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The making of migrants’ wageless life
Exploiting by debasing

A critical insight into migrants’ confinement in camps and on the disruption of their mobility
and life-plans at different border zones highlights not only the transformations of state’s
sovereignty but also the redefinition of the frontiers of global capitalism. Overall, migrants are
source of value accumulation in multiple ways. As it has been widely documented, the so-
called “migration industry” has proliferated globally in the last three decades (Gammeltoft-
Hansen, T., & Serensen, 2013; Lemberg-Pedersen, 2018): migrants’ protracted confinement in
border zones constitutes a huge business for private contractors and high-tech firms. The so-
called “refugee crisis” in 2015 has been seized as an opportunity by high-tech corporations for
venturing in the refugee sector, promoting Al-driven technologies and selling them to state
actors for monitoring camps. Value is also extracted by turning migrants into highly-
exploitable labour force, through processes of illegalization (De Genova, 2002). A burgeoning
scholarship has shown that migration confinement is one of the fields where the intensification
of extractivism as a feature of contemporary capitalism is particularly visible (Morris, 2023;
Tazzioli, 2022): to be source of value is not only migrants’ labour force or their protracted
detention but also the circulation of data extracted from them (Aradau, 2022; Cheesman, 2022)
and from life itself, as part of a wider bio-economy (Andersson, 2018).

However, an exclusive focus on profit making activities in migration governance elides two
key points. First, it fails capturing processes of value extraction that are not grounded on labour
exploitation or on the extraction of value from migrant labour or from their captivity (migration
industry). Indeed, it is crucial to capture modes of extractivism and exploitation that do not
respond to a linear logic of capital, and “understand a broad variety of value forms and their
intimate struggles” (Kalb, 2024: 15). Second, linear narratives that explain migration
confinement exclusively from the standpoint of value accumulation and economic profit fall
short to account for the systematic de-humanisation of migrants and the increasing withdrawal
of humanitarian aid in the refugee reception system in Europe across Europe. Migrants are
often managed in camps through measures designed to deplete and sicken them — by forcing
them to stay in insalubrious places or depriving them of medical, financial and humanitarian
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non-state actors in camps, waiting zones and at the border, not only disrupts migrants’
autonomous movements but it also chokes their lives: indeed, life-impeding activities are at the
core of the global politics of migration containment. The systematic debilitation and injuring
of migrants through administrative measures and physical impediments have become political
technologies for managing and disrupting migrants’ movements and lives.

The resorting to measures apt at debasing migrants pushes us to rethink frontiers of value
extraction beyond direct profit-making logics and the relationship between “human value and
human disposability” (Cacho, 2012: 14). In fact, debasing encapsulates socio-economic
devaluation and, jointly, psycho-physical degradation; thus, it pushes us to excavate modes of
valuation that are predicated on the de-accumulation of life and on life-impeding activities, in
line with scholarly works that analyse processes of value extraction grounded on the
devaluation of some individuals (Campbell, 2024; Kalb, 2024; Narotzky, 2022). As I illustrate
in the following pages, devaluation and degrading of life are often mutually interlinked in
migration governmentality. How can we attend processes of exploitation and value extraction,
this article asks, that are predicated on the de-accumulation and diminishing of migrants’ life?
In order to address this question it is key to excavate the relationships between exploitation and
the hampering of autonomous social reproduction activities, which enhance the debasement
and diminishing of lives. In the place of questioning which value is extracted from migrants
through — and not simply despite of - socio-economic devaluation and psycho-physical
debilitation, this paper interrogates, the other way around, what governing by debasing lives
and the obstructions of migrants’ autonomous social reproduction activities reveal to us about
modes of exploitation and value extraction that are at play in camps.

Putting exploitation and social reproduction activities at the core of the analysis, the article
advances a twofold argument. First, it contends that the systematic debasement of migrants
should be read neither in terms of exclusion and sovereign excess, nor as a side effect of border
controls but, rather, as constitutive of processes of value extraction and exploitation in the field
of migration containment. Second, and relatedly, hindered social reproduction activities and
modes of governing by debasing reveals the irreducibility of these latter to mechanisms apt at
making economic profit: rather, they also serve the purpose of multiplying and consolidating
hierarchies of political and economic subordination. Thus, such an analytical focus paves the
way for conceptualizing exploitation beyond profit-making activities. In particular, by
mobilising the concept of “wageless life” (Denning, 2010), the article draws attention to the
ways in which migrants are hampered from building infrastructures of life-support and for
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labour exploitation, wageless life rather insists on dispossession and, I add, on the hindrances
from carrying on autonomous social reproduction activities. That is, wageless life takes stock
of the life-impeding activities enacted on pauperized and racialized subjects.

In Denning’s words, “the ‘proletarian’ is not a synonym for ‘wage labourer’ but for
dispossession, expropriation and radical dependence on the market. You don’t need a job to be
a proletarian: wageless life, not wage labour, is the starting point” (Denning, 2010: 81).
Therefore, what I define as the making of migrants’ wageless life refers to the condition of
being exploited without necessarily being (formally or informally) employed. However, the
analytics of wageless life taken alone is not exhaustive for coming to terms with the debasing
of migrants’ lives. Rather, this paper argues, it is a matter of investigating what happens when
wageless life is produced in humanitarian settings and, more specifically, in situations of
protracted confinement. To put it otherwise, it is key to interrogate how the making of wageless
life is intertwined with modes of managing migrants’ presence by debasing them. In order to
tackle this , the paper focuses on the Greek context, that in Europe has become a sort of political
laboratory of the EU’s migration agenda and where migrants are increasingly deprived of
humanitarian and financial support. Methodologically, the article combines scholarly debates
on value extraction and exploitation in migration governmentality, and material from research
fieldwork I did in mainland Greece, in the refugee camps of Malakasa and Ritsona, and in
Lesvos between 2018 and 2023, conducting semi-structured interviews with Greek and
international NGOs and camp authorities, as well as with asylum seekers'.

Drawing on the works of feminist political economists on social reproduction (Bakker, 2007;
Mezzadri 2021) and on debates on value-making activities and value extraction in migration
governmentality (Andersson, 2022; Coddington et al. 2020; Neilson, 2018), the article
proceeds in three steps. In the first section, it takes into account the flourishing debate on
extractivism in migration governmentality and interrogates modes of exploitation and value
extraction beyond profit-making activities and the so-called migration industry. In this respect,
by mobilizing the concept of “wageless life” (Denning, 2010), the article contends that it is
crucial to rethink exploitation in light of the obstructions of migrants’ autonomous social
reproduction activities. The paper moves on by focusing on the Greek refugee context: it shows
how, alongside direct value extraction from labour exploitation on the one side, and border-
security industry on the other, migrants’ exploitation takes place also through the obstruction
to their social reproduction activities. The third section argues that the systematic debasement

and depletion of migrants should not be confused with the production of wasted or bare life



but, rather, it is constitutive of the frontiers of value extraction through exploitation in migration

governmentality.

Rethinking extractivism and exploitation
The confinement in camps, hosting centers and hotspots of people who seek asylum in Europe

nowadays is deemed to be one of the frontiers of value extraction. The commodification of
migrants’ presence and movements, and the gigantic business made by private contractors and
high-tech companies for hardening frontiers or turning these into “smart borders” is not a
venture of contemporary capitalism but, rather, a central tenet of the circuits of capital
accumulation. The role of private actors of different sorts —undercover travel agencies, security
actors, transport corporations and smuggling networks — in controlling or facilitating migration
has a quite long history that goes back to the birth of the border regime at the end of the
nineteenth century (McKeown, 2008)i. Therefore, the extraction of value from migrants’
journeys and presence is certainly not the outcome of the recent refugee crisis in Europe nor
did it begin with EU-led initiatives and the attempts to Europeanise border controls. Yet, border
offshoring and externalization policies in Australia, Europe and the US, alongside the
systematic resorting to detention and protracted confinement for managing illegalized
migrants, paved the ground at the beginning of this century to the flourishing of the “migration
industry” (Cranston et al. 2018; Gammeltoft-Hansen, T., & Serensen, 2013).

As is well known, value-making processes in migration governmentality rely also on the hyper
exploitation of migrants’ cheap labour force and on the unpaid labour of migrants in detention
(Conlon, Hiemstra, 2014; Golash-Boza, 2015). Marxist literature has stressed the connections
between processes of migrantisation and the emergence of a global reserve army of labour
(Foster, McChesney, 2017; Vickers, 2020; see also Hanieh, Ziadah, 2023). Similarly, scholars
associated with the Autonomy of Migration (AOM) have illustrated the nexus between the legal
production of migrant illegality and their high exploitability, cautioning at the same time
against economically-driven analyses that, by using the logic of capital as an overarching grid,
take out from the picture the desires, claims and subjectivities of the people on the move
(Bojadzijev, 2021; Mezzadra, 2016). Overall, reflections on the nexus between labour
exploitation and the making of migrants’ illegality are crucial for shedding light on value
extraction processes in places in which the humanitarian rationale appears as a dominant mode
of governing — such as camps or hosting centers.

That is, as I will show in the next section focusing on the Greece, the psycho-physical

debilitation that asylum seekers are subjected to in camps is not in contrast with their

4



exploitation as underpaid workers; rather “humanitarian exploitation” is at the core of refugee
economies (Dines, 2023; see also Ramsay, 2020; Turner, 2015). Both these two research
streams on value extraction in migration governmentality ultimately focus on profit-making
activities, excavating the different ways in which surplus value is produced from migrant labour
or from the protracted confinement of migrants in camps and in detention centers. Analyses on
exploitation and value-making profit in refugee camps and at the border are detached from
reflections on “the politics of injury” (Davies et al. 2024) and from works that, inspired by
Jasbir Puar and her book The Right to Maim (2017), draw attention to debilitation of migrants
as a tactic of governing (Pallister-Wilkins, 2022). However, some scholars have shifted
attention from the direct commodification of migrants’ body to the financialization of mobility
— for instance, issuing prepaid cards to asylum seekers (Martin, 2024; Tazzioli, 2019). Brett
Neilson has considered the asylum seeker’s body as a form of currency, which means
“accounting for the complex and fragmented relations of territory that contemporary migration
produce and contest” (Neilson, 2018: 389; see also Watson, 2015). In fact, migrants’ mobility
and immobility are objects of “the predatory extraction and generation of value, financial or
otherwise, from mobile ‘life itself’” (Achtnich, 2022:99).

From a slightly different perspective, Lauren Martin has insisted on the financialization of
migration containment by convincingly suggesting that migrants “generate value in their
unproductivity: in the reappropriation of life-time as rent-generating asset” (Martin, 2024: 564;
see also Martin, Tazzioli, 2023). Nevertheless, as feminist geographers have observed, value is
generated also through migrants’ enforced destitution and by keeping them in a state of
protracted dependency: “destitute migrants and asylum seekers produce value for others
through the grinding labor of living in poverty” (Coddington et al., 2020: 1426). In fact,
developing the concept of destitution economies, they have stressed how migrants are made
valuable not despite but, rather, through their protracted deprivation: destitution economies rely
on the circulation of migrants as surplus, not only in the present but also as potential future
value (Coddington et al. 2020). In a similar vein, anthropologist Susana Narotzky has cogently
pointed out that “dispossession and disposability have become key to the accumulation of
capital” (Narotzky, 2022: 38).

Here I push further the interrogation on extractivism, by drawing on scholars who insist on the
“manifold, complex and uneven dialectics of value” (Kalb, 2024: 19; see also Caglar, Yuksel,
2025) and by focusing on migrants’ obstructed social reproduction activities, analysing what
those hindrances tell us about exploitation through debasement. Relatedly, following feminist

political economist theorists, this paper conceives value not as a substance but “as a social
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relation that actively constructs this sort of measures [..] through specific institutional and
historic arrangements” (Alessandrini, 2018: 4). Starting from the consideration that migrants’
lives in camps and in other spaces of confinement are managed by being debased and
debilitated, to be at play it is not only a matter of anticipation of future value by making
migrants disposable — e.g. migrants as potential unpaid or underpaid workers; rather, it is also
a question of foreclosing of migrants’ future. Exploitation, enforced by hampering autonomous
social reproduction activities, foregrounds that extraction consists also in the sequestration and
disruption of the lifetime and the horizon of expectations of those labelled and governed as
“migrants”. An insight into obstructed social reproduction activities enables expanding our
understanding of exploitation beyond wage labour (Fortunati, 1981; Katz, 2001). In turn, it
unfolds that value extraction entails “processes of accumulation of differences, social
fragmentation and inequalities” (Mezzadri, 2023: 6; see also Narotzky, Besnier, 2014).
Therefore, by “pluralising forms of exploitation” it appears crucial for grasping that “racial and
gender-based hierarchies are necessary for generating value and that this latter exceeds profit-
making activities (Mezzadri, 2023: 2; see also Bhattacharyya, 2018; Elson, 2015).

Social reproduction theory shows that the frontiers of value extraction are not narrowed to
wage-centered analyses and profit-making activities nor to making migrants disposable (as
actual or potential surplus labour). In fact, value-generation processes are also grounded in the
racialised differentiation of horizons of expectations and in the robbing of migrants’ lifetime.
Enrica Rigo has pushed the debate on social reproduction and exploitation forward by speaking
of “life’s expropriation” that migrants are subjected to (Rigo, 2022: 121). If we analyse social
reproduction through the lens of mobility what emerges, Rigo suggests, is the mutual
intertwining between labour exploitation and the disruption of autonomous social reproduction
activities and, thus, the blurring between production and reproduction. Thus, migrant struggles
for movement are also struggles for the right to build up infrastructures of life support (Rigo,
2022). It is within such an analytical framework that, I argue, the concept of “wageless life”
(Denning, 2010) can be mobilised as a fruitful analytical lens for thinking value extraction
grounded on life-impeding operations and on the de-accumulation of life, instead than on its
optimisation.

The concept of “wageless life”, as understood by Michael Denning invites us to decenter wage
labour and to consider that “capitalism begins not with the offer to work but with the imperative
to earn a living” (Denning, 2010: 274). In fact, insisting on heterogenous modes of exploitation
and on the irreducibility of capitalism to wage labour as a yardstick “it allows us to connect
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postcolonial world, where petty commodity production, non-wage and disguised-wage labour,
including forms of slave, indentured, unfree and bonded labour are the norm” (Mezzadri, 2020:
1994). In other words, processes of exploitation and valuation are grounded in the shrinking
and debilitation of people’s capacity to carry on social reproduction understood as the activities
that encompass “the biological reproduction of the species [...] the reproduction of the labour
force which involves subsistence, education, and training; and the reproduction and provision
of caring needs daily and long-term reproduction, both of the means of production and the labor
power to make them work™ (Bakker, 2007: 541).

At the same time, wageless life allows nuancing and questioning the representation of migrants
as human waste, or as disposable populations. As Denning reminds us, using the terminology
of waste runs the risk of endorsing the anti-immigration discourse according to which migrants
are like rubbish (Denning, 2010). Relatedly, through the concepts of surplus population or of
reserve army that effect a “downward pressure on wages” (Rajaram, 2021: 630), migrant
exploitation is reduced to the labour-capital relations. Overall, it is a matter of studying
exploitation in relation to (obstructed) social reproduction activities: if the starting condition
that many people, and migrants in particular, face is not wage labour but to earn a living, social
reproduction activities appear a key stake of both potential exploitations and for building up
horizons of expectation. While wageless life is by any means not distinctive of migration, what
emerges from the condition of protracted confinement in camps or in border-areas that many
migrants experience is the conjuncture of devaluation and debilitation (debasing) with the
difficulty to earn a living (wageless life). The debasing of lives is primarily enforced, as this
article discusses, by hampering migrants’ autonomous social reproduction activities and by
preventing them from building up infrastructures of life support that are not dependent on
humanitarian provisions.

Through the systematic choking of social reproduction activities, states entrap migrants in a
condition of wageless life, that makes it difficult for migrants to cope with their livelihood. In
fact, migrants’ exploitation takes place not only by extracting surplus value but also by
incapacitating them from building up horizons of expectation and from carrying on life-
sustaining activities (Bakker, 2007). The apparent paradox of migrants being object of value
extraction through their debasement and debilitation, is dispelled insofar as we bear in mind
that nowadays exploitation is enforced also through forms of expropriation, and that social
reproduction itself is a key component of value-making processes (Mezzadra, 2023: 168-69)".

Thus, if “under capitalism the worse thing than being exploited is not being exploited”



(Denning, 2010: 79), it is nevertheless crucial to define and rethink exploitation in its
variegated forms (Mezzadri, 2021; see also Banaji, 2010).

The analytical purchase of such an understanding of exploitation and its connections to social
reproduction exceeds debates on the frontiers of value and leads us to interrogate on how to re-
articulate the critique of the border regime. Indeed, it pushes us to excavate the hold exercised
over migrant lives beyond theories on the production of wasted life or bare life on the one side,
and overwhelming economically-driven views that explain border violence through the lens of
profit-making on the other. That is, it shows that the abovementioned apparent paradox of
governing migrants by debasing their lives while at the same time exploiting them and
extracting value from them is actually a key feature of the modes of violence enforced through
bordering processes. The following section examines the specificity of extractive processes in
refugee humanitarianism, showing the importance of an expansive understanding of

exploitation, that includes the hampering of social reproduction activities.

Self-reliance through self-exploitation:

After the peak of Covid-19, the recruitment of refugees has become a structural phenomenon
in Greece, due to the labour shortage in some key sectors. Although it is not a novelty that
migrants are employed in Greece, in the last few years a shift has occurred: not only have local
employers started to hire asylum seekers from camps in a systematic way, but also state
authorities and international organisations — such as IOM and UNHCR — have launched job
schemes for refugees. Indeed, as representatives from the Ministry of Migration and Asylum
highlight, the shift essentially depends on the increasing labour shortage in specific sectors —
such as logistics, hospitality and constructions -, due to the rise of tourism after the pandemic
and the growing reluctance of Greek citizens to do underpaid or strenuous jobs. Thus, at a first
glance it appears that value extraction as a profit-making activity from migration containment
has been unfolded along two main axes: through the production of surplus value via migrants’
labour exploitation, and through the capitalisation on migration confinement. Nevertheless,
these two modes of value-making do not fully capture the biopolitical ways of managing lives
geared towards the production of “social death” (Cacho, 2012) and migrants’ debilitation.
Instead, it is critical to interrogate how exploitation and value extraction in the field of
migration take place not despite but precisely by debasing migrants and by obstructing their
social reproduction activities. as far as the Greek refugee context is concerned, it is important
not to take the government’s narrative on migrant labour at face value; that is, the wage-form

- both as formal and informal labour — is not sufficient per se for grasping modes of exploitation
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in refugee humanitarianism and in contest of protracted displacement. Indeed, labour shortage
in some sectors of the Greek job market intersected the active withdrawal of humanitarianism
in refugee camps, that consists in the exclusion of a large component of the refugee population
from accommodation, food and financial support. Measures to restrict and differentiate asylum
seekers’ access to socio-economic rights have been implemented since 2019, and culminated
at the end of 2022, with the closure of the accommodation programme for asylum seekers
called ESTIA 1I (Avgeri, 2024). In 2021, state authorities enforced measures in some camps to
exclude from accommodation and food provisions people who received a second rejection on
their asylum application.

Therefore, in a way, asylum seekers have been pushed to become self-reliant through self-
exploitation: they have no other choice for coping with their livelihood while they wait for the
outcome of their asylum claim than working — doing underpaid or strenuous jobs. By speaking
of self-reliance through self-exploitation I draw attention to the crucial intertwining between
“resiliency humanitarianism” (Ilcan, Rygel, 2015) and labour exploitation, stressing how the
latter is inflected by the moral injunctions and the economy of the former. Indeed, asylum
seekers are nudged to become self-reliant and not to be dependent on financial- humanitarian
aid, in so doing, asylum seekers cannot but be exploited and accept under-paid jobs,
accelerating processes of proletarianization (Cleaver, 2017). Yet, at the same time, they are
entrapped into an “(in)dependency conundrum” which ties them to humanitarian actors and
provisions, and that imposes quite strict disciplinary rules on refugees’ daily life in camps
(Tazzioli, 2024). How is self-reliance through self-exploitation enacted by migrants? And how
is it enhanced by state actors and migration agencies? Here I briefly focus on two apparently
distinct but complementary cases: the Adama Job center platform, as a digital intermediary
between refugee workers and employers, and the recruitment of workers outside refugee
camps.

The Adama platform, that was launched in summer 2022 by Catholic Relief Services (CRS) in
collaboration with other NGOs and with the support of UNHCR, illustrates well the refugees’
recruitment strategy adopted in Greece". The Adama center is an online platform for connecting
refugees and migrants seeking jobs with employers and it also provides employability services.
Migrants who look for jobs can browse the list of job openings, checking the skills required
and the salary: the jobs offered range from construction sector and warehouse worker to front
officer, dishwasher, kitchen assistant and cleaner. Migrants who managed to be employed go
through deskilling and, most importantly, they accept to be underpaid or to receive the

minimum wage (830 euros per month), due to the difficulty of coping with their livelihood.
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The platform might be seen as a partial guarantee against migrant labour exploitation, as only
employers who provide a regular contract are allowed to post their job ads; and yet, whether
or not migrants are highly exploited or receive a salary when they start working is not
something that can be found by the organisations that coordinate the platform. Rather, what is
made transparent is exclusively the recruitment process. Although the platform is run by non-
governmental actors and supported by UNHCR, it reflects the state’s new narrative on asylum
seekers’ integration in the labour market*!,

Nevertheless, alongside state-sponsored or IGOs’-driven job schemes, women and men who
seek asylum in Greece are recruited on a daily basis in the premises of refugee camps. Some
of these camps — like Ritsona - have become a sort of recruitment hubs for migrant persons,
and not only for camp residents. That is, migrant persons who live in Athens often go outside
the camps to have more chances to find a temporary job. Ritsona refugee camp, mainland
Greece, June 2024: between 5 and 6 am in the morning dozens of camp residents are picked
up outside the camp local employers that take them to work in the countryside, in the
construction sector or in factories. Around 3 pm, women and men go back to the camp, walking
on the main road: most of them are paid at the end of the day — those who work in the
countryside between 30 and 40 euros - and they do not know whether they will be working the
day after. Similar scenes are visible in most of the other refugee camps in Greece, including on
the islands. Migrants’ legal status shapes the degrees of exploitation among camp residents: a
division is produced between those who have been illegalised as their asylum claim has been
rejected and thus, work without a job contract, mostly in the agricultural sector, and those who
are still in the asylum procedure or who received the refugee status, who are often employed
in hospitality sector or in factories, with a temporary contract.

Thus, today the exploitation of migrant labour force in Greece has become more visible than
in the past and has, in part, been siphoned off from the informal labour market and redirected
to state-sponsored labour channels. What is distinctive about labour exploitation in Greece
nowadays is not the recruitment of asylum seekers from camps, nor the mix of informal
economy but, rather, the fact that migrants are forced into a spiral of self-reliance through self-
exploitation. Situating the analysis of exploitation in migration confinement within such a
conjuncture between labour shortage and active humanitarian withdrawal is crucial, I suggest,
as it lays bare the struggle over social reproduction. In fact, it sheds light on modes of
exploitation enforced (also) through depletion and debasement, that is through the obstruction
to autonomous social reproduction activities. This resonates with the impact that the
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policing and carceral practices undermine the stability of reproduction”, Geoff Boyce argues,
“they also make it more expensive” (Boyce, 2021: 628). Moreover, the mutual entanglements
of humanitarianism and labour exploitation register the ambivalent forms of value extraction
that take place in the field of migration governmentality - that is, they foreground the
capitalisation over life through its depreciation that often occurs in containing, warehousing
and controlling refugees. It is “the relation of dispossession between disposable living and
valuable life”, that characterises the ambiguous modes of capitalisation over refugees (Tadiar,
2022: 57).

Tadiar incisively notes that from the point of view of modes of valuation, refugees can be seen
as “people whose accumulated value and capacities for social reproduction are [...] destroyed
through war” (58). Positing this, it does not mean conflating the heterogenous experiences of
refugees into a homogenous history of displacement; rather it is a matter of highlighting that
accumulation can take place through the devaluation and the withering of social reproduction.
The socio-economic devaluation of life and the capitalisation on refugees that stem from their
protracted displacement, in many cases caused by the war, highlights that debasing does not
take place only at Europe’s borders. Rather, when people who seek asylum arrive in Europe
they have often gone through processes of debilitation and devaluation, both in the country of
origin and during their journey. For instance, although it is beyond the scope of this paper, it is
worth noting that migrants in Libya are subjected to processes of extortion and exploitation at
the same time and to what Marthe Achtnich has defined “accumulation by immobilisation”
(Achtnich, 2022; see also Andersson, 2018; Brachet, 2018).

By zooming into refugee camps it appears that the debasing of migrants’ lives in refugee camps
is not narrowed to the subordination of migrants’ cheap labour force: the difficulty of
scrutinising frontiers of value extraction in contexts of refugees’ protracted confinement
consists in analysing jointly the debilitation and devaluation of lives, the active withdrawal of
humanitarianism and the surplus value extracted from labour exploitation and commodification
of migration (Vogt, 2013). Indeed, on the one side asylum seekers who are stuck in Greece are
subjected to disciplinary restrictions — such as on the time they are allowed to stay out of the
camp or on the possibility to cook their meal inside the camp - and to forms of humanitarian
control (Pallister-Wilkins, 2016). On the other, they cannot fully rely on humanitarian aid for
getting by. That is, refugees’ self-reliance and subsistence require that they accept to be
exploited in underpaid temporary jobs and that they go through processes of deskilling™. As

the next section illustrates, self-reliance through self-exploitation does not only consist in
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pushing migrants to accept underpaid jobs; it also concerns the struggle for coping with their

own livelihood and re-building life-support infrastructures.

Wageless life in a context of hindered social reproduction:

The power’s hold exercised over asylum seekers in camps does not only consist in coincidental
modes of control and abandonment (Pinelli, 2018; see also Aru, 2022): the withdrawal of
humanitarianism, that might end up in forms of active abandonment, is often coupled with
exploitation through depletion and through the hampering of autonomous social reproduction
activities. Yet, those obstructions are not enforced on all asylum seekers in a homogenous way.
Rather, while on the one hand withering and debasing migrants appear as systematic tactics for
governing asylum seekers in camps at large, on the other these also become the occasion for
multiplying hierarchies of dispossession and impairment among migrants. For this reason, if it
is key to register a general tendency in the Greek context to manage asylum seekers in camps
by disrupting their social reproduction activities, it is likewise worth noticing that this has been
put in place through differential exclusion from humanitarian-financial support. The
withdrawal of refugee humanitarianism in Greece emerged quite blatantly soon after the
outbreak of Covid-19: access to food provisions, accommodation and monthly financial
support became contingent upon the legal status of the migrant and, to a second extent, the
degree of vulnerability acknowledged by the authorities (Spathopoulou, 2023).

Indeed, only asylum seekers whose asylum claim has been lodged and is still under
examination have the right to get food in camps and to be sheltered. The only exception is
constituted by those who are classified as highly-vulnerable are authorised to receive
humanitarian support irrespective of their legal status. Nevertheless, overall, in Greek refugee
camps legal status supersedes other criteria for establishing hierarchized disruption of social
reproduction activities. Those whose asylum application has been rejected after the appeal or
who received the refugee status are suddenly excluded from humanitarian and financial
support, although many have been living in camps for months after receiving the decision, due
to the difficulty in finding ways to get by and to build infrastructures of life-support (Vora,
2015). The disruption of migrants’ autonomous social reproduction activities in Greece
encompasses both the work of remaking “everyday human life and the large terrain of inputs,
human and non-human, that create the conditions of life”” (Bhattacharyya, 2018: 104)*. Indeed,
women, men and children who are stuck in refugee camps are obstructed from getting access

both to means of subsistence and to education.
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More precisely, Covid-19 has first and foremost been seized as an opportunity for disrupting
asylum seekers’ access to public school — due to the protracted lockdown in the camps™. When
the mobility restrictions associated to the pandemics had been fully lifted in summer 2022,
schools had been built inside few camps — in particular on the islands, as is the case with
Lesvos: in so doing, access to education was not officially hindered; yet, children living in
refugee camps have been segregated from the others. The debasing of migrants’ lives is enacted
in Greece through the active withdrawal of humanitarianism and, relatedly, by making migrants
sick. By that, I refer to the implementation of administrative measures, arbitrary decisions and
spatial tactics geared toward keeping migrants in insalubrious places and enhancing their
psycho-physical vulnerability. Migrants are not only deprived of the sufficient humanitarian
and financial support, that would allow them to put in place “collective spaces of liveability”
(Tazzioli, 2024). Together with that, migrants are also forced to stay in unhealthy places where
the chances of getting sick or of exacerbating underlying illness become quite high.

For instance, in the Closed Controlled Access Center (CCAC) in Lesvos, for few months in
2023, women, men and children who received a second rejection on their asylum claim were
excluded from water distribution and, thus, they could only get water from the toilets inside
the camp, where the risk of contamination was considerable. Moreover, as reported by the
lawyers of the Legal Center in Lesvos, after entering the CCAC, migrants have to wait until
the end of the registration process for receiving clothes and the hygienic kit from the camp
authorities; and often the waiting time for completing the registration procedure is more than
three weeks*!. Migrants are made sick not as a result of disregard nor as a side effect: rather,
making migrants sick is the effect of a systematic resorting to ad hoc measures enforced by
authorities for getting hold over migrant lives, at the same time by multiplying degrees of
(un)deservingness among them, based on the legal status. Therefore, asylum seekers in Greece
are increasingly exploited in the labour market while they are targeted by administrative and
ad hoc measures apt at withering and debasing them. In other words, labour exploitation and
political subordination are mutually strengthened.

The systematic and protracted debasing of asylum seekers impact on the latter as a sort of
inverse accumulation: the disruption of migrants’ autonomous social reproduction activities
hampers them from accumulating value, in terms of horizons of expectations, possibility to
plan their future and manage their lifetime. It is in this sense that anthropologist Susana
Narotzky speaks of “de-accumulation of life” for highlighting the “contradiction of
accumulating capital through extracting surplus not just from the benefits of transforming

living into dead labor [...] but also from what is already a barely living labor - the working
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poor” (Narotzky, 2022: 4). That is, the frontiers of value extraction are predicated on the
debilitation and debasement more than on the optimisation of life and labour force, implying a
de-accumulation of migrants’ processes of self-valuation: indeed, migrants’ future appears
occluded and their possibility of building up autonomous social reproduction activities is
undermined. In this framework, the differential exclusion from humanitarian provisions in
camp highlights the point raised above according to which exploitation takes place also by
enhancing hierarchies of political-economic subordination and of impairment. For this reason,
the increasing of job offers for migrants in Greece should not be analysed by taking wage labour
as a yardstick.

Instead, it is more productive to start from wageless life, not to designate unemployment but
the fact that individuals might eventually be employed on a temporary and discontinuous
manner or on a more stable contract, but such a condition can be suddenly reversed. Indeed, it
is critical to analyse how labour exploitation aligns with refugees’ protracted dependence on
humanitarianism in camps and the subtle or more direct violence exercised on them (Pinelli,
2018; Ticktin, 2011). Thus, migrants do not become merely disposable, as long as they are
turned into cheap labour force: rather, their future appears foreclosed, and their daily life in
camps is subjected to disciplinary restrictions and are dependent on insufficient humanitarian
provisions. Exploitation of refugees’ lives concerns the potentiality of direct extraction of
surplus value, but it also entails the repeated expropriation and debasement of migrants’ lives,
both at the level of material living conditions and by robbing their horizon of expectations. It
is important to highlight ambivalence for migrants of what I have called self-reliance through
self-exploitation: indeed, if on the one hand women and men stranded in refugee camps in
Greece cannot but accept low-paid jobs, on the other such exploitation is one of the few ways

for them to re-open their horizon of expectations and the possibility for plannning their future.

Discussion: Value-making through life-impeding activities

By debasing migrants and hampering social reproduction activities, migrants’ lifetime and the
possibility for them to plan it, are choked. Such material and aspirational obstruction to the
future multiplies further the racialised hierarchies in enjoying socio-economic rights and in the
possibilities of carrying on autonomous social reproduction activities. Expropriation — in the
case of this article, from life-sustaining activities - is not simply the pre-condition for
exploitation to take place; rather, exploitation itself is often characterised by a continuum of
expropriation (Mezzadra, 2023). This is partly because of wage labour being an exception

rather than the norm, and due to the centrality of social reproduction in value-making processes
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(Alessandrini, 2018; Federici, 2019). Wageless life foregrounds precisely this irreducibility of
exploitation to wage labour and, therefore, push us to problematize value extraction in the field
of migration governmentality.

The conjuncture in the Greek context between humanitarian withdrawal and labour shortage
that led migrants to engage in self-reliance through self-exploitation enables making a broader
argument on the nexus between exploitation and value extraction. Indeed, it reveals that value-
making processes stem not only from the commodification of migration (via the migration
industry), or from labour exploitation but also from life-impeding activities. In fact, new
frontiers of value extraction emerge from the debilitation and devaluation of lives, far beyond
the contours of migration governmentality (Puar, 2017). Jointly, self-reliance through self-
exploitation in Greek refugee camps highlights a distinctive character of the hold exercised
over migrants and of the frontiers of value extraction: that is, wageless life in the realm of
migration containment is inflected by asylum seekers’ protracted dependence on
humanitarianism and by the systematic debasing of their lives. Insisting on the systematic
debasing and debilitation of migrants in camps should not lead us to conclude that they are
turned into wasted life.

Another way to explain value-making processes through de-accumulation of life is to say that
the extraction of value is grounded on what Ruth Wilson Gilmore defines as the “state-
sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to
premature death” (Gilmore, 2007: 247). That is, it strengthens and consolidate racialized
hierarchies of political and economic subordination, through reiterated obstructions enforced
on autonomous social reproduction activities and by keeping migrants in a condition of psycho-
physical debilitation. This is the case of asylum seekers in Greece where, as I have illustrated
above, exploitability is intertwined with their condition of being dependent on humanitarianism
while, at the same, however, they do not receive enough humanitarian-financial support. More
precisely, even if the humanitarian support they receive is eventually enough for getting by,
asylum seekers in refugee camps in Greece get pauperized.

The metaphor of wasted life overlaps value production with life optimisation: an insight into
the governing of migration shows us that, instead, the former can often be detached from the
latter and be grounded on its opposite — de-accumulation and debasement. In fact, through the
sequestration of migrants’ life-time and by withering them, migrants stuck in camps or at
different frontiers become source of value accumulation. In other words, alongside extraction
of surplus value from migrant labour, migrants’ lives are also made valuable in modes that are

not reducible to the becoming productive of life as such. Migration confronts us with the fact
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that “the extraction of value from life takes place through more than one modality, and that life
in the complex dynamics of capitalist processes assumes radically contradictory forms”
(Tadiar, 2022: 91). The hampering of autonomous social reproduction activities keeps migrants
in a condition of political — and not only economic — subordination while, simultaneously, it
sheds light on frontiers of value extraction that rely on the sequestration of migrants’ life-time
and the disruption of social reproduction activities. People who seek asylum find themselves
entrapped in a double dependency conundrum: modes of humanitarian control, Danai Avgeri
contends, “subsidise the social reproduction of racially subordinate life [...] but they do so in
ways that simultaneously reinforce the conditions that render the same life disposable” (Avgeri,
2024: 3).

Therefore, as far as migration containment is concerned, the concept of wageless life needs to
be molded and articulated in light of the debasing of lives in humanitarian settings as a result
of psycho-physical debilitation and socio-economic devaluation. This is because, as Don Kalb
stresses, the frontiers of value extraction also grab through “value’s flip side: devaluation,
dispossession, violence, exhaustion, worthlessness, uselessness, lies, exploitation,and the
breakdown of social reproduction” (Kalb, 2024: 2). That is, on the one side wageless life
captures modes of exploitation which are not narrowed to people who are racialized and
governed as migrants and, therefore, it enables unsettling neat distinctions between migrants
and citizens. On the other hand, wageless life needs to be complemented with an attentive
scrutiny of the way in which migrants are chocked in situations of protracted displacement and
when both their mobility and their life-support are disrupted. In a way, conceptualising jointly
the exploitation of migrant labour force and the diminishing of life is the key challenge for
understanding frontiers of value extraction beyond direct profit-making activities. If it is
certainly key to investigate how “now humans have become the very currency of development
aid” (Watson, 2015: 42), the socio-economic devaluation and the psycho-physical debilitation

of migrant lives unfolds wider forms of exploitation that concern social reproduction at large.

Conclusion:

Interrogating how the debasing of migrants’ lives and extraction of value go together is crucial
for complicating critical analyses that are centered exclusively ether on profit-making activities
or on the necropolitical hold over migrants exercised by the state. That is, the thorny question
in migration debates about how to account for the structural violence of the border regime

cannot be addressed through a strictly economic lens — the boosting of the migration and

16



border-security industries — nor by seeing migration like a State (Scott, 1998). In fact, in this
paper I have suggested a different pathway, which consists in digging into the apparent paradox
of exploitation through de-accumulation of life and into the articulation of humanitarian control
and production of wageless life. Value extraction, conceived as profit-making, does not fully
capture nor explain the structural violence of the border regime; rather, it is a matter of
attending how racialised hierarchies of life are strengthened and multiplied through the
debasing and obstruction to migrants’ social reproduction activities. At the same time, by
choking migrants and turning them into wageless life, new frontiers of value extraction are
opened.

If, as Michel Foucault famously contended, life itself has become the main target of power
(Foucault, 1998), the debasing of migrants’ lives confronts us with the question of how those
lives are neither turned into human waste nor are they are necessarily object of direct value
extraction; and, nevertheless, they are captured into processes of exploitation. The warehousing
and protracted confinement of migrants in camps and hosting centers are source of
accumulation and value extraction for private contractors that invest in the migration industry,
for humanitarian and security agencies who deploy personnel on the ground, as well as for
states and employers that exploit migrant cheap labour force. Yet, an analysis exclusively
focused on the political economy of migration containment and on the profit-making activities
that stem from it cannot come to terms with the systematic debilitation and disruption of
migrants’ lives that are not per se source of value extraction. In fact, an expanded understanding
of exploitation, not narrowed to the extraction of surplus-value from labour force, and a focus
on the nexus between exploitation and obstructed social reproduction activities, sheds light on
modes of valuation through debasing and de-accumulation of life.

The importance of an expanded understanding of exploitation is not narrowed to migration and,
actually, it enables tracing connections with what Veronica Gago has called “the forcible
insertion of impoverished people into a subordinate position in the formal economy, that is, as
a rejuvenated form of exploitation [...] which is no longer based on the wage-form” (Gago,
2018: 34). As the insight into the Greek refugee context shows, migrants are not only disrupted
in their autonomous movements; they are also targeted by life-impeding measures and are
hampered from carrying on autonomous social reproduction activities. Zooming into the
debasing of migrants entails drawing attention to processes of socio-economic devaluation and
of psycho-physical debilitation. More precisely, in situation of protracted confinement such as
in refugee camps, migrants’ debilitation and devaluation take place at the same time. The

protracted displacement and the forced spatial confinement converge in debasing migrants and
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in producing wageless life. An insight on debasing does not serve the purpose of unfolding the
misery of migration nor to lay bare migrants’ deprivation. Nor is it a question of migrants turned
into human waste or bare life. Rather, it is a matter of interrogating how frontiers of value
extraction are grounded on the incapacitation of the lives of those who are labelled as
“migrants”; and, jointly, this to frame a critique of the continuum of violence that those who

are labelled and racialised as migrants are targeted by.
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iii Therefore, the extraction of value from migrants’ journeys and presence is certainly not a novelty of the last few
years. However, in the last two decades the role of private contractors and, in particular, of high-tech companies
has escalated, both due to the increasing digitalization of borders and because of offshoring border politics that
implies the cooperation among different countries and the involvement of private actors.

V From such an analytical perspective, migration becomes a fruitful analytical lens for glimpsing the ways in
which modes of exploitation have been reshaped and, today, exceed by far the figure of the waged worker.

¥ https://adamajobcenter.crs.org/

Vil UNHCR declares to work “with the Government to advance refugee integration” and it “identifies skills and
experience, understands refugees’ intentions and needs, and helps create support networks amongst peers.
Reaching out to the private sector, the Office contributes to the creation of employment and training opportunities
for refugees” (UNHCR, 2024).

x As reported by NGOs involved in refugee recruitment schemes, such as Caritas and Praxis, the majority of the
asylum seekers who find a job in Greece go through processes of deskilling, accepting jobs that requires a lower
level of skills than the ones they reached in their country of origin.

* Understanding social reproduction in such expanded way leads feminist scholars like Gargi Bhattacharyya to
conceive reproductive labour “as a marker of differentiated way of life and being human” that contributes to a
racialized conception of the economy (Bhattacharyya, 2018: 52).

% The lockdown in refugee camps in Greece lasted on and off for about two years, until spring 2022; and some
of the measures introduced — such as the night curfew — remained in place even after that time, for few more
months.

*i According to the Greek law enforced in 2022, the registration procedure in CCACs could last up to 25 days.
Yet, as NGOs such as Doctors without Borders and Drop in the Ocean have denounced, the registration time often
exceeds three weeks, and during such time migrants are not only entrapped inside the camp but they are also
excluded from humanitarian provisions.
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