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ABSTRACT

This paper interrogates the making of digital subjectivities that stem from the multiple data extractions that migrants experi-

ence. It argues that the digitalisation of the border regime does not produce data doubles as discrete and intelligible objects of
knowledge; rather, it generates scattered digital subjectivities. Relatedly, it contends that the scattered dimension of subjectivities
indexes modes of violence beyond blatant law infringements: migrants are haunted by traces that disrupt their journeys. The
paper starts by taking stock of scholarship on digital borders and migration, illustrating the pitfall of analyses that assume a
discrete digital subject. Focusing on the French-Italian border, the article moves on by reconstructing the production of scattered

digital migrant subjectivities. The third section shifts from digital subjectivities as an object of knowledge towards the effects of

extractive processes on migrants: it shows that migrants feel disintegrated and unable to give an account of themselves, that is,

of putting order in their life. It concludes by arguing that an analysis of the digitalisation of the border regime should investigate
jointly the production of scattered digital subjectivities and the effects of disintegration that it generates on migrants.

1 | Introduction

The integration of digital technologies and algorithmic systems
in migration governmentality has pushed scholars to investigate
modes of technologised surveillance and control in different
sites—such as refugee camps and national frontiers—and pro-
cedures—registration, asylum and deportation- of the border re-
gime. The (partial) digitalisation of borders and asylum affects
migrants’ geographies and presence. Through the extraction
and sharing of data, migrants’ past passages are made legible to
state authorities, so that in principle can know where migrant
persons had been, irrespective of their actual and current pres-
ence.! Beyond tracking migrants' movements, the systematic use
of biometric technologies has contributed to change what can be
called “the location of truth”: building on the assumption that
“the body does not lie” (Aas 2017), states resort to fingerprinting
procedures for partially dislodging migrants' narratives to know

their stories and identity. In fact, the use of AI in migration gov-
ernmentality has generated shifts, readjustments and displace-
ments in the relationship between the migrants and the state,
which concern modes of controlling movements, the production
of truth and knowledge and the multiplication of barriers for
getting access to rights and asylum. Not only are (some) borders
nowadays digital: migrants' subjectivities as well are partially
shaped by digitalised datafication processes.

While a burgeoning scholarship investigates the failures and the
functioning of data infrastructures in migration governmental-
ity (Amelung et al. 2021; Bellanova and Glouftsios 2022; Leese
et al. 2022), interrogations on which subjectivities are produced
or are affected have been sidelined or have been asked by draw-
ing attention to the way in which migrants are translated into
intelligible and discrete objects of knowledge. In particular, the
figure of the “digital migrant” and the concept of “data double”
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(Metcalfe and Dencik 2019) have gained traction in migration
literature (Collins 2023; Leurs and Smets 2018). However, the
concept of “data double” (Haggerty and Ericson 2000), mobilised
also by scholars who work on migration and borders (Pollozek
and Passoth 2019; Taylor and Meissner 2020) partially fails to
capture the transformations that the digitalisation of frontiers
has produced on the production of migrants’ subjectivities.
This paper deals with the making of migrants' digital subjec-
tivities: investigating how these emerge through multiple data
extraction and affect migrants’ journeys, it advances a twofold
argument. First, it contends that the digitalisation of the border
regime does not produce data double or digital migrants, which
are discrete and intelligible objects of knowledge and control but
rather, it generates scattered digital subjectivities. Thus, in the
place of asking “where did my data go?”, I suggest to raise the
question “which data am I?”. Indeed, the digitalisation of bor-
ders has transformative and productive effects, since it impacts
on and shapes migrants’ subjectivities.

Second, and relatedly, the paper argues that the scattered di-
mension of subjectivities indexes modes of violence that mi-
grant persons are targeted by, beyond blatant manifestations
and infringements of the law: these consist in migrants being
haunted by the multiplicity of digital and non-digital traces.
Such dispersal of data and the related difficulties to retrace and
assemble how data is circulated and used is a key component of
the violence of the border regime, as long as this tangibly im-
pacts on migrants’ movements and presence. Migrant persons
are haunted by multiple traces, both during their journey and
when they settle down, as long as, first, it is hard to reconstruct
by whom and for which purposes they have been object of data
extraction; second, because the impact that the traces that state
authorities generate and store might have on migrants' geog-
raphies is unpredictable. An insight into migrants' digital sub-
jectivities involves exploring, I suggest, the extent to which the
multiple data extraction processes render difficult for the mi-
grants to give an account of themselves (Butler 2009), meaning
by that retracing the social conditions of emerge of one's own
subjectivity and of putting order in life after being exposed to
violent extractive processes.

In other words, an inquiry into the making of migrants' digital
subjectivities cannot be narrowed to an analysis of the encoun-
ter between migrants and socio-technical systems: it requires
challenging the image of a discrete data double or of a digital
alter ego, by taking into account the effects of disintegration that
the repeated processes of extraction, including data extraction,
generate on migrants. Pushing this forward, the production of
what Reiter and Coutin (2017) have called the “disintegrated
subject” to refer to the effects of the border regime on migrants’
lives, should be analysed in light of the hurdles that migrants
face to retrace the multiple extractive processes they have ex-
perienced. In fact, Reiter and Coutin argue, “illegalisation and
criminalisation produce a new form of legal subject, which
is neither a juridical subject governed by the law, nor a disci-
plinary subject [...] instead, the subject is disintegrated” (Reiter
and Coutin 2017, 568). Methodologically, this paper builds on
research I conducted at the French-Italian Alpine border, in
the villages of Oulx and Bardonecchia and at the migrant shel-
ter “Massi”, located in Oulx, between 2018 and 2023. There, I
conducted interviews with the Italian police (in Bardonecchia),

with the Red Cross and with Italian and French NGOs involved
in supporting and helping migrants in transit (Rainbow for
Africa, Diaconia Valdese, LaCimade, Anafe).

I have been in dialogue and collaborated with lawyers from the
Italian Association of Juridical Studies on Immigration (ASGI)
and I have been in conversation with migrants from different na-
tionalities who arrived at the shelter in Oulx to cross to France,
or that I met at the rail station in Bardonecchia after being
pushed back to Italy by the French police.? Although I draw on
empirical findings, and I situate the analysis geographically, the
paper aims at developing a broader theoretical-conceptual argu-
ment on the production of scattered digital subjectivities which
exceeds that specific migration context. The article is divided
into three sections and proceeds as follows. It starts by consid-
ering the growing scholarship on digital borders and migration:
it explains the limitations of concepts that reproduce the image
of a discrete digital subject, as conveyed by the notion of “data
double”—showing that one of the effects of repeated data ex-
traction and circulation consists in the production of scattered
subjectivities. The paper moves on by reconstructing the pro-
duction of scattered digital migrant subjectivities, focusing on
the French-Italian Alpine border. The third and final section
shifts the attention from the production of digital subjectivities
as an object of knowledge and control towards modes of border
violence generated through multiple data extraction: it contends
that migrants are often turned into disintegrated subjects, un-
able to give an account of themselves, that is of reconstructing
their subjectivity after the violent extractive processes they have
been targeted by, and due to the multiple counterfeiting of their
identity they experience or have actively done.

2 | The Pitfall of Data Double

The term “data double” has been used in critical security studies
literature, surveillance studies and, most recently, in migration
scholarship, to define the digital duplicate of ourselves, as a re-
sult of data extraction and data sharing practices. The concept
was notably introduced by Haggerty and Ericson (2000) in their
article “The surveillant assemblage”, discussing about the new
configurations of surveillance, what they define “surveillant
assemblage” works “by abstracting human bodies from their
territorial settings and separating them into a series of discrete
flows. These flows are reassembled into distinct ‘data doubles™
(Haggerty and Ericson 2000, 606). In fact, what characterises
the data double is the virtual duplicate of “a decorporealized
body”, made of “pure virtuality”, as it stems from the articula-
tion of a series of data flows, giving rise to a discrete digital unit
(Haggerty and Ericson 2000, 606). Transposed into the field of
border controls, the data double is the virtual migrant subject
that emerges as a result of dataveillance processes and of the
re-combinations of the digital flows in which migrants' bod-
ies have been divided up as a result of multiple data extraction
processes (Dijstelbloem and Broeders 2015; Everuss 2021;
Madianou 2019). Thus, data double designates a discrete digital
subjectivity that mirrors and duplicates the subject, in a disem-
bodied and virtual manner.

The concept of data double has the merit of highlighting the
multiple shifts produced with the incorporation of biometric
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technologies in migration governmentality and, in particular, in
border control activities. For instance, the data sharing activi-
ties among state authorities about migrants’ presence and the
systematic use of fingerprinting at the border have contributed
to producing knowledge about migration based on standardised
biometric criteria. Nevertheless, the image of a discrete digital
subjectivity fails to grasp the production of migrants’ scattered
subjectivities as a result of the multiple data extraction activi-
ties and of the assemblage of digital and non-digital “bureau-
cratic inscriptions” (Horton 2020) that affect migrants' journeys
and lives. These scattered digital subjectivities have tangible
effects on migrants, since they contribute to disintegrate sub-
jects (Reiter and Coutin 2017). Indeed, on the one side, the
specificity and difficulty to investigate the making of migrants’
digital scattered subjectivities depend on the fact that “digital
data matters precisely because we do not see it” (Kaufmann and
Jeandesboz 2017, 317). In other words, the increasing digitalisa-
tion of borders makes it harder to reconstruct the multiple data
extraction processes that migrants went through. On the other
hand, it would be misleading to think of data extraction pro-
cesses exclusively through the lenses of the digital: in fact, mi-
grants are haunted by an imbrication of digital and non-digital
traces and documents (Canzutti and Tazzioli 2023). As Amoore
has observed in her analysis of the “deep border”, the violence
enforced on migrants explodes and scatters biometric data so
that they are no longer primarily connected to characteristics
as such, but rather gather together with a multiplicity of data
features (Amoore 2024, 2).

Relatedly, migrants' lives and journeys are affected by these
multiple data extraction processes, far beyond questions of pri-
vacy and consent (Arora 2019). In fact, first, digital bureaucratic
inscriptions and data extraction processes do not happen in the
void and, rather, take place as part of broader administrative and
legal bordering mechanisms; second, they should be situated
within modes of governing by choking migrants' lives, which
range from obstructing mobility to occluding migrants’ futurity.
That is, it is key to interrogate how the digitalisation of borders
has altered the relationship between migrants and the state. Yet,
the making of digital subjectivities is incorporated into biopo-
litical mechanisms apt at disrupting migrants’ lives, not much
by blocking and immobilising them but, rather, by multiplying
hierarchies of mobility (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). The trans-
formations that occurred in the making of migrants’ subjectivi-
ties as a result of the digitalisation of borders and the systematic
use of biometric technologies have been the object of scrutiny in
migration studies and in critical security studies as well as by
critical legal scholars. Stephan Scheel (2019) has critically en-
gaged with the Autonomy of Migration (AoM) approach by look-
ing at the difficult tactics of mobility appropriation that migrants
deploy to navigate and resist biometric technologies, which turn
the body into an object of control. As part of this debate, scholars
have foregrounded the nexus between non-knowledge and the
production of migrants’ subjectivities, looking, for instance, at
how these “come to be produced through different problematisa-
tions of non-knowledge” (Aradau and Perret 2022, 412).

Louise Amoore has demonstrated that algorithmic systems work
by turning subjects into clusters of attributes (Amoore 2020).
Along similar lines, Petersmann and Van Den Meerssche (2023)
have convincingly advanced that “at the ‘virtual border’, the

human subject is splintered into a ‘cluster’ of pulsing patterns
distilled from disaggregated data” (2). This line of inquiry
should be pushed further, I contend, interrogating the impact
that digital traces have on migrants’ lives and geographies.
Recently, some scholars have questioned the concept of data
double, insisting that datasets extracted from individuals do
not consist in a “copy of a person, as implied in the relationship
between original and double (or Doppelgidnger). Indeed, a piece
of biometric data relates only to the body-of which it would
then be an imprint or index-not to the identity of a person”
(Griinenberg et al. 2022, 214; see also Mehl 2022). For this rea-
son, it is key “to challenge and destabilise the apparent security
of the biometrics-body-identity nexus, and to politicize the site
of identity” (Amoore 2006, 344). By speaking of the “embodied
identity of migration” to designate not the lived experience of
migrants but the epidermal inscription of identity through bio-
metric technologies, Kuster and Tsianos (2022) stress the differ-
ence between biometric identity and personal identity, which is
socially constructed (37).

Drawing on this debate, I attend to processes of subject for-
mation and disintegration, and how migrants are affected by
multiple digital and non-digital extractive processes. Migrants
can only partially retrace which knowledge about them is pro-
duced, as well as what about them is known and is the object
of concern. Thus, instead of presupposing that data extraction
generates a coherent or discrete digital subject, it is key to in-
vestigate the processes through which individuals are turned
into alerts and hits,? as well as into biometric traces and scat-
tered into different databases and circuits of data exchange. This
contributes to generating broken-up and disintegrated subjects,
who can hardly reconstruct the data extractions they have been
targeted by, and how their scattered digital traces might affect
them in the future. In other words, the contention according to
which biometric technologies superimpose a digital identity on
migrants which is produced in the databases, needs to be ques-
tioned in light of the effects of disintegration it generates on
migrants and on the making of scattered digital subjectivities,
or “disjunctive subjectivities” (Aradau and Perret 2022, 423).
Moreover, the dispersal of traces produced about their presence
and passages makes it difficult for migrants to give an account
of themselves. In fact, the question “which data am 1?” entails
a twofold theoretical shift. First, it moves attention from a focus
on (digital) identity towards an interrogation of the data and
knowledge which are produced about migrants as a result of
multiple extraction processes.

Asking “which data am I?” means that a certain degree of non-
intelligibility and opacity exists for the migrants, insofar as, to
a certain extent, it remains unknown to them how their mul-
tiple digital traces are assembled, recombined and disassem-
bled. Such an interrogation shifts away from an exclusive focus
on data privacy and consent, foregrounding instead the effects
of disintegration and the production of scattered subjectivities
generated by multiple digital traces. In this respect, it is worth
clarifying that this interrogation differs in part from epistemic
debates on the crafting and enactment of migration as an object
of knowledge. For instance, Scheel, Ruppert and Ustek-Spilda
aptly notice that “what is known, negotiated and targeted as
migration is mediated by a plethora of data practices” (Scheel
etal. 2019, 579). Instead, I suggest articulating such an analytical
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perspective with an analysis oriented at grasping how migrants
are affected by these multiple extractive processes. Second, the
question “which data am 1?” leads us to reflect on the making of
scattered digital subjectivities, that is to the ways in which data-
fication processes shape both how states and migration agencies
produce knowledge about migration and, jointly, how migrant
persons perceive themselves. Drawing attention to the making of
digital subjectivities it entails starting from the assumption that
there is no such a thing as “raw data” as, ultimately, “data need
to be imagined as data to exist and function as such,” (Gitelman
and Jackson 2013, 3). Thus, the way in which migrants are nar-
rated and recorded through datafication processes as well as the
implications for migrants are not self-evident and, rather, it is
precisely what requires to be investigated.

Through the concept of scattered digital subjectivities, I insist
on the effects that the multiple data extraction processes in
combination with non-digital bureaucratic paper trails do have
on migrants’ subjectivities. In this sense, such a concept par-
tially differs from analyses that investigate “epistemic fusion”
(Glouftsios and Leese 2023) or are oriented at finding how “dif-
ferent forms of data are drawn together at borders” (Perret and
Aradau 2024, 745), as it focuses the attention on how these heter-
ogenous extractive processes shape subjectivities. The question
“which data am I?”, which ultimately means which information
and which knowledge state authorities, international organisa-
tions and migration agencies have produced and retained about
me, turns out to be the interrogation which underpins attempts
to debunk states’ accusations and claims. Given that migrants’
speeches and narratives are deemed to be unfounded and de-
ceitful, grasping which data about them has been produced, ex-
tracted and assembled might be crucial in order to understand
how their identity has been counterfeited. The heterogenous
data that state authorities assemble and alter does not give rise
by any means to a data double or to a coherent digital self but to
a disintegrated subject, formed by a mix of extracted biometric
data (such as fingerprints) and counterfeited information. To put
it otherwise, there is no adherence between migrants' identity as
socially constructed and the scattered subject produced through
multiple operations of data extraction and sheer way. The scat-
tered data produced and extracted from the migrants are not
sufficient in themselves for the migrants to prove who they are
and for dismantling the suspicion towards them.

3 | Digital Scattered Subjectivities at the
French-Italian Border

The majority of migrants who arrive at the French-Italian bor-
der have been the object of multiple data extractions along their
journey. If on the one side it is important to highlight the un-
even frequency of border controls, on the other it is overall quite
unique to find at the French-Italian border women, men, and
children who arrive from the Balkan Route or who land in Italy
(in Lampedusa or in Sicily) without either being fingerprinted
before or registered or detected by the authorities. In the case
of migrant persons who travelled along the Balkan Route, it is
particularly hard to retrace the multiple data extractions they
went through, and even more to get a sense of how this data has
been shared or not shared among state authorities, as well as
how it is used More broadly, migrants do not know what about

them has been datafied and what has been extracted, codified,
and retained by the states. Yet, it would be misleading to try to
find something like a generalised figure of the digitalised mi-
grant, meaning by that a digital subjectivity that stems from
the multiple data extraction activities. Indeed, the bureaucratic
and technological inscriptions that migrants are targeted by are
uneven, and each migrant person who arrives at the French-
Italian border has a different story of encounters with the state
(Scheel 2019)—meaning by that how their presence has been
recorded. The making of migrants’ digital subjectivities is influ-
enced by the uneven functioning of border controls, the differ-
ent individual migrant stories, and the dispersal of traces across
different databases.

Here I consider two migrants’ geographies, showing how these
have been partly influenced by data inscriptions and data cir-
culation and how, at the same time, the fact of not knowing
what the implications of different data extraction are, and how
such data will be used, generates doubts and anxiety among
migrants. The French-Italian border is by no means the end of
the journey for many migrants who arrive in Europe. On the
contrary, it is a border zone of passage for migrant persons who
aim at reaching France, the UK or, to a lesser extent, Spain and
Northern European countries.* While many cross along the
coast, passing through the Italian city of Ventimiglia, others ar-
rive in Turin and then, by regional train, reach the village of
Oulx, which is located less than 20km from the French border.
Over the last 6years, with the escalation of muscular border vi-
olence and police harassment between Ventimiglia and Menton,
many migrant persons have tried through the Alpine route
(Bachellerie 2020). It is not uncommon to find migrant persons
who arrive at the French-Italian border as a result of “convoluted
geographies” (Tazzioli 2020), and who rerouted their journey to-
wards France because they had been pushed back at the Swiss
or Austrian border. M., a 28-year-old Afghan citizen, is one of
them: he arrived at the shelter in Oulx,’ where I met him, with
three other Afghan nationals that he found along their journey
on the Balkan Route.® He entered Europe via the Turkish-Greek
border: in Evros, he was apprehended and fingerprinted by the
Greek police who, however, did not inform him if the data was
inserted into the Eurodac database.

After a couple of days, he was released by the police and he man-
aged to cross to Macedonia, where nobody stopped him. M.'s
recollections regarding registration and identification proce-
dures after crossing the Macedonian border got quite muddled:
“when I entered Serbia, the police blocked me for few hours,
they asked me questions, but I do not remember exactly what.
They did not give me and my friends any paper, I think. Instead,
M.'s memory of his passage in Croatia was quite vivid, both in
terms of police violence and of the data extracted from him: his
phone was stolen at the Serbian-Croatian border by the Croatian
police, that also took his fingerprints, and was de facto obliged
to claim asylum there, in order not to be pushed back. When he
entered the centre of Tovarnik, he was asked to provide personal
details (name, surname, age, nationality and destination), was
given the card of the camp, and was fingerprinted again, with-
out explanation. After transiting quickly through Slovenia, he
arrived in Italy: the police found M. on the hills nearby Trieste
and took him to the ex-barracks Ferretti where he was identified
and fingerprinted although he declared that he did not want to
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claim asylum in Italy. In fact, the police officer replied to him,
“no worry, just leave”. He arrived in Oulx after being pushed
back twice by the Swiss authorities, who, the second time, gave
him an expulsion order that also established the re-entry ban
in the Schengen space for 5years—as the box about Schengen
Information System (SIS II) was ticked.

Thus, he decided to reroute his journey towards France. Once
arrived at the shelter in Oulx, he had to deal not only with the
changes in his migratory plan but also with the uncertainty of
the multiple potential data-traps, that is, the possible conse-
quences of the data extraction processes he experienced and the
circulation of such data among different authorities. Above all,
the main worry concerned the spatial restrictions established by
the Dublin Regulation, as neither M. nor lawyers and activists
could know whether his biometric data was sent to Eurodac by
the Croatian, Italian and Swiss police. More broadly, and beyond
the risks of being returned to Croatia or to Italy, in the memory
of M., the physical violence perpetuated by the police against
him in different countries overlapped and got muddled with the
difficulty in reconstructing the multiple encounters with state
authorities, where he was forced to give his fingerprints, where
he was interpellated and by whom. That is, to be at stake is much
more than the production of a biometric or digital identity or of
algorithmic subjectivities: it is a matter of the impact of a con-
tinuum of violence that migrant persons experience along the
route, which includes the imbrication of digital and non-digital
bureaucratic inscriptions, and the impossibility of keeping track
of what states and non-state actors have extracted, stored and
translated into their own narratives from migrant persons. By
speaking of a continuum of violence, I refer to the interlocking
heterogenous modes of violence that target migrant persons, be-
yond blatant manifestation, all along their journeys as well as
once they go through the asylum procedure.

The continuum of violence spans from violent and often par-
tially invisible constrictions that affect migrants on a daily and
intimate level—such as through disciplinary mechanisms that
govern life in camps -, to more long run potential effects, that
might infringe migrants’ movements in the future—for instance
as a result of multiple data extraction. In fact, “the game”, which
is “how refugees, and those that work with them, often describe
their intention to enter the EU irregularly along the Balkan
Route” (Minca and Collins 2021, 5) does not consist only of spa-
tial tactics and spatial disobediences to dodge police controls
and border violence. It is also formed by ways of navigating and
dealing with the scattered digital and non-digital traces pro-
duced about them. F., an Iranian national who arrived in Oulx
in March 2023.7 F. came across the same difficulty as M. in find-
ing out which data has been produced and stored about him and
how different digital and non-digital traces will affect him in
the future. Unlike M., this was not his first time at the French-
Italian border: F. made it to France 1year before and yet, he was
apprehended and identified by the French police in Paris. Only
on that occasion did he discover that the German authorities
had put him in the Dublin Procedure, when he claimed asylum
at the Austrian-German border in November 2021. Indeed, after
a few weeks he decided to go back to Italy and to reroute his
journey to France. When the French police found F.'s data in
Eurodac, they gave him an expulsion order. Three months later,
F. came back to Turin, as he found a temporary job, and then,

when I met him in Oulx, he was trying to re-enter France. At the
shelter in Oulx, where he remained for two nights, he was pon-
dering on the risks of going back to France, and on what could
happen to him if he was fingerprinted by the French police at
the border.

It was not a matter of little or non-knowledge of the European
or national immigration laws; rather, it was a question of the
non-traceability of data flows and, at the same time, of the con-
stitutive opacity of how different authorities share and assemble
data. Neither the lawyers at the shelter nor the activists could
know which digital traces of F. are shared among authorities
and how, in practice, these might affect his journey. That said,
the worries and uncertainties regarding the potential impact
did not refrain M. from crossing to France and claiming asylum
there; more than fully re-adapting his original plan of going to
Germany, he thought that at some point in the future he could
eventually end up there from France. It is quite common that
state authorities counterfeit migrants’ identity, which makes it
hard for migrants, as well as for lawyers, to confirm who they
are: this happens, for instance, after migrants’ landing in Italy,
where the Italian police often identify minors as adults. This is
the case also at the French-Italian border where, as denounced
by the French NGO Anafé, the French police systematically
alter the age of unaccompanied minors and often puts random
names and surnames on the refusal of entry (refus d’ entrée) that
they give to migrants during the identification and push-back
procedure (Anafé 2019). In fact, being labelled and governed as
a migrant often entails being considered a deceitful subject until
proven otherwise, as it has been widely discussed by scholars
(Beneduce 2015; Sorgoni 2019).

The assumption according to which “the data processing prac-
tices make the datafied migrant the only vehicle to govern the
flesh and bones border crossers” (Ferraris 2023, 1745) is only
partially true in front of the multiplicity of digital and non-digital
proofs that migrants and lawyers need to assemble to counter
state's crafted narrative on them. In this respect, the final judge-
ment that the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) gave
in November 2023 regarding the case of five Sudanese citizens
deported from Italy in 2016 is quite telling in this respect. The
five Sudanese nationals addressed the ECHR with the argu-
ment that, after being apprehended and detained at the French-
Italian border, in the city of Ventimiglia, they were among the 40
Sudanese deported by the Italian authorities to Sudan on August
24, 2016. The five applicants complained of being the object of
a collective deportation to Karthoum. Nevertheless, the Italian
government pushed back the accusations, explaining that, ac-
tually, the five Sudanese applicants had never been on Italian
territory, and that this was also proved by the absence of their
data in the Italian databases. The lawyers of the five applicants
stressed the “discrepancies in the spellings of the applicants'
names as they appeared on the application forms and on the
Government's list of removed migrants was due to the translit-
eration of the applicants’ names from the Arabic to the Latin al-
phabet” (ECHR 2023).

They “insisted that the appearances of the applicants in the
photographs and the video footage that they had provided
corresponded to the relevant ID photographs provided by the
Government” (ECHR 2023). Thus, the Court proceeded by
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asking an expert on facial comparison to confront the facial
images provided by the applicants with those provided by the
Italian government. The scores that came out from the facial
comparison revealed strong similarities with the first appli-
cant, but also similarities with the third and fourth applicants.
However, the Court declared admissible only the complaint
raised by the first applicant.® The Court assembled heteroge-
nous and scattered data, provided by the lawyers—concerning
the details of their arrival in Italy, the hotspots where they were
taken and identified—for reconstructing the stories of the five
Sundanese detained in the transit camp in Ventimiglia. The AI-
based check—the score of the facial comparison—was not suf-
ficient per se to determine the case nor for overturning Italy's
position in a substantial way. Rather, what emerged from the
EHCR's judgement is, first, how states’ counterfeiting of mi-
grants' identity® can be hardly opposed by migrants and lawyers,
also due to the multiplicity of scattered digital and non-digital
traces that are produced from and about migrants.'?

4 | Not Giving an Account of Oneself

The production of scattered digital subjectivities also affects the
possibility for migrants to give an account of themselves. By say-
ing that, I refer to the difficulty that migrants encounter in put-
ting order in their lives after being exposed to multiple extractive
processes and to come to terms with the effects that border vio-
lence, in its heterogenous manifestations. Drawing attention to
the making of digital subjectivities as a result of multiple data
extraction and data circulation process entails investigating
how these impact on and shape migrants’ feeling of being dis-
placed and disorientated. In the literature on the digitalisation
of borders and migration governance, such an interrogation
tends to be sidelined to the advantage of reflections on the data-
fication of migration (Valdivia et al. 2022), on digital identity
(Cheesman 2022; Weitzberg et al. 2021) and on the transforma-
tion of modes of surveillance because of the implementation of
Al-based systems at the border and in camps (Jacobsen 2015).
As Aradau and Tazzioli (2020) have pointed out, “the body of
the refugee can also be seen as a surface of extraction of data”
(211). In so doing, this body of scholarship discusses how the
use of digital technologies in migration governance affects mi-
grants’ subjectivities in terms of what is known and stored about
them. Instead, it takes into account only tangentially the ways
in which repeated data extraction processes have changed mi-
grants' self-perception of their journeys, of their migratory ex-
perience and of how “they link traumatic past and traumatic
present” (Beneduce 2016, 273).

Actually, it would be misleading to think that migrants’ experi-
ences and self-perceptions are shaped in a relevant way, or exclu-
sively, by data extraction. Rather, the difficulty of re-assembling
the scattered digital traces they left along their route is added to
and combined with other processes of disintegration of migrants'
subjectivities, resulting from the “serial emplacements and dis-
placements across multiple sites” of different forms of violence
(Ehrkamp et al. 2022, 718; see also Reiter and Coutin 2017).
To put it otherwise, the bodily and bureaucratic inscriptions of
bordering mechanisms on migrants—constituted only in part
by violent data extraction—affect also how migrants reassem-
ble and retrace the steps of their journeys, enhancing a feeling

of disintegration and of breaking apart. In fact, the violence of
extractive processes, which includes being fingerprinted, being
asked to tell their name and biographic details, and to explain
reasons and goals for migrating, relies not only in physical and
physiological harms but also in the counterfeiting of identity, and
in becoming subjects suspended in history, as feminist anthro-
pologist Pinelli (2019) remarks. Therefore, it is crucial to rethink
questions related to biometric identities and digital subjectivi-
ties by asking at the same time how migrants' self-perception is
shaped by heterogenous extractive processes as well as by the
violent encounters with state authorities.

That is, an understanding of how digital traces impact on mi-
grants cannot be disjoined from an inquiry into the different
harms that migrants experience and how they feel disintegrated
and unable to give an account of themselves. This emerges visi-
bly from the encounters that volunteers and NGOs officers have
had with migrant persons at the shelter in Oulx. “We struggle to
retrace in detail what happened to each person along the Balkan
Route”, a doctor from Rainbow for Africa stressed, “the chain of
violences that migrants went through, the paper they are given
and the potential consequences for them: this is all difficult to
reconstruct also due to the state of confusion in which the ma-
jority of migrants who arrives at the shelter in Oulx are; it is as if
they lost track of themselves”.!! The testimonies of the migrants
who arrive at the French-Italian border reveal an array of sto-
ries and geographies, as well as uneven experiences of border
violence along their routes. Nevertheless, despite the wide het-
erogeneity of journeys, future plans and experiences, many of
them report being unable to fully recall what happened to them
and to put order in their life after the repeated exposure to forced
extractive processes. Such a widespread feeling partly forecloses
their futurity and hampers the possibility of giving an account
of themselves (Secor et al. 2022). In particular, those who trav-
elled along the Balkan Route, and who crossed many countries
in a relatively short amount of time before reaching the French-
Italian border, remember that they have been asked repeatedly
who they are, to declare their destination and reasons for being
there, and to give their fingerprints. “It is like being robbed”, R.,
an Afghan national, stressed the day after being pushed back
by the French police, which found him on the mountain path
which connects Claviére to the French border: “I have been
asked so many times and by so many different people, who I
am and where I am going. And the police violence for taking
my fingerprints was often mixed with other forms of violence I
experienced, such as being stolen of my phone and being beaten
or stripped of my clothes”.!?

Thus, the violence of data extraction and the physical and psy-
chological violence that R. experienced during his journey co-
alesced in the feeling of being robbed and of not being able to
recall in detail nor to reassemble the multiple traces they left
on their way. This is added to the fact that, ultimately, migrants
often provide different data each time to different authorities,
and in a way, different identities are crafted and stored by states.
Instead, A., who arrived in Italy after flying from Morocco to
Turkey and then travelling along the Balkan Route, was finger-
printed only twice—in Greece and in Croatia—before arriv-
ing in Italy. And yet, he was questioned few times by different
police officers, as well as by camp authorities, who did not tell
him why and for which purposes they needed the information:
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“it is difficult to plan the future now—and when I say future I
mean to plan what I will do and where I could be next week,
as I have no idea if I can be sent back if I apply for asylum in
France and, thus, if it is rather better not to apply at all”.!> In
some cases, such a feeling of being robbed and disoriented is
turned into a difficulty in giving an account—not only to other
people but even to themselves. Indeed, migrants are haunted by
heterogenous traces they left, as well as by border violence, “not
only in its most violent forms [...] but also through the invisible
ones” (Beneduce 2010, 202). Discussing what giving an account
of oneself means, Judith Butler points out that “there is no “I”
that can fully stand apart from the social conditions of its emer-
gence”; and “when the “I” seeks to give an account of itself, it
can start with itself, but it will find that this self is already impli-
cated in a social temporality that exceeds its own capacities for
narration” (Butler 2009, 8).

An interrogation on the making of migrants' subjectivities en-
tails interrogating how multiple bordering and extractive mech-
anisms—which include but are not limited to the production of
scattered digital traces—erode and partially disintegrate peo-
ple's ability to give an account of themselves. In fact, bordering
mechanisms and the different emplacements of border violence
erode precisely the social temporality that makes it possible to
recognise oneself as a subject. In fact, the digital subjectivities
generated at the border and along migrants’ journeys as a result
of multiple processes of data extraction are entangled with and
shaped by processes of subject formation and disintegration that
stem from heterogenous modes of violence. Importantly, to be at
stake is not only migrants’ partial lack of knowledge about the
state's use and circulation of their data. In fact, in many circum-
stances, not even lawyers and activists know how in practice
digital traces can impact migrants' journeys and life. Migrants
do not feel robbed or disoriented because of the data extracted
from them. Instead, it is because of how these extractive pro-
cesses disrupt their plans and geographies; and, jointly, because
of the accumulation of violent encounters with state authorities,
during which they often resort to forging fake identities or, in
some cases, the police counterfeit migrants’ actual age and name.

For this reason, assembling the heterogenous traces produced
about migrants' passages might serve the purpose of “recon-
structing how the continuum of violence experienced by mi-
grants along their route and enforced also through invisible
bordering mechanisms—such as paper trails—affects and
disrupts their journeys” (Tazzioli 2024, 5). If we narrow the
analysis to the transformations in the modes of controlling mi-
gration and in the knowledge produced on them through digital
technologies, de facto we end up replicating a sovereign gaze
on migration: asking how migrants are turned into digital sub-
jects ultimately means interrogating how migrants are datafied,
known and controlled by states, that is how they are made intel-
ligible. Against this background, a critical approach to the digi-
talisation of the border regime involves looking at how migrants
themselves perceive and experience these extractive processes.
In fact, there is a constitutive discrepancy between, on the one
hand, the datafication of migration and the production of digi-
tal subjectivities as objects of knowledge, and the level of self-
reflexivity, that is, how migrants give an account of themselves.
Such a difficulty that migrants encounter is not a side-effect of
bordering mechanisms but, rather, it is constitutive of the way

in which border violence is enforced. In a way, the assumption
according to which “identification is not reducible to identity”
(Butler et al. 2000, 17; see also Griinenberg et al. 2022) might
be pushed forward, highlighting that digital identity as an ob-
ject of knowledge is not coterminous with how migrants make
and perceive themselves as subjects. This latter is in part shaped
by the multiple bordering mechanisms and by violent extractive
processes.

5 | Conclusion

During their journeys, migrants are exposed to repeated data
extraction processes, as a result of the encounter with state
authorities and international organisations — at the border, in
camps, when they lodge the asylum claim or if they are appre-
hended by the police in the street. Administrative procedures,
data extraction and data sharing processes are part of the bor-
dering mechanisms that obstruct and shape migrants' subjectiv-
ities. Heterogenous digital traces about migrants are generated,
stored and circulated across different databases and sites. These
digital traces, this paper has shown, do not give rise to discrete
digital selves or data doubles but, rather, to scattered digital sub-
jectivities. What is known and stored about migrants are not ho-
mogeneous digital subjects but different features of their body
(e.g., fingerprints) and identity (personal data), as well as diverse
aspects of their journeys (such as, date and location of entrance
into the territory). However, an interrogation on how data ex-
traction processes affect and shape migrants' subjectivities can-
not be circumscribed to an inquiry into what states know and
control about them. In order not to see migration “like a State”
(Scott 2020) it is paramount to investigate also how migrants
are affected by multiple extractive processes, which include but
are not narrowed to digital datafication and data extraction.
Migrants partly lose track about when and by whom they have
been asked or forced to give information, or about when they
have been fingerprinted.

Indeed, coming to grips with the making of migrants’ digital
subjectivities does not only unfold “how technologies reconfig-
ure the rationales, techniques and practices of border security
and migration management” (Glouftsios and Scheel 2021); it
also sheds light on the specific “hold” exercised over migrants'
lives. More precisely, it reveals how migrants’ subjectivities are
both affected and shaped by border violence enforced in heter-
ogenous ways—including through non-ostensible manifesta-
tions and also in almost invisible forms. Indeed, data extraction
processes are entangled with and contribute to the continuum
of violence that migrants experience, that, among other things,
consists in turning migrants into scattered subjectivities and
making it hard for them to give an account of who they are. In
fact, the (partial) digitalisation of borders should not lead us to
sideline questions on the transformations of migrants' subjectiv-
ities in favour of analyses exclusively centred on socio-technical
assemblages. To the contrary, it is paramount not to boost the
“techno-hype in migration research” (Tazzioli 2023), and, in-
stead, situate the digitalisation of the border regime as part of an
interrogation of the making of subjectivities, and of the effects
of disintegration produced on migrants. The disorientation that
many who arrive at the French-Italian border feel is enmeshed
with the difficulty of retracing and reconstructing a social
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temporality that could enable them to repair the self-perception
of disintegration (Butler 2009).

A focus on the making of scattered digital subjectivities sheds
light on the effects that the continuum of violence has on mi-
grants. In fact, the multiple extractive processes that migrants
are targeted by break them apart and produce “disintegrated
subjects” (Reiter and Coutin 2017). Indeed, to be scattered is not
only the data extracted from the migrants but also their subjec-
tivities. For this reason, grasping the violence enshrined in the
making of migrants’ digital subjectivities requires looking at
how these are enmeshed with non-digital extractive processes
and, relatedly, it unfolds the inadequacy of works that analyse
the criticality of data extraction exclusively in terms of consent
and knowledge about where the data goes and how it is used.
Thus, in the place of asking (exclusively) “where did data go?”,
the question “which data am I?” brings to the fore the making of
migrant digital scattered subjectivities. Yet, processes of making
and undoing of subjectivities go together: migrants are shaped
by extractive processes that scatter digital traces across different
sites and, at the same time, they can hardly put order in their
lives and give an account of themselves. Thus, an insight into
scattered subjectivities pushes us to raise questions about the
digitalisation borders that, in the place of hinging on algorith-
mic systems or on digitalisation as such, starts from the effects
of disintegration that the border regime produces on those who
are labelled as “migrants”.
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Endnotes

! Throughout the paper I use the term “migrant” and in some occur-
rence “migrant persons”, and not to “migrants and refugees” in a
deliberate way, that is by not taking into account their legal status.
Indeed, for the purpose of this paper which consists in interrogating
processes of data extraction and their effects on people on the move
in places of transit like the French-Italian border, the legal status is
not the starting point. On the contrary, it is a matter of investigat-
ing how eventually the assemblage of digital and non-digital data
affect migrants' legal status. The term “migrant persons” helps de-
essentialising migration, shifting attention from migrants as pre-
sumed types of subjects to individuals who are turned into migrants.

21 have interviewed 38 migrants in total, among which 8 from Iran,
5 from Iraq, 10 from Afghanistan, 6 from Sudan, 3 from Ivory Coast
and 6 from Morocco. Some of them entered Greece and then trav-
elled along the Balkan Route and reached at the shelter in Oulx after
briefly stopping in Trieste. The majority arrived via the Central
Mediterranean Route, and landed in Lampedusa. Their legal situa-
tion was disparate: some of those who arrived in Sicily, claimed asy-
lum in Italy and then left the reception centers and headed to France;

others instead decided to leave Italy before lodging the asylum claim,
hoping that France accepted their asylum claim even if they were
fingerprinted upon landing. Instead, migrant persons who arrived
from the Balkan Route just transited for one or two days in Italy.

3 Hits and alerts into databases.

4 Some Moroccans try to reach Spain by flying to Turkey, since it is a
visa free destination for them, and from there they travel along the
Balkan Route, to avoid the deadly sea crossing to Canary Island or the
highly-fenced and securitised borders at Ceuta and Melilla.

3> The shelter in Oulx opened in 2018 and it run by a local coopera-
tive Talita Kum. However, also many volunteers, in different capac-
ities—as lawyers, doctors, or cookers, do shifts at the shelter every
day. The place has become a key point of reference for the migrants,
since there they receive clothes (to walk in the snow or anyway on
the mountain) emergency medical treatment, food and temporary
accommodation.

¢ Interview conducted at the migrant shelter in Oulx, September 2,
2023.

7 Interview conducted at the migrant shelter in Oulx on March 23,
2023.

8 Italy was accused of violating Art. 3 of the European Convention of
Human Rights, in the case of the first applicant. Instead, it was not
accused for hampering him from claiming asylum.

9 As the names and surnames of the five applicants were misspelled by
the Italian authorities.

10 Despite Al-based systems can be used in principle to confirm mi-
grants' identity and can be twisted against the state to prove viola-
tions (as well as the counterfeiting of identity), in reality migrants are
deemed to be guilty until proven otherwise.

! Interview with M., a doctor from Rainbow for Africa, September 8,
2023.

12 Conversation with R., an Afghani 32-year old Afghani national, at the
rail station of Bardonecchia, August 28, 2023.

13 Interview with A., a 23-year old Moroccan national, at the shelter
“Massi” in Oulx, March 21, 2023.
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