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Stripped by the 
Border:  
Cold Borders,  
Colder Hearts

Thereissomethingaboutthecoldthatstripsawayallillusion.Itwaswinter
2017whenIcrossedtheborderfromTurkeytoGreeceandlandedinThessaloni-
ki.Fourteenofus,huddledtogether,bravingtheice-coldnight.Somehadbeen
pushedbackbefore–tortured,jailed,andsentbackagain.Noonestayedlongin
anyoneplace.“Wewerearrestedherelasttime,”theywouldsay,movingusalong
likeshadowsinthenight.Morethantenhoursofwalkingthroughfreezingrain,
numbfromthecoldbutunabletostop.Thatnightfeltlikeitwouldneverend.
Coldhasawayofbreakingyoudown.Irememberotherfreezingnightstoo.

AsachildinTehranandSanandaj,Istoodinlonglineswithmymotherforoil,
shivering in the snow.Butnomemory couldprepareme for that border.The
brutalityofitall.Sixyearshavepassedsince,andyetthatnighthauntsme.Iam
oneoftheluckyones–luckytonolongerbethere,waitinginfearandcold.But
othersarestillthere,trapped,strippedbarebymenwhowearuniformsandcall
themselvesprotectors.
Theydon’tjustpushyouback,theystripyoudown–literally.TheGreekbor-

derpolicebeatus, tookourclothes,money,andphones.Everything.They left
peopletodieontheotherside.I’veseenthephotos.Helplessbodies,abandoned.
Inthemiddleofitall,thesemeninpowerstealeverythingandsendpeopleback
intothearmsofdeath.
Thisisn’tjustastoryfromthepast.Itisstillhappening.Peoplecallme,beg-

ging for help, desperate for some kind of escape.The borders, like invisible
chains,traptheminaplacewheretheirhumanityiserased.It’s2022,andyet
peoplestillrisktheir lives,crossingbordersthat treat themlikecriminals for



12

Časopis za kritiko znanosti, domišljijo in novo antropologijo | 293 | Balkan Migration Route Revisited

wantingtolive.
Fornow,Iamwritingthis, inthehopethatsomeone,somewhere,hearsthe

callandchoosestoact.Becausethisfightisfarfromover.
TheBalkanRouteisawell-wornpathofhumanmovement,migration,andex-

ile.Tospeakofittodayasa“refugeecrisis”obscuresthedeeperhistoryitreflects
–oneofconquest,loss,andsearchforabetterlife.Bordershavebeendrawnand
redrawn,andthepeoplehavealwaysfoundthemselvesatthemercyofforces
beyondtheircontrol,whethertheyareempiresorstates.Today,thedesperation
thatdrivesfamiliesandindividualstotraversetheBalkanRouteisnodifferent.
Thefacesofthosewhocrossarethesamefacesthathistoryhasalwaysseen:fle-
eingviolence,starvation,andoppression.Thistime,thefacesbelongtoSyrians,
Afghans, Iraqis, and others displaced by thewreckage of ourmodernworld.
Stanley Cohen’s concept of “moral panic” speaks well to the refugee man-

agementcrisisunfoldingacrossEurope.Cohen’sframework,introducedinhis
criticalworkFolkDevilsandMoralPanics,highlightshowsociety;whenfaced
with phenomena it cannot control, reactswith fear and anxiety. Refugees, in
this framework,arecastas thenew“folkdevils,” symbolsofabroaderunea-
seaboutthechangessweepingthecontinent.Thepanicovertheirarrivalisnot
abouttheindividualsthemselves.Instead,it’saboutthefearofwhattheirpre-
sencesignifies:thecollapseofborders,cultures,andtheimaginedsecuritythat
Europeonceenjoyed.
Europe’shistoryisrepletewithexamplesofhowoutsidershavebeencastas

threats to thesocialorder.FromtheRomani to the Jewishcommunities, from
colonial subjects tomigrants today, thefigureof the foreignerhasoftenbeen
manipulatedtostirfear.Today,thismanipulationtakestheformofright-wing
politicalrhetoricandsensationalistmediacoverage,bothofwhichportrayref-
ugeesasanexistentialthreattoEuropeanidentity.
However,thetruthisthattherefugeecrisisisnotsomeunprecedentedevent,

norisitaninvasion.Itissimplyacontinuationofthecenturies-oldstoryofhu-
manmigration,exacerbatedbymoderngeopoliticalforceslikewar,poverty,and
climatechange.TheBalkanRouteisnotjustageographicjourney;itisasymbol
ofsurvival,ofhumanresilienceinthefaceofalmostunimaginableadversity.

TheBalkanRoute:AHumanJourney

TheBalkanRouteisaharshpathstretchingfromtheMiddleEastandSouth
AsiathroughTurkey,Greece,andtheBalkanstatesbeforewindingitswaytothe
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heartofEurope.Thepeoplewhoundertakethis journeyareoftenfleeingwar
zones,oppressiveregimes,andeconomicdevastation.Formany,Europerepre-
sentsthefinalhopeforafuturethatthey’vebeendeniedintheirhomecountries.
Thejourneyisoneofhopebutalsogreatperil.Refugeesfacenotonlythephysi-
caldangersofcrossingtreacherouslandscapesbutalsothehuman-madeobsta-
clesthatstandintheirway.BordersalongtheBalkanRouteareheavilypatrolled
bypoliceandmilitaryforces.Theseborders,drawnbynationsthathavegrown
fearfulofwhat liesbeyond,aremarkedbywallsand fences thatseek tokeep
theunwantedout.ThemostnotoriousoftheseisHungary’s2015fencealongits
borderwithSerbia.ThisfencestandsasasymbolofEurope’sdividedresponse
totherefugeecrisis–amixoffearandreluctantacceptance.
ZygmuntBauman,aPolishsociologist,identifiedtwoprimaryreactionssoci-

etieshavetowardsstrangers:anthropophagy(theattempttoabsorbandassim-
ilate them)andanthropoemy(thedesire toexpel them).Europe’sresponse to
refugeesalongtheBalkanRoutehaswaveredbetweenthesetwoextremes.On
theonehand,thereisrhetoricaboutintegrationandhumanitarianism.Onthe
other,therearepoliciesthatfocusonexclusion–detentioncentres,deportati-
ons,andpoliticalbarriers.Europe’sschizophrenicresponsetotherefugeecrisis
revealsitsdeeperanxietiesaboutitsidentityandfuture.
MatthewGibney,apoliticaltheorist,referredtothisasa“schizophrenic”poli-

cy,notsimplybecauseofitsinconsistencybutbecauseitmirrorsadeepercon-
tradictionwithinEuropean societies. Europehas longprided itself on itshu-
manitarianvalues, enshrined indocuments like the 1951RefugeeConvention.
Butinpractice,thesevaluesclashwiththerealityofaEuropethatincreasingly
wantstoprotectitsbordersandinsulateitselffromtherestoftheworld.The
refugeecrisis,therefore,challengestheveryfoundationsofthemodernEuro-
peanstate,whichisbuiltonthepremiseofcontrollingwhoentersandwhois
excluded.

TheFearoftheStranger

WhydoestherefugeeevokesuchintensefearinEurope?Partoftheanswer
lies in the nature of the refugee as the “stranger.” Georg Simmel, a German
sociologist, once described the stranger as someone physically close but not
fullypartof thecommunity.Theyareboth familiarandforeign,afigurewho
disruptstheboundariesof“us”and“them.”Refugees,inthiscontext,represent
morethanjustindividualsseekingsafety;theysymbolizethebreakdownofthe
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socialorderandtheintrusionoftheoutsideintothedomestic.
Themediahasplayedacrucialroleinstokingthisfear.AcrossEurope,from

Britain toFrance, tabloidnewspapersandright-wingpoliticianshavepainted
refugeesasathreattonationalsecurity,economicstability,andculturaliden-
tity.Theyareportrayedas criminals, opportunists, or terrorists –peoplewho
comenottoseekasylumbuttotakeadvantageofthewelfaresystemorchange
theculturalfabricofEurope.
Thisportrayal,however,isnotjusttheresultofxenophobia.Itstemsfromdeep-

eranxietiesaboutglobalizationandthelossofcontrolinaworldwhereborders
areincreasinglyporous.Therefugee,inmanyways,representsthebreakdown
ofthenation-stateitself,thecollapseoftheideathatcountriescanneatlycon-
trolwhocomes inandwhostaysout.Refugeesarescapegoatedforarangeof
fears–fearsaboutterrorism,unemployment,andculturalloss.

TheHumanCost

Amidalltherhetoricandfearmongering,thehumancostoftherefugeecrisis
isoftenforgotten.ThepeoplewhotraveltheBalkanRoutearenotfacelessmas-
ses;theyareindividualswithstories,dreams,andlives.Theyarefamiliestorn
apartbywar,childrenwhohaveseenmoreviolencethanmostofuscouldimag-
ine,menandwomenwhohaveriskedeverythinginthehopeofabetterlife.
Thehumancostofthe journeyalongtheBalkanRouteis immeasurable,felt

inboththephysicalandemotionaltollontherefugeeswhoundertakeit.This
route,whichhasbecomealifelineforthosefleeingwarandeconomicruin,is
fraughtwithperil.Eachstepforwardismetwithnewrisks,andformany,the
dreamofreachingsafetyinEuropeturnsintoanightmareofexploitation,vio-
lence,anddespair.
Oneof theelementsof theBalkanRoute is thesmugglers’networkthathas

grownaroundit.Refugees,manyofwhomhavealreadylosteverything,areforced
torelyonsmugglerstoguidethemthroughtreacherousterrainsandheavilyforti-
fiedborders.These smugglers, charge themexorbitant amountsofmoney for
passage. In Turkey, for example, refugeesmay pay between 100 and 400 eu-
ros just toreceivespecificGPScoordinates thatdirect themacross theborder
intoBulgaria.Theprocessisrepeatedateverystageofthejourney,withsimilar
payments required to navigate throughBulgaria, Serbia, Bosnia, andCroatia.
Eachnewstretchofthejourneydemandsfreshpayments,andformanyrefuge-
es,thisbecomesaviciouscycleoffinancialextortion.
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For thosewho cannot afford thepiecemealpayments at everyborder, amore
comprehensiveserviceisavailable–atanastronomicalcost.Somerefugeespay
around10,000eurosfora“fullpackage,”wheretheyareescortedbytraffickers
fromonebordertothenext.Thisservice includesaguidewhohandstheref-
ugeesovertonewsmugglersaftercrossingeachborder,andlocaldriverswhonav-
igate rural, backroad routes to avoid detection by authorities.These services,
while ensuring somewhat saferpassage, comeat the cost of furtherfinancial
ruinforfamiliesalreadydevastatedbythehardshipsofwaranddisplacement.
Bosnia, in particular, has become a focal point in the smuggling operations

alongtheBalkanRoute.Itsporousborders,combinedwithashortageofborder
guards,makeitapreferredroutefortraffickers.Thesenetworksthriveonthe
vulnerabilityofrefugees,manyofwhomareforcedtotrustsmugglersastheir
onlymeansofescape.Thesheerscaleofthetraffickingoperationsisstaggering,
and the lack of border security only exacerbates the situation.Withnearly a
thirdofBosnia’sborderpolicesettoretireinthecomingyears,thesituationis
likelytoworsen,makingiteveneasierfortraffickerstoexploittheroute.
Thenumbers of refugees travelling along theBalkanRoutehavedecreased,

dueinlargeparttoincreasedbordersecurityandchangesinmigrationtrends.
However, for thosewhocontinue tomake the journey, thedangers remainas
severeasever.Thetightenedbordershavenotstoppedtheflowofrefugees,but
theyhaveforcedthemtotakemoredangerousroutes,oftenatthemercyoftraf-
fickerswhoexploittheirvulnerability.Eachbordercrossedisanewgamble–
anotherchancetofallvictimtotheft,assault,orextortionatthehandsofthose
whoprofitfromhumansuffering.
Fortherefugeesthemselves,thecostsarenotonlyfinancialbutphysicaland

emotionalaswell.Manyendureharshconditions,travellingbyfootacrossrug-
gedterrain,beingexposedtotheelementsandoftenlackingadequatefood,wa-
ter,ormedicalcare.Thestrainofthe journeyleaves lastingscarsonthebody
andmind. Camps in Bosnia and camps like the Silos in Trieste have become
notorious for their inhumaneconditions,wherehundredsofmigrants live in
squalid,overcrowdedspaceswithlittleprotectionfromthecoldoraccesstone-
cessities.Illnesseslikebronchitis,pneumonia,andsevereabscessesfrominsect
andratbitesarecommon,withmanyrefugeessufferinglong-termhealthcon-
sequencesdue to theharsh livingconditions.Despite theseappallingcircum-
stances,refugeespresson,drivenbythehopeoffindingsafetyandabetterlife
inEurope.
Formany, theemotional toll isasgreatas thephysicalone.Familiesareof-

tenseparatedduringthejourney,withparentsandchildrenlosingtrackofone
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anotherinthechaosofbordercrossingsordetentioncentres.Theconstantfear
ofbeingcaughtbyauthoritiesorexploitedbytraffickersweighsheavilyonthose
making the journey. Children, in particular, suffer immensely – many have
witnessedunspeakableviolenceandenduredtraumathatwillhauntthemfor
the rest of their lives.Unaccompaniedminors,who are especially vulnerable
toexploitation,oftenfallpreytotraffickerswhousethemforforcedlabouror
worse.InBosnia,somehumanitarianorganizationshavemanagedtosecurethe
placementofafewunaccompaniedminorsintocare,butformany,thefuture
remainsuncertain.
ThehumanitariancrisisunfoldingalongtheBalkanRouteisnotanaccident.

It is theresultofdeliberatepoliciesdesigned todeterrefugees fromentering
Europe.Asylumseekersareforcedintosituationsthatendangertheirlives,all
becauseEuropehaschosentoprioritizeitsbordersoverhumanrights.Thispol-
icyofexclusioncomesatadevastatingcost:notjusttotherefugeesthemselves
buttothemoralfabricofEurope,whichincreasinglyturnsitsbackonthosein
need.

ThePoliticsofExclusion

AttheheartofEurope’srefugeecrisisisapoliticalstruggleoveridentityand
belonging.The rise of right-wingpopulismacross the continenthas been fu-
elled by fears of immigration, particularly from non-European countries. In
Italy, Giorgia Meloni’s government has temporarily suspended the Schengen
Treaty,allowingforbordercontrolsalongitseasternfrontwithSlovenia.This
move is justifiedbyconcernsover“nationalsecurity” in the faceof increased
migrationflowsalongtheBalkanRoute.
Thereality,however,isthatthesepoliciesarenotaboutsecurity.Theyarea-

bout creating a political narrative that casts migrants as threats to Europe-
an stability. In thisnarrative,migrants become symbols of everything that is
wrongwiththeworld:terrorism,economicdecline,andculturaldecay.Byclo-
sing itsborders,Europebelieves itcanprotect itself fromtheseforces.But in
reality,thesepoliciesonlyperpetuatetheverycrisesthatdrivemigrationinthe
firstplace.
Inrecentyears,AlbaniahasbecomeafocalpointinItaly’sattemptstoman-

age migration flows. An agreement between the two countries to re-
locate asylum seekers to reception centres in Albania was recen-
tly suspended after Albania’s Constitutional Court raised concerns abo-
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ut its legality. This agreement, which sought to send up to 3,000 people to
Albania immediately after their rescue at sea, reflects the broader trend of
outsourcing Europe’s refugee crisis to non-EU countries. In this way, Eu-
rope attempts to push its moral responsibility for refugees beyond its
borders,whilecontinuingtobenefitfromtheglobalsystemsthatcreatedispla-
cementinthefirstplace.

NoEndinSight

Thereisadeepdarknessthatsurroundsthelivesofmigrants,adarknessthat
swallowsthemwholeastheymovealongtheBalkanroute,carryingwiththem
theweight of their homes, theirmemories, and their hopes.Andwithin that
darkness, a dangerous temptationwaits – tranquillity, offered in the form of
pills,powerfuldrugs,handedouttooeasilyandwithoutcareforthelivesthey
invade.
Thesemigrants,movingfromonebordertoanother,arenotjustriskingtheir

bodies,buttheirminds,astheunregulateddistributionofdrugslikeXanaxand
antidepressants becomes a quiet epidemic in the camps. It is hard enough to
survivethejourney,harderstilltolivewiththescarsitleaves.Butnow,without
askingfor it,withoutevenunderstandingthe languageoftheirprescriptions,
they arebeingdrawn into ahazeofmedication.Ahaze that offers an escape
fromtheviolence,thewaiting,theshameoftheirsituation–butatwhatcost?
PrescribingXanaxinGreekcampsisubiquitous,thoughpeoplehadnomen-

talhealthcomplaints.Theydon’taskforhelp,butthedoctorsgivethempillsas
iftheirsufferingwerearoutinematter,somethingthatcouldbenumbedaway.
Andmaybeforamoment,itworks.Maybethepainfades,thesleeplessnights
arequieted,thememoriessoften.Butwhenthepillwearsoff,thedarkness is
stillthere,waiting.Andnowit’sevenhardertofaceitbecausethecrutchthat
wassupposedtohelpyoustandhasbecomeanotherchainaroundyourankles.
Itisnotonlythedrugs.Thewholesystemisdesignedtotrapthesepeopleina

stateofdependency,tokeeptheminaplacewheretheyareneitherfullyalive
norallowedtomoveforward.Astheywait,sometimesformonths,foranswers
thatnevercome,theysitincampswhereviolenceisnormal,wheretheirhuman-
ityisslowlystrippedaway.Theywait,andtheylosethemselves,piecebypiece.
Andtheworldoutsidewatches,orperhapsitdoesnot.Perhapsitiseasierto

ignore themigrants, to look away from their suffering, especiallywhen their
presencebecomes inconvenient. InBulgaria andRomania, politiciansuse the
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fearofmigrantstostiruphatred,creatingafalsecrisistodistractfromthereal
issues.Theyspreadliesaboutmigrantsattackingcitizens,aboutchaoscoming
totheirdoorsteps,all tomakeiteasierto justifythebrutalitythathappensat
theborders.
Atthesametime,theEuropeanUnionstrengthensitsfences,triplesitsbor-

derguards, and turnsablindeye to theviolence thatkeeps thesepeopleout.
They talk about protecting their borders, butwho is protecting themigrants
from the beatings, the pushbacks, the broken bones, and the dog bites they
endure?Theborderguards,theauthorities,theyarenotkeepingpeoplesafe–
theyarepushingpeopleintodeeperdespair,intodarkercornersoftheworld,
wherenooneislooking.
Andstill,thenumbersarerising.Morepeoplearecoming,fleeingwar,perse-

cution,hunger,andhopelessness.Morepeoplearecrossing intoBosnia,more
peoplearewaitingoutsidethecampsinSerbia,andmorepeoplearebeatenand
turnedawayinCroatia.Thesystemdoesnotcareabouttheirlives.Itonlycares
abouttheborderstheythreatentocross.
Yet themigrants continue, despite the dangers, despite the darkness.They

continuebecausetheyhavenootherchoice.Theworldtheyleftbehindisgone,
andtheworldinfrontofthemrefusestoletthemin.Alltheyhaveisthejour-
neyandthepillstheyaregiventonumbthepain.
And what does that say about us? About the societies that allow this to

happen?Aboutthesystemsthatchoosecontrolovercompassion?Thesearenot
justnamelessfacescrossingborders.Theyarehumanbeings,eachwithastory,
aheart,amind.Andwearelosingthemtothedarkness.

TheLongWalkThroughShadows

Thebrothershadnever imagined theywouldbe so far fromhome,walking
throughstrangelands.Kamranwassixteen,justoldenoughtocarrytheweight
ofhisyoungerbrother’sfears.Hisbrother,Rami,ayearyoungerbutmorefrag-
ile,reliedonKamraninwaysthatweren’tspoken.TheBalkanswereamazeof
unfamiliarfaces,jaggedmountains,andcitiesfilledwithsoundstheydidn’tun-
derstand.TheyhadleftAfghanistanwithlittlemorethanahopethatGermany
wouldbedifferent–better.Buttheroutewasharderthantheyhadbeentold.
Ramiwasthefirsttonoticethepills.Intherefugeecamps,themenwithtired

eyesalwaysseemedtobeasleeporstaringblanklyatnothing.InGreece,when
theyfirst arrived, they thought itwas just exhaustion from the long journey.
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ButbythetimetheyreachedSerbia,Kamranrealizeditwasn’tjusttiredness.At
thecentreinBelgrade,Ramioverheardthementalkingaboutpills,handedout
withoutquestion,eventothosewhodidn’twantthem.“Theymakeyouforget,”
onesaid,almostwhispering,asifashamed.
Kamran and Rami had seen the doctors too, but when Kamran was hand-

edasmallwhitepill,herefused.“Idon’tneedthis,”hesaid,tryingtoexplain.
Butthemaninthewhitecoat,whodidn’tspeakFarsi,justshookhisheadand
pushedthepillintohishand.Ramilookedathisbrother’spalm.“Whatisit?”he

asked.Kamrandidn’tknow.Hethrewitawayassoonastheylefttheoffice,into
thedirtwherenoonewouldsee.
Thecampswerefullofmenlostinthemselves.Kamranhadheardstoriesback

inKabulofmenwhohadescapedthewar,onlytobeeatenalivebymemoriesof
whattheyhadseen.Maybethatwaswhatthedoctorsthoughttheyweredoing
–helping.ButnoonehadaskedKamranwhathehadseen.Theydidn’tknow
aboutthedaytheirhousewasdestroyed,abouthowtheirfatherhaddiedtrying
toshieldthem.Theydidn’tknowhowRamihadscreamedforhoursafterwards,
hisfacepalewithshock,unabletolookattheirmother’sbody.
Themeninthecampswhotookthepillsnolongerscreamed.Theynolonger

fought.Maybetheynolongerremembered.
Onenight, inacoldalleyoutsideSarajevo,KamranheldRamiclose, feeling

the tremble in his little brother’s body. “Don’t take anything they give you,”
Kamranwhispered. “Promiseme.”Raminodded,his eyeswidewith fear,but
hestayedsilent.Theyhadlearnedbynowthatsilencewassometimestheonly
protectiontheyhad.
Astheweekspassed,theymovedclosertotheborder,closertothedreamof

Germany,buttheworldaroundthemgrewharsher.Kamranheardthestories
oftheBulgarianpolicebeatingmigrants,ofpeoplebeingsentbackafterweeks
ofwaiting.Theyhadescapedbrutalityintheirowncountry,onlytofindmore
alongthispath.
Onemorning, theywoke to the soundof shouting. Police.Kamran grabbed

Rami’sarm,pullinghim into theshadowsofabuilding.Theyhadbecomeex-
pertsatdisappearing,slippingthroughthecracksinthisworldthatdidn’twant
them.But the fearwasalways there–what if theywerecaught,pushedback
into the camps,where themenhandedoutpills like candy, trying todull the
edgesoftheharshreality?
Theydidn’ttalkaboutitmuch,butKamransawitinhisbrother’seyes–the

slowbuildofhopelessness,thefearthatmaybetheywouldn’tmakeit,thatmay-
bethestoriesaboutGermanyweren’ttrue.Thatmaybe,eveniftheyreachedit,
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theywouldstillfeeltheweightofeverythingtheyhadbeenrunningfrom.But
Kamrancouldn’tlethisbrotherthinkthat.Hehadtobestrong,evenwhenhe
wasunsure.
Oneevening,intheforestsneartheborder,theymetagroupofmenhuddled

aroundafire.Oneman,anAfghanlikethem,spokesoftlyabouttheviolenceon
theotherside,howtheCroatianpolicehadbrokenhisribsandsenthimback.
Hisfacewasthin,hiseyeshollow.Kamransawthefamiliarglintofapillbottle
inhishand.Themannoticedhisstare.“Ithelps,”hesaid,hisvoicecracking.“It
helpsyouforgetthepain.Justforawhile.”
Kamrandidn’trespond.Heknewthemanwasn’t justtalkingaboutthebro-

kenribs.Hewastalkingabouteverything–thewar,theloss,theendlesswalk-
ing,thefearthathadbecomepartoftheirblood.
ButKamrandidn’twant to forget.Hedidn’twantRamito forget.Forgetting

meantlosingpiecesofthemselves,piecestheycouldn’taffordtolose.Theyhad
alreadylostsomuch.
Thenextmorning,asthesunroseoverthecold,greylandscape,Kamranwoke

Rami,andtheybeganwalkingagain.Theywouldkeepmoving.Theywouldnot
takethepills.Theywouldrememberwhotheywere,andwheretheycamefrom.
Becauseintheend,thatwasalltheyhadleft.


