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RESEARCH ARTICLE

The Spatiotemporal Disguises of Asylum
The EU Pact Turning Asylum Seekers into Illegalised Migrants

Martina Tazzioli

Department of History and Cultures, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy

ABSTRACT
This article investigates the tactical use of temporality for alter
ing the legal geographies of asylum in Europe, that is by 
obstructing migrants from becoming asylum seekers. It does 
so by analysing how administrative measures arbitrarily 
enforced by Greece, such as the legal fiction of non-entry, 
have been systematised and turned into obligations under the 
new EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. The article argues that 
state authorities enforce spatiotemporal disguises, meaning by 
that a tactical use of geography and temporality in order to 
hamper migrants from getting access to asylum. Engaging with 
migration scholarship on temporal borders, the piece begins by 
conceptualising spatiotemporal disguises, exploring how these 
disjoin migrants’ physical presence from the legal one, positing 
that migrants are not there, yet. The article then focuses on three 
Greek islands – Crete, Gavdos and Lesvos: it illustrates how 
Greek authorities have tactically manipulated temporality and 
geography to widen the scope for enforcing discretionary mea
sures. Spatiotemporal disguises have been put in place by 
lengthening rescue operations (Crete and Gavdos) and by defer
ring migrants’ identification (Lesvos). The final section situates 
spatiotemporal disguises within a broader colonial legacy of 
governing racialised populations and contends that any critique 
of the border regime should take into account the invisible 
temporal bordering mechanisms that disjoin migrants’ physical 
presence from the legal one.

The tactical use of temporality for disrupting, slowing down and controlling 
migrants on the move is multifarious: people who seek asylum in Europe are 
subjected to arbitrary deadlines, which turn into temporal borders; migrants 
who arrive by sea or travel along the Balkan route are often stuck in protracted 
confinement, and their futures appear foreclosed. Yet, temporal tactics do not 
take occur in a vacuum; rather, they are often enforced through spatial 
technologies of confinement – e.g. camps, detention centres – and drawing 
on geography – the use of islands for containing migrants, giving rise to 
‘carceral archipelagos’ (Stoler 2016, 108). The slowing down of migrants’ 
journeys, it has been argued, is also functional to enhance their labour 
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subordination (Mezzadra 2016; Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos  
2008). Migration scholars have foregrounded that migrants are governed not 
only in their movements but also on their lifetime (Drangsland 2020; 
M. Griffiths 2021; Iglesias Ortiz and Karimi 2024) and have investigated the 
temporal borders formed by the multifarious deadlines that migrants have to 
comply with (Andersson 2014; Tazzioli 2018). In fact, the politics of migration 
containment relies on temporal tactics. However, this article contends that the 
tactical use of temporality in conjunction with geography also shapes and 
disrupts the legal geographies of asylum. Such disruption does operate merely 
by rerouting or slowing down migrants’ journeys: rather, it entails the recon
figuration of the relationships between migrants’ legal and physical presence, 
thus, obstructing their access to asylum.

This has become glaring with the adoption of the EU New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum in 2024,1 which foregrounded that temporality is 
tactically mobilised also by states for playing on the edge of the law and for 
preventively illegalising migrants, by hampering them from becoming asylum 
seekers. While the asylum system is structurally grounded in exclusionary 
criteria (Squire 2016), it is crucial to acknowledge the narrowing of legal 
channels for entering and seeking international protection in Europe. After 
entering the EU’s territory, becoming an asylum seeker is one of the few 
avenues for migrants to provisionally remain in Europe, gaining 
a temporary residence permit and access to socio-economic rights. This 
tactical use of temporality to obstruct access to the asylum procedure was to 
some extent already operational through measures enacted by some member 
states to contain migration. The New Pact has both highlighted and acceler
ated an ongoing trend in the EU’s politics of migration containment: women, 
men and children who will try to seek asylum in Europe will be hindered from 
both entering the territory of member states and getting international 
protection.

More specifically, this paper contends that EU member states operate at the 
margins of the law through what I conceptualise as spatiotemporal disguises of 
asylum, meaning by that the combination of temporal and spatial tactics 
enforced to hamper migrants from becoming asylum seekers. These disguises 
are enacted through ad hoc administrative measures that separate migrants’ 
physical presence from their legal presence, most notably via the so-called legal 
fiction of non-entry, which treats unauthorised migrants who enter an EU 
member state are ‘not yet’ inside the territory despite their physical entry. By 
deferring migrants’ legal visibility – postponing identification procedures and 
asylum registration – states alter the legal geographies of asylum.2 

Spatiotemporal disguises should not be confused with states of exception or 
mere arbitrary power: rather, they are enacted through administrative and 
legal artifices that routinise measures partially already in place that hinder 
migrants from exercising the right to claim asylum.
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Investigating the temporal rationale that underpins the European politics of 
migration containment, I suggest that spatiotemporal disguises of asylum 
reveal the attempt of hindering migrant persons3 from becoming asylum 
seekers – by deferring and disrupting their access to the asylum procedure 
and enforcing a temporal segmentation of asylum. In a time when much 
attention, both in public and academic debates, is drawn to the muscular 
hardening of frontiers and the multiplication of carceral spaces for migrants, 
that the new EU Pact will strengthen, this article shifts the focus to the more 
invisible spatiotemporal disguises.

This article explores the tactical deployment of temporality within the 
politics of migration containment, in conjunction with spatial strategies, and 
its routinisation under the New EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. 
Methodologically, it combines analysis of EU policy texts with data 
I collected during my fieldwork in Greece on the border islands of Lesvos 
(2020–2024) and Crete and Gavdos (2024). Rather than offering a comparative 
account, the article investigates how temporality and geography are differently 
mobilised across these border islands, producing distinct containment effects – 
from pushbacks and preventive illegalisation in Lesvos to detention and the 
obstruction of access to asylum procedures in Crete and Gavdos. A focus on 
these three border islands enables grasping the different manners in which 
temporality is tactically deployed, in combination with spatial measures, for 
disrupting migrants from becoming asylum seekers. As part of the fieldwork in 
Lesvos I conducted interviews with the camp authorities, with the lawyers of 
HIAS Greece and of the Legal Center Lesvos (LCL), with the NGOs A Drop in 
the Ocean and Doctors without Borders (MSF), with officers of the European 
Union Agency for Asylum (EUAA).

I have been in conversation with camp residents, meeting them in the 
premises of the camp and in the city of Mytilini, on the island of Lesvos. In 
Crete and in Gavdos I have interviewed the Hellenic Coast Guard, the coordi
nator of the local social services in Chania, and migrants who were waiting to 
be transferred to Athens.4 As part of this research fieldwork, I interviewed 
officers of the Greek Ministry of Migration and Asylum in Athens – the 
coordinator of the Asylum Office and the coordinator of the Reception 
Facilities. While Lesvos is a key geographical landmark of migrants’ journeys 
in the Mediterranean, and one of the fives Greek hotspot islands5 that have 
been object of the staging of the ‘border spectacle’ (N. De Genova 2015), Crete 
and Gavdos are still considered ‘peripheral or minor places of migrants’ 
landing’, despite the increasing number of arrivals in the last 2 years. 
However, Crete, Gavdos and Lesvos are not exceptional case studies: on the 
contrary, the use of the legal fiction of non-entry in Greece foregrounds 
connections between what is happening nowadays in the politics of migration 
containment in Europe with ‘anomalous legal zones’ used in the past for 
implementing differential rights in the colonies (Benton 2009, 6).
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That is, the spatiotemporal disguises adopted for disrupting migrants’ 
access to asylum resonate with the relationships between law and geography 
in imperial histories. The paper is divided into four sections and proceeds as 
follows: It starts by conceptualising the spatiotemporal disguises of asylum 
and, by doing so, it contributes to migration scholarship on temporal borders 
and on the tactical use of temporality in controlling migration. It moves on by 
focusing on three Greek islands: Crete and Gavdos (section two) and Lesvos 
(section three), illustrating how Greek authorities have enacted the legal 
fiction of non-entry in different ways, to hamper migrants from becoming 
asylum seekers. The final section discusses spatiotemporal disguises within 
a broader colonial legacy of governing racialised populations and insists on the 
importance of articulating a critique of the border regime that centres on the 
hold over migrants’ lives exercised through a mix of spatial and temporal 
bordering tactics.

Conceptualising Spatiotemporal Disguises

A burgeoning literature has shown that migrants’ movements, desires and 
presence are governed not only through spatial confinement and geographical 
restrictions but also through the enforcement of temporal borders and the 
manipulation of time (Bathia, Canning 2021; Khosravi 2021), by keeping 
migrants in a condition of protracted temporariness (Robertson 2014, 2019). 
Similarly to spatial confinement, state authorities mobilise temporality in 
different ways, in order to exercise a hold over migrants’ lives. For instance, 
as Papadopoulos, Stephenson and Tsianos have suggested that camps are 
‘speed boxes’ which ‘reinsert a distinct linear time [. . .] into migrants’ move
ments and subjectivities’ by making these ‘compatible with a broad regime of 
temporal control’ (Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and Tsianos 2008, 198). By 
decelerating migrants, a twofold hold is exercised over their life: labour 
exploitation and political subjection (Mezzadra 2018). Migrants are subjected 
to an ‘active usurpation of time’ and, more precisely, of their lifetime and 
autonomous pace, which is twisted in order to make it economically profit
able – for both state and private actors (Andersson 2014, 795).

Thus, the tactical use of temporality which, some scholars have noticed, 
consists in slowing migrants down and stealing their lifetime (Khosravi 2018), 
is constitutive of the political economy of border controls and of the migration 
industry (Gammeltoft-Hansen and Sørensen 2013). The extraction of value 
from migrants’ protracted waiting should not be understood exclusively 
through the lens of labour exploitation. Rather, Shahram Khosravi argues, 
‘the stolen time of migration’ contributes to the accumulation of value: ‘like 
people who have been trafficked, deportees’ time is actively stolen. By speaking 
about “stealing”, he emphasises how deportation is part of the accumulation of 
wealth in the hands of a few by dispossessing the migrants of their saved, spent 
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and invested time’ (Khosravi 2018, 41). The stealing of migrants’ time does not 
concern only the erosion of the present: rather, it is also future-oriented, 
leading to progressive socio-economic devaluation of the cultural capital that 
migrant persons have accumulated throughout their life and journeys. 
Governing through time exceeds profit-making activities and the extraction 
of value from migration confinement.

Indeed, it is also a way for exercising a biopolitical hold over migrants, for 
hampering their access to rights and for disrupting their desires and life plan 
(Bhatia and Canning 2021; Çağlar 2018). In order to enforce migration con
tainment, state authorities often resort to what Maurice Stierl has defined as 
the ‘weaponization of time’ and its related punitive dimension (Stierl 2023). 
However, far from being merely stuck in a protracted waitinghood, people 
who seek asylum engage in future-making practices, to re-open their future 
that has been foreclosed by racialised migration policies (Lambert 2025). 
Drawing on the scholarly debate on the temporality of migration, this article 
shifts attention from the temporal pace of border controls, characterised by 
acceleration and slowing down (M. B. Griffiths 2014; Rozakou 2020), to the 
ways in which migrants are affected by uneven interruptions in the process of 
getting access to the asylum procedure. In other words, the ‘temporal manip
ulation’ (Landau 2025, 2604) that migrants experience does not only consist in 
controlling and interrupting the pace of their movements: in conjunction with 
spatial tactics but temporal borders also shape and influence the legal geogra
phies of asylum, hampering migrants from becoming asylum seekers.

This is enforced, first, through a legal artifice, which consists in considering 
migrants who are present on the territory are not there, yet: migrants’ legal 
visibility is temporarilly delayed from their physical presence (fiction of non- 
entry) (Rondine, 2024). Second, it is enacted by segmenting the asylum 
procedure, both on a temporal and on a geographical level. By speaking of 
a segmented asylum procedure, I refer to the temporal and geographical 
interruptions that occur from the moment when migrants enter the EU’s 
territory and until when they lodge their asylum claim. Such lengthening in 
time is enforced through a series of spatial stretches – creating transit zones, 
administrative artifices and by overlapping humanitarian and policing 
activities.

By decoupling legal status from physical presence, state authorities – 
sometimes in collaboration with migration agencies – resort to what can 
be termed spatiotemporal disguises.6 These are political technologies 
designed to obstruct migrants’ right to asylum by manipulating space 
and time so that migrants’ physical presence does not translate into 
a legally recognisable one. Importantly, spatiotemporal disguises do not 
operate through states of exception or through overt violations of the 
law. Rather, they function at the margins of legality, relying on admin
istrative and procedural adjustments that tend to pass unnoticed. 
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Spatiotemporal disguises also enhance the temporal segmentation of 
asylum that forces migrant persons to postpone and delay the moment 
when they become asylum seekers as well as to break the asylum 
procedure into multiple steps. That is, migrant persons are subjected 
to a mix of unofficial and official identification procedures, as well as 
periods of temporary confinement before eventually managing to lodge 
the asylum claim.

A focus on the border islands of Lesvos, Gavdos and Crete reveals that soon 
after landing migrant persons are treated as suspicious castaways, and only few 
days later they are registered as asylum seekers. Spatiotemporal disguises go 
a step further than territorial excisions and the principle of extraterritoriality 
(Dickson 2015; Gazzotti 2023; Mountz 2020), while the latter are essentially 
spatial measures, the former intertwine temporal and spatial tactics through 
legal artifices and administrative measures that are on the margin of the law: 
geography and temporality get manipulated, putting in place a legal fiction 
that posits migrants who just arrived on the EU’s territory as not there, yet. 
Moreover, if territorial excisions create ‘graduated zones of sovereignty’ (Ong  
2006), spatiotemporal disguises enforce temporal borders in a selective way, 
that is on unauthorised migrants only, with the goal of putting on hold and 
delaying their presence before the law. In other words, migrants who enter the 
EU’s territory are be declared as not there, yet. This administrative-legal 
artifice is actualised through the fiction of non-entry, enshrined in the new 
EU Pact on Migration and Asylum.

It is worth noticing that the legal fiction of non-entry is not an invention of 
the EU Pact: rather, it was introduced in the 1990 s by France, with the Law on 
the Waiting Zone (1992), and then by Germany, with the Residency Act 
(1997). In 2018, the German government re-interpreted the legal fiction of 
non-entry contained in the Residency Act, ‘in the sense that transit zones are 
not limited to specific areas but are rather dependent on the process that 
determines legal status’ (EPRS, 2024: 2). Zooming out of Europe, the non- 
entry fiction has been used also in the United States: it was introduced in 1996, 
with the Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act, where ‘the 
physical entry/non‐entry divide was set aside in favour of a distinction based 
on admission’ (Molinari 2022, 240). At first glance, speaking of temporal 
segmentation of asylum might appear at odds with the declared intentions 
of the EU Pact of ‘fast and efficient procedures’ (MHA 2024). Indeed, the 
Pact’s emphasis on temporal bordering concerns the speed and the pace of the 
asylum procedure. That is, it calls for the acceleration of the examination of 
asylum requests and establishes strict deadlines with which people who seek 
asylum must comply. For instance, under the Border Procedure,7 there is an 
obligation to lodge the asylum application within 5 days from the registration; 
and migrants could opt for a ‘voluntary return’ to their country of origin only 
for 15 days after the identification procedure.
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The Screening Regulation contained in the New EU Pact on Migration and 
Asylum obliges member states to accelerate the asylum procedure, with the 
actual purpose of preventively illegalising incoming migrants and obstructing 
them from becoming asylum seekers (EC 2024). The new Pact erases the ‘line 
that exists in international and EU law between persons seeking international 
protection and other migrants’, on the basis of which individuals ‘who seek 
protection are subject to special treatment with regard to entry and stay in the 
host country’ (Jakuleviciene 2020). The Screening Procedure is linked to the 
Admissibility Procedure, on the basis of which state authorities divide migrant 
persons between those whose asylum claim is examined in merit and those 
who are sent to the accelerated procedure. What is noteworthy is that pro
tracted confinement of up to 12 weeks – extendable to 18 and formally defined 
as the maximum time required to examine asylum claims under the border 
procedure – is presented as evidence of an accelerated asylum regime.

Nevertheless, this alleged acceleration conceals a tactical use of temporality and 
geography aimed at hampering migrants from becoming asylum seekers, allowing 
states to act as if individuals were not yet inside the territory. In practice, in order 
to hamper migrants from becoming asylum seekers, migrants are slowed down 
through a prolonged confinement, while their official entry – understood as legal 
visibility within EU member states – remains subject to the discretionary power of 
state authorities to determine deportability (N. P. De Genova 2002). The ‘not yet’ 
is thus lifted by state authorities only when a decision is made either to preven
tively illegalise migrants or to grant them access to the asylum procedure. Hence, 
spatial confinement and tactical use of temporality are mutually intertwined and 
are constitutive of spatiotemporal disguises. These latter, as the two sections below 
illustrate, have been enforced in a quite systematic way on some Greek islands – 
on the island of Lesvos, since the outbreak of Covid-19, while in Crete and Gavdos 
with the increasing number of migrant arrivals in summer 2023.

Crete and Gavdos: Segmenting Asylum by Stretching Rescue

14 June 2024: A boat with 33 men on board from Egypt, Sudan, Morocco and 
Eritrea, docked in early morning on one of the beaches of Gavdos, a tiny Greek 
island which is also the most southern outpost of Europe, about 4 h away by 
ferry from the southern shore of Crete. The island officially counts 150 
residents but in winter only 29 people live there. The 33 men arrived from 
Tobruk, in Libya – a key departure hub for migrant persons who land in Crete 
and in Gavdos. Two Coast Guard officers walked them from the beach to the 
harbour, located a few kilometres away, almost 1 h on foot; once at the 
harbour, the Coast Guard placed them in a medium-size container and gave 
them some sandwiches and water. In Gavdos, there is no police station; 
a single officer is nominally responsible for arrivals but does not actively 
manage them. At the harbour, the two Coast Guard officers recorded the 
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men’s names and nationalities but did not formally identify them. In the mid- 
afternoon, they were transferred to Crete by ferry, disembarking at the car 
docks, while tourists travelled on the passenger decks above.

Upon arrival at Chora Sfakion harbour in Crete, they were taken by bus to the 
city of Chania, and dropped off at the harbour, in the car parking of the Coast 
Guard: for about 48 h the car parking was transformed into an informal hotspot 
without tents nor containers, since migrants were kept inside the designated area, 
with few blankets for the night: two doctors from the national health services did 
a quick medical check, and the Hellenic Coast Guard conducted sort of pre- 
screening activity. This latter consists in asking migrants their personal data 
(name, surname, age and nationality) without however taking their fingerprints. 
In fact, as the Head of the Coast Guard told me, the goal of the screening was to 
extract information from the group of castaways. The group of 33 migrants had 
been identified and registered by the police only after arriving in continental 
Greece, at the Identification and Registration Camp of Malakasa, four days after 
landing on Gavdos: until then, they were under responsibility of the Hellenic 
Coast Guard as part of what Greek authorities define a rescue operation.8 What is 
peculiar about this migrant transfer from Gavdos to Malakasa, is that, following 
the Greek authorities, the rescue operation paradoxically started after migrants’ 
arrival.

Moreover, the Greek Ministry of Migration and Asylum delegated to the Coast 
Guard the task of managing and controlling migrants after landing, until they are 
transferred to the camps on the mainland: hence, humanitarian control and 
policing turn out to be mutually entangled. In so doing, ‘rescuing’ has been both 
geographically stretched – as the rescue operation encompassed the area between 
Gavdos and the registration camps in mainland Greece – and temporally length
ened – as it lasted until migrants’ arrival in Malakasa. Thus, Greek authorities de 
facto enforced a non-entry fiction: indeed, migrants’ official entrance into the 
Greek territory and their legal visibility were postponed until the completion of the 
rescue operation, and their presence was temporarily managed through ‘non- 
recording’ (Rozakou 2017). State’s manipulation of geography and temporality in 
Gavdos and in Crete have been routinised since autumn 2023, when the number 
of arrivals on the two islands increased, as a result of the re-routing of migrants’ 
seaways routes from Libya (RSA 2024).9 This de facto legal fiction of non-entry has 
paved the ground for enforcing discretionary power and not being accountable for 
arbitrary detention and for the violation of the right to asylum. While at a first 
glance the politics of non-recording might appear as a leeway of freedom for the 
migrants – since they could dodge the Dublin Regulation or try to escape before 
reaching Malakasa camp – it turned out to be a spatial trap for the shipwrecked 
migrants.

Indeed, the information collected by the Coast Guard from the migrants at 
the harbour is used to arrest one or two persons per boat, charging them with 
being boat drivers – thus, of smuggling – and detain them in prison in Crete. 
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Hence, they disappear from the group of castaways before reaching the camp 
on mainland Greece and, thus, beforehand they could become asylum seekers. 
Overall, migrants who arrive in Gavdos and in Crete are governed as suspi
cious castaways: that is, during the prolonged rescue operation, migrants are 
provided with basic humanitarian and medical support while being subjected 
to rapid interrogations conducted by the Coast Guard, aimed at sorting 
would-be asylum seekers from migrants suspected to act as boat drivers. In 
the car parking of the Coast Guard in Chania, migrants are informed only 
about the transfer to a camp in mainland Greece – while they do not receive 
any information about the possibility of claiming asylum, as some of them 
reported to me.10 Migrants arriving in Gavdos and who are later transferred to 
Crete strive for reaching Athens and mainland Greece, without being sent to 
jail. Hence, the temporary non-identification – that is, the fact that finger
printing is conducted only several days after arrival – is ultimately turned 
against migrants themselves, since some are eventually detained with no 
possibility to appeal.

In other words, the temporal segmentation of asylum consists in the fragmen
tation of migrants’ journeys after entering ‘Europe’ (Stierl 2018) that also corre
sponds to a fragmentation of the asylum procedure. More precisely, migrants can 
eventually lodge the asylum application and become asylum seekers only after 
going through a series of hasty and informal screenings ad hoc procedures, 
conducted by state authorities (the Coast Guard, in this case), that preventively 
illegalise some of them. Therefore, the legal fiction of non-entry is enforced on the 
Greek islands through a range of administrative measures combined with spatial 
and temporal tactics. While on other Greek islands, such as Lesvos, spatiotemporal 
disguises delay the formal identification, in Crete and Gavdos these are charac
terised by geographical dislocation – migrants are registered as asylum seekers not 
in the place of landing but in mainland Greece; and such geographical dislocation 
is enacted by stretching and lengthening rescue operation.

The fact that the Hellenic Coast Guard is in charge of dealing with migrants’ 
presence until their arrival on mainland Greece sheds light on modes of governing 
through humanitarian policing: indeed, migrants are treated as suspicious cast
aways that must be contained until it is proven that they cannot be deported. And, 
yet, migrants are managed in that way not under the custody of the police but of 
rescue actors – the Coast Guard. In a way, it is worth noticing that migrants who 
land in Gavdos and in Crete are subjected to a twofold temporality: the accelerated 
‘temporal borders of asylum’ (Tazzioli 2018), insofar as many might be preven
tively illegalised goes together with protracted confinement and the tactical 
delaying of their visibilisation before the law. However, while the declared accel
erated temporality of the asylum procedure is a contentious point in the current 
debates on the transformations of the EU’s border regime, the tactical use of 
temporality for delaying and disrupting migrants from becoming asylum seekers 
remains under the threshold of political visibility. This echoes what McNevin and 
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Missbach have defined as the ‘humanitarisation of waiting’ to refer to a tactical use 
of temporality that ‘makes it harder to disentangle the managerial exercise of 
migrant care from the more pernicious practices of border security’ (McNevin and 
Missbach 2018, 13).

The lengthening of rescue operation after landing and the fact that migrants are 
not under direct police control and are managed by the Coast Guard sidelines the 
power’s hold over migrants’ lives exercised through temporal techniques. In fact, 
in Gavdos and in Crete the ‘temporal violence of accelerated time’ (Rozakou 2020) 
is coupled with the hindrances that migrants face in getting access to the asylum 
procedure. This means that temporal violence is enforced also by positing that 
migrants as not there, yet, and acting accordingly: through such not there, yet, state 
authorities strengthen the segmentation of asylum and the room of manoeuvre for 
the enforcing discretionary power. In other words, an insight into the managing of 
migration upon landing Crete and Gavdos reveals ‘the role of time in processes of 
illegalisation or irregularisation’ (Jacobsen and Karlsen 2021, 3). It also shows that 
the tactical use of temporality in migration governmentality does not consist 
exclusively in forcing migrants into a condition of protracted waiting but also in 
hampering and segmenting the access to the asylum procedure and to socio- 
economic rights at large.

Lesvos: Deferring migrants’ Legal Visibility

On the hotspot islands, particularly on Lesvos, the outbreak of Covid-19 was 
seized as an opportunity to separate the physical presence of migrants from 
their legal status upon arrival. In fact, the tactical manipulations of geography 
and temporality enforced in Lesvos during the pandemic laid the ground for 
institutionalising the use of non-entry as a governmental tactic to obstruct 
migrants’ access to asylum. The protracted lockdown in Lesvos lasted for 
around 2 years, until Spring 2022, operating in an on/off rhythm. During 
this time, asylum seekers were subjected to various mobility restrictions, 
including a night curfew in the camp (Tazzioli 2024). Due to Covid-19 
restrictions, it became much harder for NGOs and lawyers to monitor condi
tions inside the Moria hotspot. After Moria was destroyed in a fire on 
8 September 2020, the camp residents have been relocated to Mavrouvouni 
camp, hastily constructed in few weeks. In 2021, amid the pandemic, 
Mavrouvouni camp was converted from a Reception and Identification 
Center (RIC) into a Closed Controlled Access Center, similar to refugee 
camps in Chios, Leros, Kos and Samos. Migrants arriving in Lesvos between 
autumn 2020 and mid-2022 were quarantined either in rubber halls inside 
Mavrouvouni camp or in Megala Therma, a Controlled Facility for Temporary 
Accommodation located on the island’s west shore.

This facility was run by the military, and only UNHCR staff were allowed to 
enter – NGOs and lawyers were prohibited. The protracted quarantine 
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confinement for some migrants lasted up to 2 months. Each time a new boat 
arrived in Lesvos, the two-week quarantine period would reset. According to 
testimonies from migrants who were detained there, as well as reports from 
lawyers at the Legal Center Lesvos, the Greek police did not fingerprint new
comers for weeks. They only became visible before the law once transferred to 
the main area of Mavrouvouni (RSA 2023). With the expression ‘becoming 
visible before the law’, I refer to the moment when the full identification 
procedure is completed by the Greek authorities, in cooperation with 
Frontex, and migrants’ fingerprints are sent to the European database 
Eurodac. This deferral in registration reveals how practices of non-recording 
and non-identification are enacted and ultimately turned against migrants 
themselves (Rozakou 2017). Instead of representing a system of tight, capillary 
control over migration, these tactical manipulations of temporality and geo
graphy expose how state authorities tactically deploy delayed identification 
and non-recording. Within this variable time lapse – between the moment of 
landing and when migrants are officially identified – some migrants had been 
covertly pushed back to Turkey, as their presence on Greek territory had not 
yet been registered (Aida and Asylum Information Database 2024).

Although the end of the protracted lockdown marked the conclusion of 
mandatory quarantine periods, spatiotemporal disguises remained in place in 
Lesvos and were recalibrated after the pandemic. More specifically, the disarticu
lation between physical and legal presence has been systematised into 
a mechanism of migration containment. Since 2023, and in conjunction with 
the implementation of new procedures under the 2022 Asylum Code, migrants 
arriving in Lesvos or on one of the other Greek hotspot islands are held for up to 
25 days in a separate area of the camp. In that confined space, they wait until the 
registration process is completed. During this extended waiting period, migrants 
experience semi-detention, as they are confined to the restricted area of the camp 
and a condition of partial legal invisibility. Their presence on Greek territory is not 
officially recognised until the lengthy registration process is completed. This rule is 
enforced also on the mainland where, since 2022, migrants who want to lodge an 
asylum claim, must get an appointment through the online platform of the 
Ministry of Migration and Asylum; then, they receive an appointment to go to 
the reception and Identification Center of Diavata (Attica region) or the one of 
Malakasa (Attica Region), where they are obliged to stay for up to 25 days, until 
when the registration procedure is completed.

However, the semi-detention period often exceeds that time limit. When 
I met N., a 32-year-old Iraqi citizen, in the surrounding of Mavrouvouni camp 
in June 2023, he just completed the registration processes 5 days’ before ‘upon 
disembarkation in Lesvos, we have been taken to this camp, and confined into 
the inner area, without possibility of going out; the Red Cross gave us one pair 
of trousers and one t-shirt, that we had to wear for almost 1 month; nobody 
among us knew for how long we were supposed to stay there’.11 The duration 
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of confinement for completing the registration is overall uneven and, thus, it is 
quite common that people who are temporarily stuck inside lose track of what 
happens to other migrant persons who were on the same vessel. In fact, even 
for this reason the push-back operations towards Turkey that took place 
mostly during the outbreak of Covid-19 could hardly be monitored. The full 
registration in Mavrouvouni camp consist in the police identification proce
dure – that includes fingerprinting them and inserting that biometric data into 
Eurodac – in a medical check, and in the asylum registration.

Given that during the confinement in the inner area of the camp the access 
to legal aid and the possibility of contacting lawyers are very limited, the 
registration procedure itself remains quite opaque – as well as the swift 
medical check based on which some migrants are (not) recognised as vulner
able. More precisely, to be delayed in Lesvos is not the registration of arrivals 
nor their confinement in the camp but, rather, the moment when migrant 
persons are allowed to express their willingness of claiming asylum in Greece – 
and their visibility in the European database Eurodac. The distinctive way in 
which temporal bordering mechanisms are enacted to manage and disrupt 
migrants’ presence on the Greek islands is less through protracted waiting 
than by disrupting the access to the asylum procedure. In this sense, Greece 
can be seen as a forerunner of the systematic use of the legal fiction of non- 
entry, which the EU Pact will make compulsory for member states: even if, 
unlike Germany or France, Greece has not officially adopted the legal fiction of 
non-entry, over the last few years Greek authorities have routinised migration 
containment operations that closely resemble it.

Discussion

The introduction of the New EU Pact on Migration and Asylum has 
accelerated and turned into obligations for member states some practices 
that were de facto already in place in some EU states of first arrival 
(Fabini and Ferraris 2025). A key point consists in the fact that ‘the 
process of separation of “territory” from “legal order”’, will strengthen 
the internalisation of border externalisation practices (Cassarino and 
Marin 2022, 3). The ways in which migrants’ arrivals are managed on 
the Greek border islands of Lesvos, Crete and Gavdos foreground the 
tactical use of temporality to defer and hamper migrants’ access to asylum 
and to expand the leeway of discretionary power. In fact, while particular 
attention has been drawn to the fact that the EU Pact will enhance 
carceral geographies of migration confinement (Campesi 2024; Fabini 
and Ferraris 2025) and the criminalisation of migration (Brandariz  
2025), the tactical use temporality for altering the legal geographies of 
asylum tends to pass unnoticed. In this respect, it is important to look at 
the novelties introduced by the EU Pact within a broader historical- 
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political trajectory, encompassing the legacies of governing colonised 
populations by severing territorial presence from rights. The discrepancy 
between territorial presence and access to rights echoes legal anomalies 
that operated in British Empire territories, where colonised subjects held 
‘settled state land but whose rights were not recognized’ (Bhandar 2018, 
38; see also Chatterjee and Subramanian 2014).

What appears as an administrative technicality – the non-entry fiction – 
whose implications can be fully grasped only by law experts, it is rather 
symptomatic of a much longer colonial history of differential entanglements 
between law, rights and racialised subjects. Indeed, the territorial presence and 
the co-existence of colonisers and colonised in the same space, were not 
coterminous with equal enjoyment of rights. To the contrary, the asymmetric 
and differential access to rights at play in the colonies were less markers of the 
suspension of the law than, as Lauren Benton pointed out, manifestations of 
variegated legal geographies and legal anomalies (Benton, 2010). Situating 
migration policies and administrative measures within a global dimension 
highlights how colonial political technologies are reactivated nowadays for 
disarticulating migrants’ presence from their entitlements to rights. Turning to 
the contemporary border regime, the EU’s Hotspot Approach, that was 
adopted by the European Commission in 2015, was also underpinned by 
temporal bordering mechanisms that, in theory, were characterised by the 
speeding up of identification procedures upon landing.

The procedures through which migrant persons are identified, managed 
and divided nowadays on border islands do have similarities, some scholars 
have observed, with those enforced through the Hotspot Approach in 2015, 
and are seen as a consolidation of this latter (Cassarino and Marin 2022). 
However, as Campesi has remarked, the new EU Pact has normalised and 
routinised measures that under the EU Agenda on Migration in 2015 were 
conceived as emergency measures for frontier lines member states: 
a distinctive feature of the mechanisms introduced by the Pact on Migration 
and Asylum for managing external frontiers is that unlike the hotspot 
approach, these are conceived ‘as no longer circumscribed to cases of dispro
portionate migratory pressure but to effectively implement pre-entry screen
ing and border procedures even outside “crisis” situations’ (Campesi 2021, 
196). Moreover, I suggest, a sort of reversed temporality is enshrined in the 
New Pact, in comparison to the Hotspot approach’s.

Even if in practice migrants remained blocked on the Greek islands for 
months before being transferred, and both in Italy and in Greece hotspots 
became infrastructures of protracted confinement (Caja 2024; Fili 2018; 
Spathopoulou, Carastathis, and Tsilimpounidi 2022), the official purpose of 
the Hotspot Approach was ‘to swiftly identify, register and fingerprint incom
ing migrants’12 and to channel them out of landing areas (Tazzioli and Garelli  
2020). Reversely, the new EU Pact aims at delaying and, thus, disrupting the 
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eventuality that migrants might become asylum seekers. To defer migrants’ 
legal visibility and their access to the asylum procedure, migrants upon land
ing are kept apart for a variable period (Lesvos), or are moved across different 
locations by lengthening rescue operation in time and space (Gavdos, Crete). 
The access to the asylum procedure is disrupted and segmented at the same 
time: migrants eventually manage to become asylum seekers after 
a combination of official and unofficial registration procedures that in Crete 
and in Gavdos are also dislocated in space. Indeed, legal geographies of asylum 
are not disrupted by the pace of temporality; rather, the lengthening in time 
serves the twofold purpose of hindering the access to asylum and, jointly, of 
invisibilising (some) migrants – by pushing them back to Turkey (Lesvos) or 
by putting some of them in jail (Crete).

An insight into the Greek migratory context reveals that the temporal vio
lence of border controls is not narrowed to slow migrants down nor to the 
acceleration of border procedures: rather, it is the outcome of the imbrication of 
spatial arrangements, tactical uses of time and arbitrary administrative mea
sures. While migration scholars have explored the impact that temporal borders 
do have on migrants in terms of protracted waithood (Grabska 2020), stucked
ness (Hage, Hage, and Waiting 2009; Jansson 2024) and stillness (Martin 2013) 
or, on the contrary, through acceleration (Rozakou, 2022), spatiotemporal dis
guises affect the legal geographies of asylum, obstructing migrants from becom
ing asylum seekers. In fact, if temporal borders are not narrowed to the temporal 
pace but are characterised by temporal segmentations, temporary disruptions 
and uneven lengthening of procedures, the leeway for articulating a critique of 
the border regime appears more difficult to craft.

Conclusion

In the last decade, since the staging of the so-called refugee crisis in Europe, 
salient and violent restructurings of the border regime took place. 
Significantly, the outbreak of Covid-19 marked a shift in the EU’s politics of 
migration containment towards the adoption of measures aimed at hampering 
migrants from becoming asylum seekers and, consequently, from enjoying 
socio-economic rights. The implementation of the new EU Pact on Migration 
and Asylum has enhanced such trend, by systematising administrative mea
sures partially already in place in EU member states. While much attention has 
been paid to the strengthening of carceral geographies for containing migra
tion, this article has instead examined the spatiotemporal disguises of asylum, 
with a particular focus on the legal fiction of non-entry. The combination of 
temporal and spatial tactics alters the legal geographies of asylum, severing 
migrants’ presence on the territory from their legal visibility and, thus, by 
deferring and disrupting their access to the asylum procedure. Furthermore, it 
reveals that ‘time works as a technique of control’ (McNevin 2020, 547): while 

14 M. TAZZIOLI



a burgeoning scholarship has highlighted that migrants are disrupted not only 
in their movements but also in their tempos – being stuck in a condition of 
protracted waiting or being slowed down, temporal borders are intertwined 
with spatial tactics that, through legal artifices, enable state authorities to 
operate at the margins of the law.

Therefore, far from being merely a matter of temporal pace – whether 
accelerating procedures or keeping migrants in a limbo – temporality is used 
to defer their legal visibility, hamper access to asylum and to socio-economic 
rights. As I have shown, the legal fiction of non-entry has been already de facto 
in use in Greece, where state authorities have disjoined migrants’ physical 
presence from the legal one and, in so doing, they have opened the leeway for 
discretionary power. More precisely, the temporality of (getting access to) 
asylum, this article has shown, turns out to be lengthened and segmented at 
the same time. Such segmentation has widened the room of manoeuvre for 
discretionary power and for preventively illegalising them, by deferring their 
visibility before the law, they hamper their access to asylum and, more broadly, 
to socio-economic rights.

The analytical focus on the spatiotemporal disguises of asylum enables 
connecting the tactical use of geography and temporality for disrupting unruly 
mobility in contemporary Europe, to historical modes of governing colonised 
populations by separating physical and legal presence on a given territory. The 
colonial genealogies of ‘anomalous legal zones’ (Benton, 2010, 6) continue to 
reverberate in the contemporary politics of migration containment. 
Investigating these tactical manipulations of geography and temporality 
prompts us to rethink what a critical understanding of the border regime 
might look like today, situating current migration governance within a longer 
trajectory of controlling racialised populations. It leads us to interrogate how 
to articulate a critique of migration confinement in light of insidious and 
invisible modes of choking migrants’ lives. Indeed, a critical knowledge of the 
border regime should account not only for the hardening of frontiers and 
carceral geographies but also for the disjuncture between physical presence 
and access to rights, by declaring them as not here, yet.

Notes

1. The Pact will become fully operational by June 2026.
2. What emerges from the New EU Pact is the increasing fading out of the figure of the 

asylum seeker, insofar as this is almost absent in the text of the Pact and because of the 
array of administrative measures and spatial tactics are put in place for preventing people 
from claiming asylum in Europe.

3. Throughout the paper, I often use the expression ‘migrant persons’ instead of ‘migrants’ 
when I prioritise the importance of de-essentialise migration and highlight the political 
dimension of being defined and governed as ‘migrant’.
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4. In Lesvos, I have interviewed 5 Pakistani men, 3 Syrian women, 4 Syrian men, 2 Afghani 
women, 5 Afghani men, 3 Somali women, 2 Somali men, 3 Sudanese men and 1 man 
from Iraq. In the port of Chania, I have been in conversation with 3 men from Egypt, 2 
men from Sudan and 1 man from Eritrea.

5. The five Greek islands where the Hotspot Approach had been implemented in 2015: 
these are Lesvos, Chios, Samos, Kos and Leros.

6. I refer to them as ‘disguises’ – and not as ‘tricks’ or ‘ruses’ – since they consist in 
manipulations and alterations of geography and temporality through the enforcement of 
ad hoc administrative measures that, nevertheless, do not necessarily imply a deliberate 
willingness of cheating or counterfeiting.

7. The border procedure consists in an accelerated asylum procedure, that has been 
challenged by immigration lawyers and pro-migrants organisations for eroding 
migrants’ right to asylum. Under the Pact, member states will be obliged to apply the 
border procedure to specific cases: ‘where the applicant is a national of countries with 
low recognition rates for international protection; or misleads the authorities; or poses 
a threat to national security’ (Migration and Home Affairs 2024).

8. Interview with the Head of the Hellenic Coast Guard in Crete, 17 June 2024.
9. Such rerouting is mainly due to the violent pull-back operations conducted by the 

Libyan authorities on migrants who try to reach Italy, as part of the Italy–Libya 
Memorandum of Understanding signed in 2017.

10. Conversation held with M. and S, two Egyptian nationals, at the harbour of Chania, 
June 2024.

11. Interview held in the premises of the camp in Lesvos, 23 June 2023.
12. https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/556942/IPOL_STU(2016) 

556942_EN.pdf
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