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A critical analysis of the border regime nowadays requires moving beyond physical borders. In fact, 
not only borders have proliferated across the globe, also their typologies and functioning are  
fundamentally heterogenous (Mezzadra & Neilson, 2013). In other words, we should not only ask 
“where are the borders?” but also “what is a border?” and, more precisely” “which bordering 
mechanisms are enforced?”. Borders might be dislocated from national frontiers and being for 
instance in embassies, where Visa applications are lodged and rejected; borders are enacted even 
where we could not see them – borders as data – and often are inscribed in the body. While some 
borders work by excluding and keeping out of the national territory, others function by multiplying 
racialised hierarchies of labour exploitation and unruly mobility, or by differentially obstructing access 
to rights. For this reason, it is more adequate to speak of bordering mechanisms than of borders as 
such. Louise Amoore tackles these points by investigating the epistemic, political and material shifts 
that occurred in bordering practices and policies with the advent of what she calls “the deep border,” 
conceiving it as “a machine learning border that learns representations from data and generates 
meaning from its exposures to the world” (Amoore, 2021: 2). The laborious task of critical knowledge 
production about bordering mechanisms consists in scrutinising the discontinuities, novelties, and 
ruptures between the current border regime and the past, without however falling in the trap of 
presentism. That is, borders’ transformations and the (partial) digitalisation of migration 
governmentality should be analysed in light of the sedimented history of racializing bordering 
mechanisms. Studying the assemblages of digital and nondigital data and the persistence of paper-
based registration systems in migration governmentality is key for unsettling the growing technohype 
in debates on border technologies. Here I engage with Amoore’s argument by focusing on two 
questions: first, how do (deep) bordering mechanisms function? That is, which hierarchies of 
subordination, racialisation and undesirability do they enforce? Second, what do (deep) bordering 
mechanisms generate? Indeed, borders do not simply enact dividing partitions on existing territories: 
they are productive of legal subjectivities, spaces and modes of value extraction (Andersson, 2018; 
Rigo, 2020). Amoore’s concept of “biometric border” (Amoore, 2006) has allowed scholars across 
different academic disciplines to understand the epistemic and material shifts triggered by the 
systematic use of bio metric technologies in the aftermath of 9/11 to police mobility, to produce and 
classify “suspect subjects” as well as to enforce an illegality continuum (Bigo, 2002). The biometric 
border “is the portable border par excellence, carried by mobile bodies at the very same time as it is 
deployed to divide bodies at international boundaries” and “signals a new and important geographical 
imagining of the border” (Amoore, 2006, p. 338). Thus, biometric technologies dislocate the border 
from national frontiers and attaches it to migrants’ bodies, while also pro ducing a new imaginary of 
bordering mechanisms. The advent of the deep border seems doing something more invisible and, 
however, more radical at the same time. The deep border is hardly perceivable and works at the 
threshold of (in)visibility. Nevertheless, this does not mean that the deep border has no effects: on the 
contrary, it contributes to produce new racialised subjectivities, since it “loosens the state’s reliance 
on defined racialised categories and characteristics, expanding the scope for the emergent 
racialisation of inferred attributes” (Amoore, 2021: 2). These emergent forms of racialisation cannot 
be disentangled, I contend, from a genealogy of how some racializing classifications and exclusionary 
partitions have consolidated and changed over time. Indeed – and this is a lesson that migrant 
struggles and anti-racist mobilisations teach us – it is difficult to overcome and erase sedimented 



racializing criteria, labels and dispositions. A case in point is constituted by the ways in which asylum 
claims are processed and denied – in some cases by preventively illegalising migrants and declaring 
them inadmissible to the procedure – and by how this differs from place to place. The mutability of 
racializing borders on the one hand and their persistence and sedimentation on the other are not in 
contradiction to each other but, rather, should be scrutinised jointly. In particular, as far the politics of 
asylum is concerned, migrants’ nationality plays a key role among racialised exclusionary criteria. For 
instance, in Greece Pakistani citizens who seek asylum have been historically denied of international 
protection and, thus, illegalised. Similarly, in Italy, Tunisians and Egyptians nationals are quickly 
turned into illegalised migrants by the Italian authorities and their asylum application has very high 
chances of being straightforward rejected. In fact, it is not a coincidence that Italy and Greece have 
bilateral repatriation agreements with those countries respectively. At the same time, the changing 
over time of racialised exclusions is enshrined in the relatively recent emergence of other stigmatised 
migrants’ nationalities. The “mutability of race” (Davis, 2011) should be read at the intersection of 
new laws and administrative measures, changed geopolitical conditions, number of asylum 
applicants from a certain country and under lining persistence of a logics of scarcity (of resources) in a 
time of economic crisis. Since the start of the so called “refugee crisis” in 2015 and until the signature 
of the EU-Turkey Deal in March 2016 Syrian nationals constituted the “yardstick of humanitarianism” 
(Tazzioli, 2019: 36), that is they were crafted as the genuine refugees per excellence. Then, their 
presence was progressively seen as undeserving and as an economic-social burden, both in Greece 
and in the rest of Europe, and they were no longer automatically granted the refugee status. The 
entanglements of geographical-based exclusions – migrants’ routes – and nationality ones are 
important to excavate. In fact, since June 2021, when Greece declared Turkey a safe country for 
Pakistani, Somali, Bengali, Afghani and Syrians: that is, asylum seekers from those five countries who 
transited through Tukey might be declared inadmissible to the asylum procedure and, thus, can be 
preventively illegalised. In this respect, focusing on the streaming algorithm used by the UK Home 
Office until 2020 to process Visa applications, Amoore rightly insists that racialised classifications 
cannot be fully eliminated by erasing nationality-based bias, since other forms of racialised groupings 
might be produced through clustering logics (Amoore, 2021: 5). Thus, along which lines are these new 
racisms produced? And which racialized subjectivities are precisely enacted? These questions do not 
just add a further theoretical layer to reflection on the deep border. Raising these questions means 
not narrowing the analysis to an account of the undecidability of algorithms and, jointly, of their 
discriminatory nature. For instance, racialized bordering mechanisms could be enforced through 
proxy indicators. A case in point is constituted by the European Travel Information and Authorisation 
System (ETIAS) that is set to be operational in 2024.1 ETIAS will be used to screen travellers from 
countries who do not need a Visa to enter the Schengen area and assess whether they represent a 
security threat: the algorithmic-driven procedure will be based on risk indicators such as “age range, 
sex, nationality, country and city of residence or birth, level of education achievement, as well as 
current employer or occupation”. These indicators will enable authorities to enact “proxy 
discrimination” (Prince & Schwarcz, 2019), that is they will work by discriminating on the basis of 
categories that work as in direct markers of race (such as nationality), gender (sexual orientation) 
ethnicity (such as city) and class (such as work/occupation) and that might be used to generate 
recombinant identities. In so doing, racialized bordering mechanisms will be less visible and exposed 
to contestation. Amoore contends that through deep learning techniques race is reconfigured “as set 
of emergent proximities and distances generated through clustering” (Amoore, 2021: 7). Thus, if we 
follow this argument, we cannot leave it simply as undecidable connections: in order to struggle 
against “the line of best fit” (Amoore, 2021: 7) it is important to detect how these recombined 
emergent racisms are formed, invisibilised and legitimised, and foreground their points of fragility, 
contestation and resistance. Indeed, we should be careful in granting “too much messiness and 
contingency to algorithms so that it becomes difficult to diagnose how algorithms are taken up, 



promoted, and circulated” (Aradau & Blanke, 2022: 7). Algorithmic-driven systems invisibilise, foster 
and recraft riacialised bordering mechanisms. Hence, first, the stake consists in grappling with the 
entanglements of sedimented racialised criteria - which are often based on nationality - and emergent 
new ones, that stem from the multiple connections created through clustering. Nationality-based 
criteria persist but, as illustrated above, they also change over time; reason why it is paramount to 
keep up with the mutability of racialised bordering mechanisms. Jointly, coming to grips with 
emergent racisms entails investigating which exclusionary criteria and patterns criteria are recursively 
produced through clustering, how they are sedimented and naturalised. Amoore’s understanding of 
the deep border sheds light on the scattered subjectivities which are generated through clustering, 
showing that bordering mechanisms do not only exclude but are also productive – of subjectivities as 
well as of modes of subjection. Along similar lines, I suggest that a critical account of algorithmic 
bordering mechanisms should not be circumscribed to discriminatory procedures (legal and 
computer science logics) nor to risky and suspicious individuals (securitization logics). As far as 
discrimination is concerned, the systematic use of biometric technologies and algorithmic systems 
has contributed to shift critical analyses of migration containment towards discriminatory 
mechanisms that migrants are exposed to, side-lining (critiques) of borders as such (Benjamin, 2019). 
In fact, machine learning algorithms build work by differentiating, cutting out by design.2 However, on 
the one side it can be argued that borders - and not only algorithmic ones - work precisely by 
discriminating. On the other, as algorithmic-driven systems gained traction in academic scholarship 
on migration and border technologies, this latter has tended to prioritize (critique of) discrimination 
over other critiques of borders - such as for instance borders’ function to multiply hierarchies of 
labour exploitation. Digital technologies and algorithmic-driven systems are only partly used for 
tracking and surveil migrants: they are also enforced for preventing them from getting access to the 
asylum procedure and to rights more broadly. That is, the criminalisation of some individuals as risky 
subjects is not exhaustive of the ways in which people turned into “migrants” are exploited, controlled 
and racialised. Migrants are preventively illegalised and obstructed from accessing welfare and social 
rights, by being labelled as “underserving”, “bogus” or “scroungers”. An exclusive focus on 
securitization overshadows heterogenous modes of migrants’ subordination. In this respect, the 
asylum regime constitutes one of the contested grounds where migrants’ illegalisation is produced 
and, jointly, where algorithmic-driven systems play a key role. In fact, nowadays the link between 
biometric technologies and the (exclusionary) politics of asylum is a tenet of migration 
governmentality. This is due to the Dublin Regulation and Eurodac as well as because of the attention 
increasingly dedicated in the EU’s politics of migration containment to hamper access to international 
protection, as confirmed in the recent EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. It follows that a scrutiny of 
algorithmic bordering mechanisms requires moving away from the border as such and drawing 
attention to the multiple sites and legal-bureaucratic steps at which (some) people are turned into 
illegalized migrants and underserving asylum seekers. In the conclusion, Amoore’s discusses the 
conundrum of resistances to “the line of best fit” and to clustering logics, and she importantly warns 
that the deep border “not only forecloses the material space of the border but it also silences the 
political claims that are made there and denies the potential of future claims not yet made” (Amoore, 
2021: 8). As Khadijah Abdurahman and SA Smythe have remarked “the discourse about algorithmic 
bias largely treats race as an aftermath of technology, as a downstream effect” (Abdurahman & 
Smythe, 2021). More specifically, Valdivia and colleagues suggested, “a critical questioning of the use 
of fairness in biometrics systems should also be focused on the historical, political and social 
contexts in which biometrics are deployed”, and not narrowed to struggles over bias (Valdivia, 
Serrajòrdia, & Swianiewicz, 2022, p. 2). In a similar vein, I argue, critical analyses about the 
technologization of migration governance should be cautious in not occluding the leeway for 
criticizing border politics and in not presenting exclusionary bordering mechanisms as a downstream 
of technology. Refusing the politics of multiple associations that the deep border consists of, is often 



not possible for those who are governed as “migrants”, even if on many occasions they try to resist 
being fingerprinted. As much as the access to mobility is unequally distributed, also the leeway of 
refusal is not the same for everyone. That said, “migrants’ incorrigibility” (De Genova, 2010) cannot be 
contained within the line of best fit, nor to migrants’ refusals of that. Rather, migrants’ struggles are 
often discredited as unruly precisely because they exceed the established terms of contested politics, 
for how they articulate their claims, practices and demands. Migrants’ struggles disrupt the line of 
best fit, not only at time by refusing to be object of data extraction, but also by stretching, twisting and 
exceeding the mutable racialised categories through which they are classified, for instance, by 
asserting to be “refugees” even when states reject their asylum claims. Abandoning the state’s point 
of view on migration involves paying attention to how migrants are affected by deep borders and 
biometric borders, which harms they are exposed to and how they articulate their struggle and claims 
over those technologies. In other words, this requires engaging in the “reversion of sovereignty” 
(Tsianos & Karakayali, 2010), that consists in conceiving the reconfiguration of (digital) borders as the 
outcome of migrants’ unruly mobility and spatial disobedience. 

NOTES 

1. https://www.schengenvisainfo.com/etias/. 

2. That is, if we understand discrimination in its literal original sense – from latin “discriminare”, that is 
“to distinguish, machine learning algorithms build on datasets – which are the result of selecting 
procedures - and create, reproduce distinctions. 
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