparking others in the room to remember similarly significant encounters.

His narrative then switched gears, as he described the genesis of his own
career as a refugee advocate. As a young man, he had been an anti-apartheid
activist in Cape Town and had gotten into trouble with the authorities there,
so he boarded a flight with a ticket given to him by his girlfriend’s parents,
arriving in London with just the money he had in his pocket. He had no idea
where to go or what to do, but some helpful people directed him to the NGO
where he later worked. Employees there provided him with legal assistance
and everything else he needed. As he explained, he went to this organization
initially for assistance, in need. But, he added, they gave him a job shortly
after he was awarded asylum.

As I looked around the room again,l saw some nodding with knowing
expressions, suggesting that they had heard this story before. But on other
faces, I saw surprise and then recognition. The figure of the refugee, whom
the speaker had conjured out of the past in his account of a faceless Somali
woman in a dank London tenement, had suddenly appeared here—a white
man, a colleague.

The “refugee” is often framed as a rare, even sacred, figure, who persis-
tently eludes those who work in the field of asylum advocacy; as the lawyer
Nikos explained, “there are thousands of people for one real refugee”” Yet the
“refugee”—the “real refugee’—also emerges as a kind of guiding light that
motivates this work. With its broadly resonant imaginative and emotional
power, this category is not reducible to legal frameworks, though these have
important roles in shaping and reflecting the parameters of whom states
do—and do not—grant refugee status. Rather, the refugee is a figure whom
multiple actors and audiences make real through dialogical, performative
processes of recognition. This chapter explores the everyday politics of
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refugee recognition as they unfolded at the ARS, and the ways in which they
served to make the refugee “real”

There are two specific moments in the narrative ab.ove that I want to
highlight for the way they speak to broader themes in t}lus c}.1apter: first, tlr;e
speaker’s account of the Somali woman’s engagement Wlth him, and second,
his own self-unmasking as a refugee. The woman, while she has her back to
him, his audience, and us, conveys a certain recognizable typology of refu-
geeness. She certainly has unique qualities, and indeed, the speak'er el.nphz%-
sizes how the particular power of his meeting with }-1er serv.ed to inspire h.15
ongoing work in the advocacy field. However, in his 1nvocz.at10n of her, she in
her facelessness also calls forth a series of actual or imagined refugees who
also serve to guide him—and the audience as well. The dark room, her 'lon.g
black braids, the shrouded mysteriousness of their encounter, h-er Somali ori-
gin, her unspoken story of violence and loss—these factors snnultaneo-usly
weave together and call forth a type, which is well @own ar.ld alsv? Preaous
to many others in the room. The racialized connotations of his depl-ctlon also
serve to typologize that figure as necessarily “other” than the ?uchence (en-
tirely white European except for a few attendees who came specifically as by
resentatives of “refugee voices”). Thus, the first segment o'f the narrative
conjures and reveals a type and an attendant series of possible encounte.rs
with refugees who, like this Somali woman, are out there, somewhere, in

i Iped.

neei}i’i E::;iclll ngment of the speaker’s narrative, however, achieves n0.t just

4 moment of revelation but a reversal in the Aristotelian sense, enacting .a

switch in the expectations that the former narrative has set up. Th.rough.hls

rather mundane description of his own experience of flight and his applica-

tion for political asylum in England, the speaker again calls forth a refugrzz.

However, the refugee is no longer an imagined figure or type but r-10w stands

before the audience, in the body and person of the speaker. This moment

does not unravel the former type, but rather, makes it simultaneously pre.sen’f
and transcendent: present, in that the refugee becomes suddenly mamfe}slt,
transcendent in that this figure exceeds both the body of t_he speaker afld t ‘f
typologies that were implied earlier. This tall, white-haired, pal;—skmr:n _,
refugee advocate is no more and no less a refugee than the woman he rem s
bers. But his narrative highlights how the category of refugee caﬁ- le
recognized—revealed, embodied, individuated, and made rea'lf—m ;ﬂu II;C
sites and forms. The refugee is no longer dark, Vulneralble, with ad‘rama v
history of violence and flight. Rather, the speaker reminds the audience
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how the category of “refugee” was (perhaps) once envisaged to be, and as it is
certainly often characterized: as a universal form of protection against forms
of violence and displacement that could happen to anyone—including even

« »

us.

In legal discourse, the term “recognition” describes the process through
which a person or group is granted a particular status through the confirma-
tion that they, in effect, were entitled to that status all along. Recognition is an
important logic in indigenous politics and in discussions of minority rights,
but it also describes the adjudication procedure through which asylum ap-
plicants are awarded protection in a particular nation state. Asylum seekers
become refugees by being “recognized” as such by the state and the law.
Among refugee advocates, however, the crucial question is also whether they
themselves recognize someone as a refugee, regardless of what the state may
ultimately decide about a case. Such everyday politics of recognition deeply
shape the kinds of cases lawyers take on, their engagements with clients, and
the ways in which they do (or do not) strive to make particular cases
successful,

These everyday politics of recognition are fruitful sites to explore the per-
formative logics embedded in refugee recognition, which are often elided in
its formal juridical formulation. While “recognition” implies the authentica-
tion of an experience or personhood that, in many ways, was already there, in
the juridical logic of recognition what is often misrecognized is the fact that
this process itself serves to make persons recognizable as refugees. Recogni-
tion is performative in the sense conveyed by J. L. Austin (2001 [1962]), in
that it both produces and enacts that which it signifies: the process of recog-
nition itself makes the refugee real. Everyday processes of recognition can
have many modalities. Sometimes, recognition can appear to be almost in-
stantaneous, taking place during just one meeting, client interview, or even in
one particular moment, as in the speech I described above. At other times,
recognition unfolds through successive meetings and interviews, through the
drafting of multiple documents, and layers of suspicion and mistrust; over a
sometimes protracted series of encounters, one can see a refugee slowly
carved and whittled out of a mess of information and uncertainty. Across
these different modalities of recognition, however, the refugee always emerges
in hindsight as a figure who appears to have been there all along.

For some lawyers and advocates, encounters with “real refugees” can
serve to make both law and labor meaningful, as the moment of recognition
is also, in many ways, a moment of redemption. For the speaker above, his
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remembrance of his encounter with the Somali woman carries him through
the frustrations of his work. The moving response to his speech perhaps at-
tests to a similar sentiment among others in the audience who, we can imag-
ine, navigate tragic dilemmas and uncertainties much like those th?.t ARS
workers face, which persistently thwart their capacities to provide assistance.
For Athenian refugee advocates, the cases of those whom they themselves
recognize as refugees often provide moments of legitimization in ciften frus-
trating and deadening work. The possible (if rare) presence of the “real refu-
gee” thus also makes legal aid and asylum advocacy legitimate, useful, and

“real.”

The Real and the Non-Real

The oft-discussed performative quality of law, which serves to produce the
very thing that it names, is often taken to imply a binary between-socml con-
structedness and the “real,” suggesting that law and legal categories have no
grounding outside the semiotic systems in which they are emi:-oedded. ]?uring
my field practice, I was perpetually reminded to tempell' my interest = how
categories are “produced” and to consider them in their profound salience
for the advocacy lawyers with whom I was spending my time: and to quote
the ARS lawyer Phoevi, for many legal practitioners law describes and re-
sponds to the “real world” .

Coutin and Yngvesson (2006) helpfully nuance discussions of performa-
tivity by considering how law does not simply produce but shapes anc‘l (re)
configures social realities. They write that both “legal and ethnographic ac;
counts retroactively instantiate realities that potentially existed all -a‘long.
(63). From this perspective, the performative effect of refugee recognition 1’s
not that it creates refugees ex nihilo, but rather, that it consolidates a person's
life history, country of origin, and the various elements of the asylum case
and makes them legible according to this category. Nevertheless, that person
could have been “recognized” differently—as an economic migrant, a trfif—
ficking victim, or a humanitarian case—through his or her encounter with

aw.
- 1Those: found recognizable as refugees are particularly rare at the ARS, an.d
even more so in Greece, given its historically extremely low refugee recogni-
tion rate (even as this may be changing in the wake of reform processes). This
elusiveness does not emerge just from the prevalence of cases that may not
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meet the tightly defined criteria for refugee status (such as “economic” or
“humanitarian” cases) but also from the persistent presence of non-real refu-
gees, cases lawyers deem variously to be false, fake, or fantastical. Take, for
example, my exchange with Dimitris on an afternoon in November 2006. As
he prepared to conduct an eligibility interview with a man from Nigeria, he
explained to me, “He is from Nigeria. He does not have a problem?” He added
that most people from Nigeria were economic migrants [not refugees]. But,
he smiled, “they tell very good stories””

Heath: If you are so sure that he does not have a problem, then why do
you do the interview?

Dimitris: Because there is a one in a thousand chance that someone might
actually have a problem, and we don’t want to miss them. There are real refu-
gees out there—we have to find them. That is why we do interviews with
everyone.

Later, when I asked him about the interview, Dimitris told me that it was
more complicated than he had expected, not what he described as the “usual
story” about Muslims and Christians. He explained that the interviewee had
told him his father was a Satanist, who expected him to follow in his
footsteps—but he did not want to. He had claimed his life was in danger from
Satanists who wanted him to join them, and he had to leave the country, be-

cause there were people loyal to Satanists all over Nigeria. Evidently taking
for granted that the story was untrue, Dimitris laughed and shook his head in
what seemed like admiring incredulity. Then turning serious, he commented,
nodding sagely: “No one tells the whole truth about his life. You have to look
behind the curtains.”

Here, Dimitris points to a crucial contingent of the #non-real at the ARS:
those who do “not have a problem” but nonetheless tell “very good stories”
He expresses a certain admiration for these good storytellers, for both their
creativity and their entertainment value, However, many of these stories
could, on the face of it, make their tellers recognizable as refugees, closely
resembling other stories that have been told by successful asylum applicants
in the past, both in Greece and elsewhere in Europe. Dimitris refers specifi-
cally to the “usual story” about Muslims and Christians. During this period
(late 2006), many Nigerians came to the ARS saying that they had fled con-
flict between Muslims and Christians in the north, in Kano province. A few
months earlier, following a widely publicized exodus of Christians from this
region, one Nigerian asylum seeker had been recognized as a refugee by the
Greek state; he had even acquired refugee status from a first-instance hearing
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often speak of all-permeating terror and persecution that extends every-
where; to some, such stories could appear paranoiac, exaggerated, conveying
not just “actual” events, but also nightmares. The experiences of those who
have fled violence may, in many cases, be beyond belief or comprehension for
the listener (see Malkki 1998), and the real may have the apparent fantasy of
fiction. Moreover, as I suggested in Chapter 4, for asylum advocates, not just
the story and the content of the narrative distinguish “real” from “non-real”
refugees but also the social aesthetics through cases takes shape. Thus, ele-
ments such as performance, language, textuality, emotion, and other much
more nebulous qualities are crucial to making the “real” recognizable. Yet
while in Chapter 4 I showed how such aesthetic qualities can often incite
forms of mistrust and suspicion between lawyers and clients, here I consider
how some cases do in fact become successful.

I'now turn to two ethnographic accounts of the process of recognition
that together gesture to the diversity of ways recognition can take place. The
first account, which explores the case of Mahmud, focuses on the perspective
of the refugee himself. This case highlights the extensive work many asylum
seekers put into effecting recognition, in terms of both documenting and
performing the “real” This case, however, also highlights how the process of
recognition serves to instantiate and make “real” normative institutional,
legal, and bureaucratic typologies. The second account, however, which cen-
ters on the case of Balram (introduced in Chapter 2), performs a reversal in
these typologies. Focused on the perspective of the lawyer, Dimitris, this ac-
count demonstrates the protracted ways in which recognition often takes
place. As he renders Balram’s story into a legally salient text, Dimitris gradu-
ally begins to characterize the case differently. Most important, however, this
case points to the flexibility of the category of the refugee, showing how bu-

reaucratic and legal procedures themselves may effect the recognizability of
surprisingly unlikely cases.

“A Good Actor”

I first met Mahmud at the ARS office, where he often came to chat and to pass
the time. Numerous NGO workers had told me he was someone T “should”
talk to, because he was a legally recognized refugee, and had a particularly
interesting case. It was an unusually cold fall day; he was wearing a wool
jacket, a sweater, and a scarf, an ensemble that, in combination with his neat
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mustache and thinning hair, made his appearance markedly profes;o;i i
sat in a chair in front of him and introduced myself, and he answere
Wld:l\izllitted and he asked with puzzlement what I was doing at the ARS. I
told him that I was doing a projec; on the rtc?e of NG;)fs 1r; t:z jge}ejlz ZZ?E
ickly, almost cutting me OI:
E;(;j:;: .ylc_)lj :55::: (jve:rc?:u‘llc“gzm.’ Nothing” He then explailned that he had
received asylum in Greece six years ago, but on hlS‘ own, w1th.111<.) fl;lphfrosml
any NGO. When 1 asked him how, he respondeddmttl(l) :’sly smile: “Perhap
case. Or I had been a very good actor. .
had}itvt‘;rz \?etz:(rll:\geginning of our digcussion, Mahmud thus ir‘ltroc?uceg.ar;t;
uity into the question of what made his case successfu‘l, situating -1s :
: fugeeness tenuously between the inherent strength of his case and his being
Ie“ucie)d actor” As Mahmud then told me in detail how he came to Qreece and
nglied for asylum, it became clear that h(:.‘ fra@ed his suc.ces; 1:11 teinr:; ?::
both of these qualities. Specificities of his life bmtory, bo'.ch in hu ar;mur g
Greece, emerged later, over multiple conversations, a'nd inat re;— e
corded interview that we conducted at my flat, over dlnner.fHerci, (; - th,at
want to focus on this initial meeting, in which he denoted o ew elem e
he himself found most important to his successful'recogm’f}on a;a i bg at.ld
He explained that in Sudan he had worked in a whlte-cl(')1 ar ].(I)l ; -
while he had not been very politically acgve, he }flad biiz Zi\:ﬁo;cigzsl Rafher
against the government, placing him -m anger from ol
than leaving at once, he took some time t? prepare, co. ed hgti}:!l e
¢ things” to use later in his asylum claim. He explalr.le tha _
(()Stlieece befause of what he knew of the cl;mate (zlva{tlrzléli:ee ;ui:gl :gnilhlz;
cause he had known Greek people in Sudan and i . ; i
ained that there was a large Greek diaspora populatio
Zizai?rirr:;iiii:;ptlhat one of the workeifs in the ARS social department had,
i rn there to a Greek family. .
. fﬁéfzfjdb:mphasized that he arranged to go to Greece legally,hollatell;rztr;i
a Sudanese passport and a Greek visa, traveling not through s?u(liggfor isvﬂum'
but on a plane. Shortly after he arrived in Greece., he applie -
Meanwhile, new acquaintances advised him to obtain a lawyer, SZ "
the ARS, speaking with a highly experienced lawyer who agret:hirteen >
take his case. But ultimately her services were unnecessary. Just o
Jater, Mahmud explained, “Some policemen came to myldoor an o
to come down to the main police station. I got my adhia paramo
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napapovig] (residence permit). I took this to my lawyer and she could not
believe it” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the passport-like docu-
ment given to legally recognized refugees. The rapid process Mahmud de-
scribes here—thirteen days from initial application for asylum to recognition
as a refugee—is almost unprecedented. Like the Nigerian case described ear-
lier, his was one of those extraordinarily rare applications that received a
positive decision at “first instance” Judging from the quick decision of not
just the lawyer, but also the state, to recognize him as a refugee, Mahmud
would appear impressively “real” even among “real refugees.”

[ asked him again why he thought he was so successful in his asylum
claim, and he noted a few elements. First, he told me again that he made a
strong effort to travel to and enter Greece legally, and he was convinced that
this helped set his case apart. In his repeated emphasis on the legality of his
movements, through both documentary legitimization and the routes and
methods of his travel, he positioned himself apart from others who enter
Greece through smuggling routes without passports or visas. His apprecia-
tion for and commitment to legality emerged also in other interactions, par-
ticularly in his open disapproval of the prevalence of drugs and drug dealing
among young Sudanese asylum seekers and migrants in Athens. In a later
conversation, however, he told me that when he applied for asylum, he had
falsified his identifying information to ensure his safety. This additional in-
formation destabilizes the image of his fully documented, legal entry into
Greece, which he emphasized so strongly in our first meeting. While he high-
lighted legality as key to making his case successful, it was ultimately unclear
if this legality emerged more through substantive documentary legitimiza-
tion or more through his being a “good actor” by carefully managing the ap-

pearance of documentary forms.

Mahmud then went on, citing the fact that he did not have an interpreter
as crucial to his successful case. “I did not want them to hear my case second
hand. When I went for my hearing, they said ‘OK, we all speak English here,
no problem’” This may have enabled more precise communication, or it may
have come at a price; while Mahmud’s mastery of English is highly sophisti-
cated, we do not know how well his interviewers understood every word.
However, precision of word-for-word exchange is not what he emphasizes.
Rather, he stresses the importance of directness, and thus also control.

Then he stated again: “I was a good actor”

Heath: “How did you act?”

Mahmud chuckled: “At the end [of the interview], I said [hanging head
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more protracted period. During our interview, conducted in his one-room
flat at a housing facility administered by another NGO, he used his hands to
indicate the enormous pile of papers he had accumulated to support his asy-
lum case, including documents brought and sent from Iraq, as well as news-
paper clippings and other research he had done in Greece. Nasdar, the
interpreter assisting us, explained that this man had had a “huge, huge stack
of different kinds of proofs,” and that when he went to his asylum hearing, his
bag was so big the clerk initially told him to leave it by the door (thinking it
was just a bag of belongings). Nasdar then added that journalists are “like old
people, they save everything” Collecting, saving, preparing, even forging
documents can make a case appear more real. Yet despite the, often literal,
weight documents can lend to a case, the distinction between the “real” and
the “cooked” is always slippery.
Mahmud’s account provides a number of insights into the work that goes
into becoming recognizable on the part of asylum seekers themselves. We
can point to a number of elements that may be salient in effecting his recog-
nition: his advance preparation of his case, his age, his education, his empha-
sis on legality, his carefully crafted sympathetic performance, and his class
background all perhaps contribute to making him more likely to be recog-
nized as a refugee. But we also see the complex shifts between conceptions of
real and the non-real that, in his account, are also crucial to making his case
successful. In our conversation, the elements behind his recognition as a ref-
ugee move fluidly between legality and illegality, substance and sympathy,
and the real and the “cooked.” Nevertheless, in recounting this first meeting
with Mahmud, I am struck by the fact that despite his own description of the
ambiguities of recognition, I never once doubted that he was a “refugee”” Cer-
tainly, I was less concerned about his refugeeness than his ways of talking
about his life in Sudan and in Greece, his excellent jokes, and his insights into
numerous topics, including NGO work and the asylum procedure in Greece.
Given his reputation as a “real,” recognized refugee, the topic of his refugee
status often emerged in our interactions. I always approached everything he
told me about his asylum narrative with the confidence that it was “true” and
thus, real, perhaps more so than I did with other interlocutors.

I have drawn on my own encounters with Mahmud because they high-
light elements of the process of recognition that I cannot describe otherwise:
recognition entails entering dialogically into a way of seeing. This is, in some
ways, a kind of conversion. Susan Harding (2000), drawing on Althusser
(1971), gives a memorable account of how she, as an ethnographer, experi-
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enced a moment of “conversion” when listening to a Pentecostal minister. ﬁs
he delivers a powerful discourse on salvation, she feels herself grz.:\dua y
pulled into a narrative, imaginative, and emotional world that was, h1th‘e(1;to,
alien. This process is realized only later, however, when she narrmtvly avoids a
car accident after leaving the church, and slzf.:vasks herself—w-lthout ev;n
thinking—“what is God trying to tell me?” Zl.zek (1?89: 36) dlS.CUSSTS t.e
process through which subjects come under ideological autl-lonty also 1rt
terms of a conversion through which belief is rendered matena‘l. H.e wrltels.
“the subject believes without knowing it, so that the final conversion is rPeredZ
a formal act by means of which we recognize what we have already believe

" (36). Through the moment of refugee recognition, a particular ideological

world consisting of law, bureaucracy, and institution.al practice is “mater.ial-
ized in our effective social activity,” in how we experience our everyday lives
ive other persons.
andlf)i;reifr;::,omy ;)wn increasing entanglement in the imaginative, emo-
tional, and discursive climate of NGO legal aid work enc'ouraged me.also to
participate in that shared repertoire of practices, catego'rles, and seimments.
My engagement with ARS bureaucratic culture, zind with asy}’um a;v m-orz
broadly, enabled me not just to see Mahmud as a “real ‘refugee, but a .S(;, in .
powerful way, to apprehend his refugeeness as something real, Ir_latena vt
essential—not as an imposed framework of legal an.d bureaucratlc“autlllonfty,
but as a quality woven into his life, his body, and his person. The r(;la refu-
gee” does not emerge just from the apparent‘ facts and I‘Jil&ijlt of tde c:asez
though these have an important role in anchor?ng, su"EJstantiatmg,”an Zomed
times literally, adding weight to the real. Nor is the real refugee P iczlf
just through the work of good acting. Rather, only the act of recognition its
makes the real refugee “really real”

Reversals and Transformations

On a warm afternoon in July 2007 at the ARS, Rahman, the Bangl; mttla;:
preter, stopped me in the hallway and introduced me to the young dangaIl
deshi man named Balram, whom we first met in Chapter 2. He ha onf v
eligibility interview at the ARS a few months earlier, but he had-rcllot yzi; :
ceived a decision as to whether he was “eligible” for A.RS legal ai s:l:r .nl;
Meanwhile, his asylum claim had been rejected, the police }?ad takenh 151}; o
card, and he had received a deportation order demanding that he




Greece within a month. He needed to know if the ARS would support his
case.
Searching for Balram’s result, I sifted through the files of hundreds of

Bangladeshis who had recently done interviews at the ARS. All—including
Balram—had been rejected, with the formulaic phrase that interviewers had
inscribed at the bottom of each interview form: “economic problems, ineli-
gible” In a clear but nonetheless not wholly uncommon violation of ARS
protocol, the interviewer had neglected to identify him/herself on the file,
and had given no details about either the interview or the case. Furthermore,
Balram had never even been notified of his rejection. Thus, unsupported by
the ARS, unable to afford a private lawyer, and perhaps also unaware of the

need for one, Balram had gone to his asylum hearing alone, and his perfor-

mance had resulted in a rejection of his asylum claim. His situation had be-

come urgent: as a rejected asylum seeker, he would soon be vulnerable to
arrest or even expulsion. The only way for him to remain legally in Greece
was to find a lawyer to apply for an annulment of the negative decision on his
asylum application to the Council of State, a very expensive and labor-
intensive procedure. Balram was again very much in need of ARS legal
services.

But let us fast-forward a few months, to December 2007. By then, ARS
workers had reexamined Balram’s application for legal aid and not only found
him eligible but determined that, according to the NGO institutional criteria,
he deserved to be recognized as a refugee according to article 1A2 of the 1951
Geneva Convention. One of the ARS’s most successful lawyers had taken on
his case, and the Greek Council of State had granted him permission to re-
main in Greece legally while his case was under review. He could thus con-
tinue to live and work in Greece while his claim was under examination, and
in the meantime, he might be able to acquire the necessary contacts and pa-
pers to employ other methods of regularization, in the event that his asylum
claim was ultimately rejected. How did Balram undergo this transmutation
from an “economic migrant” to someone who had become recognizable as a
“real refugee” to NGO workers?

During much of my fieldwork, applicants from Pakistan and Bangladesh
comprised approximately half the asylum cases in Greece,’ and were the larg-
est demographic of visitors seeking support at the ARS. However, these asy-
lum seekers from South Asia were also generally assumed—by both state
bureaucrats and NGO workers—to be “clandestine” economic migrants,
owing largely to a fast-growing South Asian community engaging very visi-

bly in labor activities, such as street vencl:lifig, cons'iru(;izzlt, f;ldp slrirtl?cl;l ’
business entrepreneurship. Country of G repo}r1 st ol
violence in Pakistan and Banglad.e;lli, but ::ji;llrgzz :: ; Sa ,G s as}du;n i
Cflted inc'hvliduallzcceiin;;li:t?zitidlg;i;adeshi applicants in an aicelerated
Cfc?c::il:::ie};fived for cases deemed to be “manifestly unioun;lid, or ::;16;
. i i fe third country or a designated “safe” coun
:: ajrl:l) p;i)ifr];\:esr,f :Ef a?si)acreated a cycle, in which th.ese applicants had muc‘h
i to prepare and appeal their cases. South Asians thus came to co.ns.;th
. t'm:;i ibE;e cases par excellence at the ARS. Workers began st.rear.nhmng
i of assessing the eligibility of Pakistani and Bangladeshi clannan.ts,
::eapzzzzzscreating their own “accelerated procedure.” Intervi:xxhwtere d:f(-i
i just two questions: Why did you leave your countrys 2t
- 'qusf)u were to go back? These questions clearly grant asymmetrical
Eziif;ils z]o that person’s narrative capacities énd legal klnowle;d_ge, as op-
d to life circumstances that may also figure into an afsy um claim. .
POS‘;I hallway meeting with Balram and Rahman the 1nterprete'r oucHEs
after 'z few motlths in which Rahman had va.orked closely \glth %E:::; il:l:
terviewing large numbers of Banglaﬁlesili. V151to11'<s (al j‘gzﬂi js Va\\:f/:).f TR
vited me to observe and assist with their work, )
some other workers jokingly called an or_nadha (te.am) .(1)1'1 asaa i S
other lawyers characterized Bangladeshi cases pr_ln.u?.nly pa m,e -
i lunteered to handle these cases, which initially surP 3 :
E:s iii:ition as an experienced and succes.sfull lawyer bﬁth = ;s:(liu;l E:ia;g
ings and in trafficking courts. However, he insisted t.hat be er;]trzmely i
with Bangladeshi visitors, that he found Bangladeshis t(?i ;aehman o
ant and good-natured people. And so together, he anb s
warm, even jovial atmosphere that contrasted ?lmost a ;uUt sz}GO e
ousness of the proceedings, as they joked per51§tenﬂy a (1 o P
the law. He also gave out information and advice to m;)sthdr oo
viewed, educating them about the asylum process anth = Ci et
though he found most to be ineligible, he often put the
private lawyers he knew to be reputable a.nd. hF)nest.h .
Despite his jovial interactions with Dimitris, Rahm

i ith neu-

i i icants, usually treating them wi
vened regarding the cases of aid applican ;at sualy e
s ineligible, he shook his head
Hindu. Hindus have

trality as well as an apparent disinterest t

i hat Balram wa
when I delivered the bad news t '
and responded: “I really think he has a problem. He is
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real problems in Bangladesh”” Struck by Rahman’s concern, I suggested that
we should both talk to Dimitris, and as expected, Dimitris agreed to reexam-
ine the case.

A couple of days later, Balram came to an interview to initiate the reas-
sessment of his case. In a mix of English, Greek, and Bangla, and often with
the help of Rahman, Balram explained that Muslim neighbors and local po-
lice had targeted his family because they were Hindu. He had moved to India
for protection, but he had also had difficulties in India, because he was illegal
there. So, returning to Bangladesh, he hid his wife with family and friends
and left, spending some time en route in the Middle East, then ultimately
traveling to Greece. Balram also explained that he had worked for a few years
atan NGO in Bangladesh, though he did not give many details.

The story that emerged from this first meeting resonated with the reli-
gious persecution clause of the Geneva definition of refugee. After this first
meeting, Dimitris said that he was convinced that some Hindus do have “real

- problems” in Bangladesh, but that he was not sure whether Balram was “re-
ally Hindu”” He asked Rahman to call Balram and request some confirmation
of his Hindu background. A couple of days later, Balram returned to the ARS
with photos of himself and his wife as tourists in India and a letter from a
Hindu temple in Greece certifying that he was a participant there. He ex-
plained in English about some Hindu beliefs and practices, pointing to his
wife’s clothing in a picture and a mark on her forehead.

However, the case quickly became more complex. A week later, he
brought a thick stack of paper, in an envelope bearing the stamp of Bangla-
desh. These papers, including informational material and letters of reference,
described his work at an internationally known Christian aid NGO. He also
brought photocopies of multiple police documents attesting to “false accusa-
tions” through which police in Bangladesh had tried to arrest him on a charge
of attempted murder. Finally, a few days after that—unsolicited—Balram
brought Dimitris two DVDs. One of these contained home videos of him and
his family engaging in Hindu celebrations; the other was a video of Balram
taking part in a rally with the Awami League, the more progressive political
party active in Bangladesh. At that time, its members reportedly had often
faced discrimination and some harassment by the party then in power, the
BNP (Bangladesh National Party).

This new information regarding Balram’s work history, the “charge
sheets,” and his political activity added important new dimensions to his
case, suggesting that he had experienced political problems, not just religious

|
|
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blems. But it also created points of contradiction, prodflcing an informa-
p‘m 1 and narrative gap between the existent account of this case—the te)l<t»
tlOnahfm w material. This also created a site of potential doubt, uncertainty,
aﬂ‘; t 1;nnrjrlistmst: w};y did he not speak about this before? Moreover, charge
:Eee:: like those that Balram brought are known among lawyers tfo bet: fo:lgaic;
i Athens for a fee and are generally treated by ARS sta.ff as part of a stan
» toire of false cases, owing to their wide circulation and app.arent easy
repi;c?;cibility. But the information regarding Balram’§ w0r1.< history was
- | that no NGO workers had seen before, and the videos introduced an
irr:rtr?;:;ate vividness into his accounts of both religious and politically rele-
vanf_[r?cicizltrf;ntime, over two weeks had gone by, and the deadline fsoz rlzi:
ran’s application to the Council of State—if he Were t‘? n.1alfie 0-1:‘2?»:2 o
ing close. With this added pressure of tung, Dlmlt-ns ?a "
Balram as eligible, explaining that he had ?ec:ie: :(()) %;iegs ur::l hom
t” He began to draft the applicatio .
(S)'fl"gjivclll?:}? at that tirie was the court in charge of rulling on (?d Iig;ir:fgg
nullifying) possible breaches of procfed(t;ra.l r:;t;:iljellr; ‘iei?g rel:; i
lum hearings. As the highest court of admini e - r;ﬂe o
a very particular role in the asylum procedure. It di no1 ot yof o
merits of the asylum case, but instead on the procedura n;fii tzourt -
dication procedure through which the case wa's assessed. e -~
deviation from procedure, it would likely nullify the formf-:r- asyhums T
i implication that the case be reexamined. Yet a positive decision fr
;’v';‘tlgl td};fil?(ihliztcl:;arﬂy mean a positive asylum decision would result on
amination. .
reeXOfiEcially, grounds for applications tol STE werem a;:\:zy; féori?;r;i;::i ;1
’s case, Dimitris claimed the asylum com .
?;;riar]:zerview Balram had given. And inde?d, the asylucrln hccin}::ﬁ;tg; 11;22
been sloppy; the transcript of Balran's interjwevx.r conﬁr‘me tieaW .
an account much like the one he had given in h%s ARS mtc;rvh d, v
wording of his negative asylum decision exp.lal_ned that de acrEte i
came to Greece for “economic reasons.” Dimitris thus ha ctf)trlhe e
for the application. Despite the official procedurtal. fozus .oion e
however, a number of lawyers told me that a positive decis

icant’ d, thus,
unofficially lend weight to the merits of the applicant’s asylum case an

i iti i [eexamlnatl n. MOIEO\FGI, Sllol t]-,'- .aftel
g ve a pOSltlve eﬁect on 1ts (o)

each application was submitted, the lawy
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application for suspension of deportation, which would grant the asylum
seeker interim protection in Greece while his/her case was examined. In rul-
ing on the suspension of deportation, the Court assessed the apparent danger
or vlavi [BA&Pn] (damage) that the applicant would face if deported to his or
her home country. Not many applicants were granted interim protection—
particularly applicants from Bangladesh and apparently “safe countries”
Thus, in a backhanded way, the high court did render a judgment on the
substance of the asylum seeker’s claim.” This judgment had an immediate ef-
fect on that person’s future in Greece and could impact further assessments
of the case.

Interestingly, the structure of the applications to STE themselves reflected
the important unofficial role of STE in the asylum procedure. The numerous
applications of ARS clients I read place the narrative of persecution front and
center, repeatedly returning to this narrative; the procedural material appears
only toward the end. In crafting Balram’s application, Dimitris drew on the
diverse components of the file, the interview form, and his various meetings
with Balram to create a text, a first-person life history narrative told in the
voice of Balram, which is the standard format. And Dimitris himself deliv-
ered it to the Council of State on his motorcycle, his mikhani, on the very last
possible due date. Balram’s life history, as presented in his application to STE,
is a narrative of a man targeted by police for his political and professional
activities and who was also harassed because he was Hindu. If we take a
closer look at the text itself, we see that the gaps are smoothed over, and the
contradictions are made to work together to create a fuller and more substan-
tive narrative of persecution. In the very first paragraph, both his activities at
the NGO and his Indian origin are given as the reasons for his flight (repro-
duced in my own direct translation of the Greek text):

In my country of origin I inhabited the area ____, and worked in
_, aworldwide Christian NGO which has as its key primary ob-
jective the help of those who have need, and [ was an active member
of this organization, as evidenced by correspondence which T attach.
This activity of mine as well as my Indian origin forced me to leave
my country and go abroad owing to fear of persecution and danger to
my life in 2004.

The text goes on to describe a generalized condition of violence in Bangla-
desh, in order to substantiate his claim to protection.

The narrative then give

(his first flight):
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ituation i f origin, and the
itical situation in my country © .
i process, had created during

tioning of democratic :
e . d political violence. The state

i i tendency towar :

that period a particular e

ﬁlecganisrns of public order (police, army) were 'functlo.mng i Loy
ontexts outside the framework of the law, serving various p

c

goals.

s account of the events leading up to his flight to India

s of 2001 the BNP (Bangladesh National Party)
fter the elections when I was returning to my

house I found the door marked [stamped], with 2 ste:temlent f;):;
a
that said “this house is now the property of Mr. [; oi ey
Both I and my brothers were arrested by the aut orl ies :
we suff.ered serious beatings during the period of O-U;i m}cprls;n:}r::;;e.
- fter my arrest without an :
s set free twenty-four hours a .
IU\;(in my return to my house | received threats on rr;lylhf;e frozln r:ry
. . o i
i brothers went to India while 1 ma
neighbors. Both 1 and my |
ranggements so that my wife would be brought across the border

During the election
came to power. The day a

leader]

gladesh and his second experience

ipti i to Ban !
Through a description of his return o

i e she
of persecution, the narrative then accounts for the chalig T
corporating and rendering them legitimate through the inter

the text.

illegal in India T was forced to return to Bangladesh.
appeal the seizure of my home and prop-

ies. Unfortunately, not only was the ap-
d murder [note

Because [ was
Upon my return I tried to
erty with the police authorit
p;Zl not accepted but I was falsely accused of attempte

pointing to the documentary evidence].

ituati Hindus in
The next portion of the narrative focuses on the situation faced by

hroughout
Bangladesh, thus substantiating his claim to a welllr.foundded lffeairoi .ro gl
the 'i:rritory of Bangladesh on account of his ethnicity and religlon:

f Bangladesh is extremely

: i i ntry o
The situation for Hindus in the country e

dangerous. . . . Although I tried to hide my Indian ancestry th
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impossible, as physical characteristics, my surname, and my religious
occupations suggest otherwise. The Muslim extremist group Jamaat
Al Islam collaborates with the party BNP, and it is known that it is as-
sociated with terrorist attacks. The same applies to individuals who
seized my home and my property, generally of a party belonging to
the BNP. It is clear that both I and many others like me are in grave
danger, while the situation in the country of my origin becomes more

and more dangerous. I fear for my life throughout the territory of
Bangladesh.

Finally, the narrative describes his flight to Greece:

Upon hearing of these accusations, I ran away . ..because if I had

stayed it was likely that I would be imprisoned without ever having
the possibility of countering these unjust accusations.

of persecution.

So, my fear of persecution is not based solely on the fact of my partici-
pation in this nongovernmental organization, but the particular cir-

cumstances of my case, circumstances related to my ethnic origin and
the political situation in my home country.

Balram’s life history thus shifted from that of an “economic migrant,” with

economic problems, to that of a “refugee,” with “real problems,” both political
and religious.

Entextualization

Balram’s application to STE—like his interview—is both a performance-
based and a textual artifact. It emerged through a series of encounters involv-
ing multiple performers and audiences and diverse modes of representation.
Bauman and Briggs (1990), however, have shown that texts serve to bracket
off and remove discourse from its emergent, messy social contexts. They de-
fine “entextualization” as the “process of rendering discourse extractable, of
making a stretch of linguistic production into a unit—a ftext—that can be

The text closes by asserting that all these reasons combined constitute his fear

ing” izati be initiated
lifted out of its interactional setting” (73). I:',nt{axi.:uali:lza\'u::;l :; e
i isual and gestural signals— ,
rough written, oral, and visua _ ‘ i
trlrllarkg-:)f’f a stretch of discourse such that the audience beh.olds lF as ?O:ms
ferential unit. The “texts” that interviewers produce on mterf;ﬂ;w hm;
l;d the text that Dimitris produced on the application, br;cke; o tt zfe g,zus
i ive i the object O :
g the narrative itself to become
seeker’s account, allowing oo e il
i ization plays a crucial role ;
This process of entextualiza : p
cogningle as a refugee, though this does not necessarily r(riaean that h e
» izati less, engenders a new ran
i textualization, nonetheless,
cquire refugee status. En ORI : o
an:;fci:votentialities for his case, a set of conditions in and through ;;r}?ch r)ei ,je
i ke not just Balrams
iti text serves in a way o rema
nition could occur. The : 1 i
i d through this apparently seamiess, :
but his legal personhoo : : . e
tive of pegrsecution. Yet the gaps, imperfections, and p<?1nts dof L'ln(;;rt CO:Z
derlying this text which became visible as we reconsidered it in ; eb_li
un ; . . S
text ofyits interactional setting, are also integral to ?ffectmg recogn;lza altly
Why, of so many cases, did Rahman intervene in this one? Perhaps he ret y
s , i i reters
thoZght Balram had problems, but perhaps he was paid (}I:IGO ;n:;?sheets
indu? Were those cha
i Balram really Hindu?
are often offered bribes). Was : EER : S
real? What exactly was the relationship between his rehgblou; onent:tl}c;engali
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i from Bangladesh? Maybe he
his NGO work? Was he even g e
i ay undermin
These gaps, on the one hand, m : i
B S i tunities for crucial forms 0
i they provide opportu '
im, but on the other hand, : Hes ok -
° ative work by each of the individuals involved. Dimitriss legal expe t(;
cre % : g
Balram’s pictures and papers, and Rahman’s intervention are all n_ece 213( °
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the production of the narrative. In the text, however, this creatln;z o
elidfd and the narrative appears to be self-evident, smooth, seamless,
er of fact” , oy,
t Shortly after our collaboration on Balram’s case, I spentfa;t;\;r; flarge
Dimitris, his wife Fani, and Stavros, at a bar in a suburb oh. v D e
art of o’ur conversation centered on the topic of Bangladeshi casse;1 -
Itamd begun to do extensive research on Bangladesh, and he e?xpreamong o
at the discrepancies between his findings and. the aSSump,El?:[.ltSi v~~~
Jawyers regarding Bangladeshis and “economic problems.” C1 nf s
Home Office Report and a report issued by the US. Depar;tme -
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that Bangladeshis are excluded from having legitimate asylum cases: “The
UNHCR does not give any directives on Bangladesh. And England does not
recognize anyone from Bangladesh [even though the UK home office recog-
nizes that there are many problems there]” Finally, he concluded: “The Ban-
gladeshi people we see are just poor, so poor they don't even know they have
rights. Rights for humans—human rights. And some cultures do not allow
for this idea, this understanding”

After working on Balram’s case, Dimitris had begun to question the

frameworks and assumptions through which refugees are most often made
recognizable. He suggested that Bangladeshis might, indeed, have “real prob-
lems” Moreover, he considered that the concept of “economic problems,”
rather than signifying problems that are not “real” might indicate even par-
ticularly powerful forms of exclusion. He argued that many Bangladeshi asy-
lum seckers in Greece lacked access not just to rights, but also to the
knowledge and language of rights, owing to overwhelming poverty and in
many cases also lack of education. Dimitris thus began to shift somewhat the
way in which he approached the everyday politics of recognition at the ARS,
Months later, the ARS received news that the Council of State had ordered
that Balram be given his temporary ID card back, allowing him to remain
legally in Greece while awaiting the ruling. On telling me this news, Dimitris
never mentioned his initial doubts about Balram, emphasizing instead the
strength of the application (attesting not just to the strength of Balram’s story,
of course, but to his own expertise). Furthermore, by this time, Dimitris had
also made Bangladeshi cases a project of sorts, taking on a number of other
Bangladeshi individuals as eligible and bringing their cases to the high court.
In ARS meetings, he expressed increasing frustration with the organization’s
practice of rejecting such cases routinely, and he had begun to advocate
openly for a reconsideration of so-called “economic cases” As he explained
to me, “T want to show that there are real refugees from Bangladesh too”

I do not want to assume a direct, causal relationship between Balram’s
case and Dimitriss changing approaches to his work. Yet it does appear that
Dimitris had been pulled into a larger process of recognition through his
frequent contact with Bangladeshi individuals, including Balram, through
which he had begun to question ARS eligibility practices. Dimitris’s recogni-
tion of Balram and other Bangladeshi applicants as possible refugees was in-
cremental, cumulative, emerging also across multiple points of inconsistency.
But just as the final text of Balram’s application smoothes over narrative and
informational gaps, when Dimitris discussed the case after the fact, he refer-
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enced Balram as a refugee who had, in a way, been‘ t-here all along;D1m}itnrs;
just “needed to find him? This process of recogmtlon,.effc?cted tt r()u;:gt.W :1
ongoing dialectic between performance a_nd .entextuallzatlt’)n, re }rl(:; ' mlz
instantiates Balram’s refugeeness. Meanwhile, just as Balram’s T.as.e s
in shifting Dimitris’s own approach toward state and NGO po 1ct1les, A
case could also change from the bottom up some of the assurlnpf 10nsBan "
actors regarding refugee status determination: perhaps people from Bang
desh could be real refugees too.

Conclusions

A successful asylum case involves much more than.simply fitting intcl)i zafiz;
carved legal category; rather, performance, narrative, and entexdua waton
are all crucial to effecting recognition. Throhl%gh these many—laye;e; ; Ifn il
cal components of the politics of recognition, the @tegory 0 1}:3 ufd Ye:[
made real: vivified, pulled, redelineated, and sm_‘netxmes also r.es apf .wer
while the “real refugee” always takes shape dialogically, t}lle quesjtt?ln o} t].)01 “
is also always central. As Judith Butler {1?97: 49) asks in f};er in ue:civ .
thinking of Austin, “If performativity requires a power to ¢ go:}: or en g
one names, then who will be the ‘one’ with such a”p.ower, and ow wi ‘lti i,
power be thought?” Butler argues that this “on? is ofter?,‘m fz;ctﬁzm;e i Cj
lying in the sovereignties of citizen-subjects. Yet in th'e p;hths 0t rOf i e e
ognition, this power is asymmetrically concentrated in the agen ¢ he s
and the law, highlighting the role of juridical and stat_e soverelgn;y in Likeg-
the “word” that, ultimately, makes subjects recogr.uzab’le as:xel ugee;.t <
wise, it is the lawyer’s decision, not the asylum app.hcants assertlllon, tha ;Jnd
mately makes that person’s refugeeness recognizable to colleagues ,
i also to agents of the state. ‘
Pﬂt?};c;afl‘g’uisof thegrefugee finds its power precisely in this uneasy combu(;a:
tion between an asymmetrical authority, which effects and l.egmma.ttej ric ;gn
nition, and the fluid and dialogical encounters : t.hat lie behin 1h.owf
disarticulating the processes that underlie that dec151F)n or ut(tieram?.e, o
ever, we see that the politics of recognition can throw into the (?rmaxl': e
“real” surprisingly fluid figurations of the category of I'efuglt?ei‘1 Oﬂr; ?eco :
the initial vignette, the switch the speaker performs accomplis o8 h ge
nition of both himself and the Somali woman as fefugees by his au 1e.rli(r:1 3
enabling this category to move powerfully across diverse contexts, acquiring
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a broad, even “universal” resonance. Mahmud’s case points to the complex
tacking between “acting” and “substance” that underlies the process of recog-
nition. Yet the engagements between Balram, Rahman, and Dimitris made a
so-called “economic migrant” recognizable as a refugee, shifting also the pa-
rameters of what constituted the “real” While one who is structurally in a
position of greater power may have a greater role in effecting recognition to
agents of the state and the law, the question of whom and what that person
recognizes, and why, is highly variable. This capacity of the category “refu-
gee” to move both robustly and smoothly, to be both particular and general,
to describe both specific and universal notions of human suffering, is how it
acquires its peculiar power.

ACT

Citizenship

w4

May the dust never drink the black blood
Of fellow citizens, in their lust for revenge,
Hunting for murder to answer murder

To the ruin of the city.

Rather let them give joy for joy. . . .

—The Eumenides, 980-984
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