IN SEARCH OF SECURITY: MIGRANT AGENCY, NARRATIVE, AND PERFORMATIVITY


‘Why I leave my country?  I had a hard time, a problem, that’s why I leave my country’

Sonny was seeking asylum in Greece.  He came from Ghana, and when I met him he was living in an asylum shelter in Athens city centre.  His move to Greece was the result of his involvement in a political conflict between the Mamprusi and Kusasi clans in the Northern part of the country.[endnoteRef:1]  Sonny had filed an application for asylum and he had temporary leave to remain in Greece while his case was being considered.  Sonny had travelled to Greece in search of protection, yet he continued to face problems, uncertainty about his future and insecurity.  [1:  This conflict has been documented by the BBC; for example, BBC New (2008) ‘Bid to end deadly Ghana clashes’, available at <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/7474005.stm>  ] 

In Athens the signs of international migration are visible.  Migrant bodies along with homelessness and drug use are evident on the streets.  Gang violence towards migrants and police brutality towards migrants, particularly black Africans, have been well documented by the Greek and the international media.[endnoteRef:2]  While these reports provide important information about conditions migrants face in Greece, in many accounts the migrant as an individual is absent. Migrants are instead represented as an anonymous part of the hordes or masses ‘invading’ the Greek capital or are positioned as abject victims who are helpless in the face of the European security complex.  In this study I follow Sylvester[endnoteRef:3] who points to the lack of studies in international relations (IR) that feature the experiences of individuals and I look at Sonny’s experiences of seeking asylum in Greece.  [2:  For examples, see Ekathimerini  ‘Racism is on the rise in Greece, NGO network finds’ <http://www.ekathimerini.com/4dcgi/_w_articles_wsite1_1_02/04/2014_538696>; Psarra et al, 2014, ‘National Report on Racist Violence’ Medecins du Monde, Greece <http://mdmgreece.gr/attachments/554_Enough_Report_2014_ENG_net.pdf>; Guardian ‘Racially motivated attacks on the rise in Greece’ <http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/apr/24/racially-motivated-attacks-rise-greece> ; The New York Times ‘Greece’s Epidemic of Racist Attacks < http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/27/opinion/greeces-epidemic-of-racist-attacks.html?_r=0> ]  [3:  Sylvester, Christine ‘Experiencing the End and Afterlives of IR’, European Journal of International Relations, 19/3, 2013: 599 -616] 

I situate this study specifically in the security literature.  One of the key challenges of critical and feminist security studies has been theorising security as a concept that is capable of moving away from the unit of the sovereign state and its corresponding reproduction of categories of power and legitimacy.  Critical and feminist security studies have argued that broadening, deepening, and opening how we conceptualise security gives it the potential to move away from the traditional focus on war and conflict in order to accommodate increasing recognition that war is just one type of insecurity or existential threat.[endnoteRef:4]  However, because states are often considered the (at times only) actors of IR a theorisation of security that succeeds in resisting the reproduction of state power even while deconstructing the operation of that power has been elusive.  I argue here that a focus on a person who is extricated from the state can offer insight: such people might seek security where it is not provided by state or international apparatus.  Examining security seeking suggests a conceptualisation of security as a process rather than an object to be gained.  Security is fluid and continuous and can be identified as it is sought.  The practice of seeking security in lived experience reveals security as a performative concept: insecurity is recognised as it is experienced and security is made in responding to these insecurities.   A performative concept of security captures an ontological security, which is the feeling of security. That feeling is constituted in the performance of security, which is the act or process of making security.  Performative security draws on experiential security, an epistemological approach that foregrounds experience as knowledge of security.  I focus on Sonny’s experiences to understand how security, as a performative concept, is constituted.  This decentred approach to theorising security remains consistent with an underlying normative objective to challenge the ‘high politics’ of state security in IR and to focus on how people as global subjects experience security in everyday life.  Of course, security is not the only subfield through which one could theorise Sonny’s experiences, nor do I intend to suggest security is the only prism through which one can view Sonny’s motivations and actions.  To do so would run the risk of homogenising the position of migrants and engendering the assumption that all migrant acts can only be driven by security seeking.  Rather, I offer an interpretive analysis of Sonny as an international actor through the prism of security studies.  A decentred conceptualisation of security emerges that is performative and acted by an individual who would normally be excluded from or homogenised by security theorising. Other sub-disciplines of IR can equally benefit from recentring around an individual in order to allow such decentred conceptualisations of key theoretical terms that permit the participation of conventionally silenced voices.  Thus, while the theoretical contribution of this article engages security studies, its secondary objective is to make a broader statement about the agents and subjects who make IR theory.   [4:  Booth, Ken, ‘Security and Emancipation’, Review of International Studies, 14 (1991) pp. 313–26;  Fierke, K.M., Critical Approaches to International Security (Wiley, 2007); Innes, A. ‘Performing Security Absent the State: Encounters with an Asylum Seeker in the UK’, Security Dialogue, 45 (2014), ;  McSweeney, Bill, Security, Identity and Interests: A Sociology of International Relations (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press);  Wibben, Annick, Feminist Security Studies: A Narrative Approach (London: Routledge, 2011)] 

This article proceeds as follows: I first discuss migration and the migrant journey as offering unique scope for analysis in IR that is capable of moving beyond the state.  I then move to elaborate on the value of conceptualising security as a practice and as an experience of everyday life, rather than an object to be obtained.  I refer to the human security literature as my approach is human (or person) centred and I refer to the feminist security literature as the most influential body of work to my theoretical development.  I foreground, through narrative analysis, Sonny’s agency to seek security, juxtaposing his process of security with the material security that was provided to him as an asylum seeker in Greece.  I am interested in Sonny’s individual story as a means of ensuring that his personhood is not obscured by his identity as an asylum seeker or migrant.  The way Sonny tells his story illustrates choices and moments of negotiation with state power at which point his agency as an international security actor is apparent. 

MIGRANT JOURNEYS AND MIGRANT AGENCY
The migrant journey offers unique scope for analysis of IR that is not dominated by the state as often, during the journey, a migrant leaves state jurisdiction and consequently the rights and responsibilities that are tied to state membership.  Legal work that has examined the process of seeking asylum finds that the ability to exercise one’s right to seek asylum under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Refugee Convention has eroded over time, particularly over the last two decades, thanks to the increasing development of mechanisms designed to prevent asylum seekers from reaching a territory in which they can exercise such a right.[endnoteRef:5]  Asylum law first requires a migrant to be outside of his or her own country.  Therefore, to become an asylum seeker or a legally recognised refugee, migrants must embark on a journey that takes them outside of the borders of their country of nationality or habitual residence.  After undertaking this journey, asylum seekers must reach a state designated as safe, where they can file an application for asylum based on persecution due to race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion. [5:  Gammeltoft-Hansen, Thomas, and Hans Gammeltoft-Hansen, ‘The Right to Seek - Revisited. On the UN Human Rights Declaration Article 14 and Access to Asylum Procedures in the EU’, European Journal of Migration and Law, 10 (2008) pp. 439–59 Klepp, Silja, ‘A Contested Asylum System: The European Union between Refugee Protection and Border Control in the Mediterranean Sea’, European Journal of Migration and Law, 12 (2010), pp. 1–21;  Moreno-Lax, Violeta, ‘Dismantling the Dublin System: M.S.S. v. Belgium and Greece’, European Journal of Migration and Law, 14 (2012) pp. 1–31; Moreno Lax, Violeta, ‘Must EU Borders Have Doors for Refugees? On the Compatibility of Schengen Visas and Carriers’ Sanctions with EU Member States’ Obligations to Provide International Protection to Refugees’, European Journal of Migration and Law, 10 (2008) pp. 315–64] 

Once outside of their state of nationality or habitual residence, and before having gained legal immigration status in another state, migrants who travel without documents fall outside of international jurisdictions of responsibility – they are neither under the responsibility of their own state nor have they entered another state.  Rules governing transit often make difficult or prevent altogether onward migration and migrants are often left with no choice about how or where they travel and remain.[endnoteRef:6]  The designated safe country in which an asylum claim should be made according to law is not necessarily a country in which a person feels safe.  Offshoring of immigration controls and rules about onward travel, exemplified in the Dublin Regulation of the European Union, demonstrate states’ reluctance to take responsibility for the protection of migrants; instead, states have opted to enact measures of deterrence in an attempt to prevent further migration.[endnoteRef:7]  Thus, migrants become excluded from the state: the journey to seek asylum requires moving outside of state jurisdictions due to increasing barriers to legal movement.  As Johnson[endnoteRef:8] points out, the journey cannot be conceived as a simple linear movement from one place to another: the journey moves and it stalls, the journey is both movement and immobility.  Periods of stillness on the journey represent times of negotiation, facing barriers and navigating around or through them.  The migrant journey is a state of being rather than a passage or a crossing from one country to another. [6:  Oelgemoller, C, ‘“Transit” and “Suspension”: Migration Management or the Metamorphosis of Asylum-Seekers into “Illegal” Immigrants’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 37 (2011) pp.407–24]  [7:  Moreno-Lax (note 5)]  [8:  Johnson, Heather. ‘The Other Side of the Fence: Reconceptualizing the ‘Camp’ and Migration Zones at the Borders of Spain.’ International Political Sociology 7/1 (2013) pp. 75–91.] 

Movement that happens outside of what is legally permitted by state immigration laws can be understood as a form of agency whereby migrants extricate themselves from the categories of the state that have proved both unable to help and a hindrance to movement.  Recent work in migration studies contests the dominant view of the migrant as a passive and grateful victim who must happily accept any support given even when it is negligible.[endnoteRef:9]  Migrants are simultaneously seen as both resisting borders (by transgressing them without acknowledging them in the normalised legal forms) and creating borders as borders are solidified visually by states as a symbolic contestation to migrants transgressing them.[endnoteRef:10]  For example, Squire and Bagelman[endnoteRef:11] describe migrants as taking sanctuary in British cities rather than seeking it, the distinction being that migrants enact sanctuary though migration prior to requesting and being awarded it.  Johnson[endnoteRef:12] analyses migrants working outside the confines of a refugee camp, negotiating, stretching and overturning the physical and legal boundaries that confine people within.  Undocumented migrants in Los Angeles, as explored by McNevin[endnoteRef:13], perform citizenship ceremonies as an expression of their personhood, perhaps most literally manifesting Engin Isin’s theorisation of ‘acts of citizenship’.  These are acts undertaken by people in order to perform themselves as political subjects.  Isin[endnoteRef:14]  describes these acts as making a claim on the ‘right to have rights’ rather than accepting the passivity that might be imposed on undocumented people, marginalised or subaltern communities, or people who do not fit the dominant understanding of citizenship in a given state yet lead their lives there.   [9:  See in particular Squire, Vicki, The Contested Politics of Mobility (London: Routledge, 2011); Nyers, Peter, and Kim Rygiel, Citizenship, Migrant Activism, and the Politics of Movement (London: Routledge, 2012)]  [10:  Brown, Wendy, Walled States, Waning Sovereignty (Cambridge MA: Zone Books, 2010); Nyers and Rygiel (note 8)]  [11:  Squire, Vicki, and Jennifer Bagelman, ‘Taking Not Waiting: Space, Temporality and Politics in the City of Sanctuary Movement’, in Citizenship, Migrant Activism and the Politics of Movement, ed. by Peter Nyers and Kim Rygiel (London: Routledge, 2012)]  [12:  Johnson, Heather, ‘Moments of Solidarity, Migrant Activism and (Non)Citizens at Global Borders: Political Agency at Tanzanian Refugee Camps, Australian Detention Centres and European Borders’, in Citizenship, Migrant Activism and the Politics of Movement, ed. by Peter Nyers and Kim Rygiel (London: Routledge, 2012)]  [13:  McNevin, A, ‘Undocumented Citizens? Shifting Grounds of Citizenship in Los Angeles’, in Citizenship, Migrant Activism and the Politics of Movement (London: Routledge, 2012), pp. 165–83]  [14:  Isin, Engin, ‘Citizenship in Flux: The Figure of the Activist Citizen’, Subjectivity, 29 (2009), pp. 267–388] 

Much of the work on migrant agency is concerned with how rights are accessed by people who are excluded from political rights by a state yet are present within the territory of that state.  I extend that focus further by examining migrant mobility in practice and concentrating on the act of the journey to seek asylum: the literal geographic movement across countries and continents the metaphorical movement through the legal process; and the movement in terms of experience, that is, how the migrant making the journey orients him or herself towards the world.  This latter focus is informed by Sara Ahmed’s[endnoteRef:15] attention to the migrant journey as the transnational citizen moves around the world and is reoriented towards place as different places represent the feeling of home.  In terms of forced migration the relationship to place is of course different than that of transnational citizens.  However, the way the migrant orients him or herself to place can impact identity and, of most relevancy for this research, experiences of (in)security.  Furthermore, the idea of the journey might change while the journey is in process.  For example, Sonny did not initially set out to reach Greece but identified Greece as a destination while on the journey.  After arriving in Greece he continued to experience insecurities and thus the journey – the time of uncertainty and the lack of feeling “at home” – continued after having reached the place that he had identified as destination.  As I explore below, understanding the journey as constitutive of an ontological security reveals the journey is a performative process, an ongoing search for a feeling of home.  Migrant actions on the journey and in receiving countries disclose the practice of maintaining both agency and security.  The negotiations involve moments and periods of insecurity where migrants contend with the process of being insecure and perform security.  Here security is not an object that can be gained but an experience that is lived – a process of security that I argue below can inform critical conceptualisations of security. [15:  Ahmed, Sara. 1999. “Home and Away: Narratives of Migration and Estrangement.” International Journal of Cultural Studies 2/3, pp. 320–47.] 


HUMAN (IN)SECURITY AND NON-STATE-BASED SECURITY: ONTOLOGICAL AND EXPERIENTIAL RENDERINGS

The security studies literature in IR is vast, deriving from traditions in strategic studies and peace studies.[endnoteRef:16]  Looking to security as experienced by migrants and asylum seekers requires moving away from a state-based conceptualisation of security whereby the state as a unit is the subject of security, a move made by scholars in critical security studies.[endnoteRef:17]  Yet problematizing the state is not the only shift required in this context: it is not just the referent of security that must shift, but the form and content, the understanding of the security concept itself.[endnoteRef:18]  I argue that Sonny’s experience of (in)security must be read as a process, a performative (in)security that is made as it is practiced, felt and experienced.  I follow feminist security studies, to argue that material factors conceptualised as security according to positivist and objectivist assumptions cannot resolve the feeling or experience of insecurity.  [16:  Buzan, Barry, and Lene Hansen. The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009).]  [17:  Ibid; Fierke, K.M. Critical Approaches to International Security. (Malden, MA: Wiley, 2007); McSweeney, Bill.  Security, Identity and Interests: A Sociology of International Relations. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press 1999).]  [18:  Reconceptualising or revising the concept of security is part of the Critical Security Studies project.  While here I engage with Feminist Security Studies most closely, it is worth mentioning the Copenhagen School od Security Studies, a school of though that has engaged a performative concept of security For the Copenhagen School security is made as threat is articulated by a political elite to justify the act of securing society from said threat (see Buzan, Barry, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1998) and Balzacq, Thierry, ‘The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, Audience and Context’, European Journal of International Relations, 11 (2005), pp. 171–201).  The state practices security in order to secure society, which is the audience who either accepts threat as it is articulated and is then complicit in the practice of security, or rejects the threat and refuses the practice of security (see Williams, Michael C., ‘Securitization and the Liberalism of Fear’, Security Dialogue, 42 (2011) pp. 453–63).  The discursively constituted threat has developed to include aesthetics and images (for example Leonard, S, and C Kaunert, ‘Reconceptualising the Audience in Securitization Theory’, in Securitization Theory: How security problems emerge and dissolve, ed. by Thierry Balzacq (London: Routledge, 2011), pp. 55–76; Salter, Michael B., ‘Securitization and Desecuritization: A Dramaturgical Analysis of the Canadian Air Transport Security Authority’, Journal of International Relations and Development, 11 (2008),pp. 321–49; and Vuori, JA, ‘A Timely Prophet? The Doomsday Clock as a Visualization of Securitization Moves with a Global Referent Object’, Security Dialogue, 41 (2010), pp. 255–77, media framing (for example, Vultee, F, ‘Securitization as a Media Frame: What Happens When the Media “Speak Security”’, in Securitization Theory: How security problems emerge and dissolve, ed. by Thierry Balzacq (New York, NY: Routledge, 2011) and cultural difference (for example, Strizel, H, and D Scmittchen, ‘Securitization, Culture, and Power: Rogue States in US and German Discourse’, in Securitization Theory: How security problems emerge and dissolve, ed. by Thierry Balzacq (New York: Routledge, 2011). ] 

The concept of human security offers a means of turning to the human or the individual and identifies seven specific potential forms of insecurity: economic security, food security, health security, environmental security, personal security, community security and political security.[endnoteRef:19]  The concept, initially outlined in the 1994 Human Development Report, recognizes that “for most people, a feeling of insecurity arises more from worries about daily life than from the dread of a cataclysmic world event” and proposes four dimensions to human security:  universality, interdependence, a need for early prevention, and a people-centred orientation.[endnoteRef:20]  The final criterion proposes a shift from the dominant paradigms of human rights and security studies, both of which are state-centric and moves beyond a state-centric and militarized understanding of security, although does not abandon the concept of the state completely.  The concept of human security establishes a nexus between individual security, state security and the security of the international system.[endnoteRef:21]  [19:  United National Development Programme, Human Development Report 1994 (United Nations, 1994) <http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/reports/255/hdr_1994_en_complete_nostats.pdf>]  [20:  United National Development Programme, Human Development Report 1994 (United Nations, 1994) <http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/reports/255/hdr_1994_en_complete_nostats.pdf>]  [21: For example, the 1994 Human Development Report (note 18) draws a connection between deprivation and discontent that can be seen to ultimately fuel violent conflict, whether domestic or international (see Hampson, Fen-Osler, ‘A Concept in Need of a Global Policy Response’, Security Dialogue, 35 (2004) pp. 349-50] 

Conceptually, human security responds to a material or objective lack in one of the above seven categories and relies on an assumption that security experiences are to some degree universal.  Thus, security can be provided by identifying what people lack and providing that material good, whether it is economic (such as access to work or housing) or whether it is practical (such as the ability to freely associate in a community without oppression).  However, universalising security in this way creates security as a static and objective concept.  Human security incorporates subsistence but cannot account for differing experiences of security according to identity, social and cultural attachments and geographic location.  Consequently the theoretical conceptualization of human security is not always open, inclusive and sensitive to subjective experiences of the world.  For example, the 1994 UNDP report identifies migration as one of “the real threats to human security”, a symptom of unchecked population growth and economic disparities along with terrorism, religious fundamentalism and drug trafficking.[endnoteRef:22]  Designating migrants as provocative of insecurity at both the global and state levels positions them as potential terrorists who undermine the stability of the state system.[endnoteRef:23]  In this way, the liberal conceptualisation of human security emphasizes the state and the neoliberal, Western-dominated global system as holding the “solution” to insecurity.  Migrants become a faceless threat rather than people experiencing insecurity.  [22:  The UNDP report lists ‘excessive international migration’ as one of the major security threats of the 21st century, along with unchecked population growth, economic disparity, environmental degradation, drug trafficking, and terrorism (p. 34).  The report characterises threats posed by migration to states and offers solutions based on compensation payments to states for either agreeing to receive migrations (Global North) or refusing to send migrants (Global South).  It does not consider the threats experienced by migrants themselves (note 19).]  [23:  See UNDP 1994 (note 19)  pp. 34-35.] 

An alternative rendering of security that places humans as the referent of security yet remains sensitive to subjective experience of the world can be found in feminist security studies, which is driven by the assumption that the female experience of the world often differs from the experience of the world rendered in the male-centric field of security studies. Therefore, if we turn our attention to the nurses rather than the soldiers, or the wives rather than the diplomats, we see a different practice of IR that nonetheless is part of the making of IR.  Thus, feminist scholars advance a decentring of IR from the state and a re-centring around marginalised or feminized subjects.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Eschle, Catherine, and Bice Maiguashca, ‘Rethinking Globalized Resistance: Feminist Activism and Critical Theorizing in International Relations’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 9 (2007), pp. 284–301; also see Zalewski, Marysia, ‘All These Theories and yet the Bodies Keep Piling up’, in International theory: positivism and beyond, ed. by Steve Smith, Ken Booth, and Marysia Zalewski (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1996).] 

The conceptualisation of security for feminist security studies rejects the notion of insecurity as a lack that can be simply resolved by the provision of materials and objects of security.  Rather, security is an ongoing process that is subjective, temporally and contextually contingent, and constituted through varied experiences of identity, social and cultural relations, power and violence.  Feminist security studies reveals that understanding states as the providers of security has two potential effects:  First, state violence is accepted as legitimate action, particularly when it is taken against those who might challenge the integrity of the international system.  The state as the legitimate actor may not appear objectionable when the violence of the state is practiced against groups labelled as terrorists; however, groups such as stateless persons, undocumented migrants, or ethnic populations who pursue a ‘homeland’ are then potential subjects of incontestable state violence. Secondly, if states are the (legitimate) providers of security then to be secure a person must be a subject of a secure state.  Such an assumption renders illegitimate people with non-state-based identities and obscures the experiences of those living without security but within secure states.[endnoteRef:25]   [25:  For a discussion of Roma people in international security studies that offers insight into these processes, see Bigo, Didier, Sergio Carrera, and Elspeth Guild, Foreigners, Refugees or Minorities?  Rethinking People in the Context of Border Controls and Visas (Surrey: Ashgate, 2013)] 

Feminist security attends to the individual and is both experiential and ontological.  Personal narratives both create and reveal ontological positions.[endnoteRef:26] In Sonny’s case, his narrative offers insight into how he experienced security and how he negotiated insecurity.  Sonny’s process of making an ontological security is revealed through his narrative telling of security.  While one cannot hold Sonny’s experience as universal, the form of security –  a process, performed in actions and negotiations and understood as a performative concept – offers relevant insight for a security studies that seeks to be sensitive to intersectional identities, subaltern and non-state-based identities and a diversity of experience.  Such a conceptualisation of security can exist in conjunction with and in opposition to state security.  This type of performative security is often produced in negotiation with state-based identity categories that assume a particular subject position based on characteristics that are defined by the state rather than by the person to whom they are applied. In the subsequent analysis of Sonny’s journey I illustrate the interaction between material security and ontological security through engaging his experience as knowledge and through conceptualising security as a performative concept.  I refer to ontological security, experiential security and performative security, all of which are interrelated.  For the sake of clarification, ontological security is the feeling of security.  I argue that this feeling is constituted in the performance of security.  Experiential security represents the epistemology that foregrounds experience as knowledge of security. I foreground that experience in order to describe the performance of security.   [26:  Kynsilehto, Anitta, and Eeva Puumala. 2013. “Persecution as Experience and Knowledge: The Ontological Dynamics of Asylum Interviews.” International Studies Perspectives. doi: 10.1111/insp.12064.] 


A NARRATIVE METHOD
Narrative methods allow for accessing the confrontation between positivist knowledge and experiential knowledge.[endnoteRef:27]  This is particularly salient when a particular power differential is at stake.  Feminist narrative analysis seeks to unmask forms of oppression that act as and are accepted as truth, conventionally giving attention to forms of gender-based oppression.[endnoteRef:28]  When one accepts the value of experiential knowledge, the tools of narrative analysis can be employed to reveal the confrontation in other locations.  For example, the positive framework for identifying a refugee establishes specific criteria that an individual has to meet.  In order to use these criteria as objective standards, they are incorporated into a systematised framework for recognising a refugee during the asylum interview.  Yet, the refugee definition establishes fear as part of the refugee identity – a subjective feeling.  To assess whether someone feels the right kind of fear to be genuinely a refugee means subjecting that person’s narrative account to a positivist knowledge framework.  The person’s own knowledge and experience fearing persecution is only recognised if it meets the established framework.  In the context of security studies, the forms of accepted truth can be both practical (what is insecurity in the world, what measures create security in the world) and theoretical (what will be accepted as knowledge in security studies, who has a voice to establish what counts as (in)security).  The use of narratives and ethnographies offer insight into the experience of security as it is based in subjectivity and identity, simultaneously drawing attention to the reproduction of power and violence in IR and in IR theory. [endnoteRef:29]  In accessing Sonny’s narrative of security I acknowledge experiential knowledge and foreground Sonny’s self-identity as a refugee.  Sonny’s self-identity might be critically different to the identity attributed to him by the established legal knowledge, given that he fled when accused of killing someone.  However, accepting Sonny’s self-identity is crucial to understand his experience of security and his ontological security and to contrast the positivist assessment of narrative on which refugee status often depends.  In this way, Sonny’s narrative enters a dialogue with critical security studies.  For example, Sonny needed a place to live, access to food, employment and healthcare.  However a reading of his narrative reveals that Sonny’s experience of security was not dependent on those things, nor did those things resolve insecurity.  Accessing Sonny’s narrative allows for insight into how he navigated his situation, how he identified his needs and sources of insecurity and what insecurity remained when material forms of security were fulfilled.   [27:  Ibid; Stivers, Camilla. ‘Reflections on the Role of Personal Narrative in Social Science.’ Journal of Women in Culture and Society 18/ 2 (1993), pp. 408–25.]  [28:  Ibid Stivers, 1993]  [29:   For example, see Moon, Katherin Hyung-Sun, Sex Among Allies: Military Prostitution in U.S.-Korea Relations (New York NY: Columbia University Press, 1997); Nordstrom, Carolyn, A Different Kind of War Story (Philadelphia, PA: University of Philadelphia Press, 1997); Stern, Maria, Naming Security, Constructing Identity: Mayan Women in Guatemala on the ‘Even of Peace’ (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005); Wibben (note 4) ] 

In my analysis I am sensitive to two levels at which to analyse performative security.  The first and most important level comprises Sonny’s acts of seeking security following violence that provoked him to leave his home country of Ghana, subsequently on the journey to Greece, and continuing once within Greece.  The second level is Sonny’s act of retelling his story to me at which point he constructs a narrative that communicates his experience of insecurity.  In examining the narrative I understand Sonny’s description of his acts of seeking security as offering insight into the performative conceptualisation of security that Sonny practiced in the act of seeking it and reconstituted discursively in the act of telling it.
I gathered this narrative as part of a larger project following several months of ethnographic fieldwork in Greece and the UK, during which time I interviewed eighteen people who considered themselves to be asylum seekers to learn about their experiences seeking asylum.  I worked with several migrant support organisations to gain a contextualised understanding of the process of seeking asylum and to meet and to gain a relationship of trust with interview participants.   Greece has been identified as a first-port-of-call country for migrants seeking to enter the EU, receiving numbers second only to Italy, with numbers surpassing Italy in July 2015[endnoteRef:30]  In 2010, when I met Sonny, there were limited beds available for asylum seekers and limited resources.[endnoteRef:31]  The people I talked to relied on the charities Caritas Hellas and Doctors of the World for access to food and necessary healthcare.  Many people lived on the streets.[endnoteRef:32]  I interviewed Sonny at an asylum shelter in Athens that belonged to Doctors of the World, an international humanitarian NGO that provides emergency medical assistance in cases of conflict, violence and natural disaster.  In Greece the organisation provides a health clinic, an asylum shelter and mobile units that deliver emergency medical care.  I had been to the offices and health centre that shared a building with the asylum shelter a number of times.  Sonny lived in the asylum shelter – it was unusual for a male to receive shelter but he was marked as vulnerable for health reasons – and he agreed to tell me his story.[endnoteRef:33]   [30:  Frontex. 2015. “Record Number of Migrants Enter Greece in July.” Frontex. August 7. http://frontex.europa.eu/news/record-number-of-migrants-enter-greece-in-july-dMt39y.  In fact, immigration has been a source of rising tension in Greece since the 1990s.  For example, Karyotis references a 2000 Eurobarometer survey in which 77% of the population attribute insecurity to ethnic minority groups, see Karyotis, Georgios. ‘Securitization of Migration in Greece: Process, Motives, and Implications. International Political Sociology 6 (2012), pp. 390–408.  Kiprianos, Balias and Passas reference a poll indicating that 90% of Greeks feel immigrants ‘steal’ jobs from citizens, see Kiprianos, Pandelis, Stathis Balias, and Vanggelis Passas. ‘Greek Policy Towards Immigration and Immigrants.’ Social Policy and Administration 37/2 (2003), pp. 148–64.  In terms of asylum, applications rose by 185% between 2003 and 2007, and in the early 2000s an estimated 90% of ‘illegal’ migrants passed through Greece Papadopoulou-Kourkoula, Aspasia. ‘Transit Migration through Greece.’ In (Irregular) Transit Migration in the European Space: Theory, Politics and Research Methodology. (Koc University, Istanbul, 2008).  In terms of the social reception of migrants, Laliotou describes a ‘naturalised racism’ in Greece, referring to the construction of a Greek superiority, supported by Zachos’ study of the ways in which the education system perpetuates Greek nationalism: Laliotou, Ioanna ‘Remembering Diaspora, Forgetting the GLobal?  Emerging Cosmopolitics in Contemporary Greece.” Journal of Modern Greek Studies 28/2 (2010), pp. 247–55; Zachos, Dimitrios. ‘Citizenship, Ethnicity, and Education in Modern Greece.’ Journal of Modern Greek Studies 27/1 (2009), pp. 131–55.]  [31:  In interview, a representative from the Greek Refugee Council told me that in Athens there were 750 beds available for asylum seekers while the number of asylum seekers was in the tens of thousands (July 2010).]  [32:  For more details see Innes, Alexandria J. Migration, Citizenship and the Challenge for Security. (London: Palgrave, 2015).]  [33: I concentrate on Sonny’s narrative rather than drawing from the total number of interviews.  I do this because I want to highlight the value of experiential knowledge.  Sonny is one person and I do not attempt to universalize his experience.  I am interested in a deep engagement with how he experienced and performed security and I want to be true to his voice and his telling.  Space constraints do not allow for this type of engagement with a larger number of narratives; however, this is a project I pursue elsewhere, see Innes 2015, note 32.] 

Sonny did most of the talking during our conversation, responding to small cues but largely telling his story of his own volition.  I was aware that Sonny had given a testimony as part of his asylum application; yet, his narrative included many additional details of his life in Greece.  As he spoke it also became clear that Sonny did not reproduce the narrative as he had told it during his asylum testimony.  He pointed out things he was worried about in regard to what he had said in his testimony, indicating some differences.  
Sonny knew that I was there to hear his story and had talked to his social worker about meeting me and about my project.  The social worker was also young and female and I think their relationship meant that Sonny felt comfortable talking to me in a similar way.  We were in a warm office with the window open to let in a slight breeze.  The dynamic of the interview began conversationally.  As Sonny told his story slowly and thoughtfully with many long pauses the mood became more sombre and serious.  It felt like the telling of the story was a meaningful and serious process for Sonny. 
I recorded and transcribed the conversation with Sonny.  To carry out the analysis below I returned to Sonny’s words and I analysed the narrative interpretively.  I looked for expressions of agency and security thematically in the events that Sonny described.  I identified phrases that indicated fear, anxiety or worry as representative of feelings of insecurity.  I also analysed the composition of the telling, looking at what forms of contextualisation Sonny offered, the ordering of events, what Sonny foregrounded or emphasized in the telling by way of repetition or stress placed on words, what important information pertaining to events was absent, and where self and retrospective reflection  were apparent.  This allowed me to account for the telling as part of Sonny’s performance of security in addition to the actions contained within the telling.
Sonny narrated various forms of insecurity that could be tied to types of human insecurity.   However, in the analysis of the narrative what is clear is that it is the action taken to obtain security – the process of security – that constitutes security for Sonny as opposed to the object that he might or might not obtain. 
Taken as a whole, Sonny’s narrative portrays his experience of migration chronologically, beginning with brief background information building up to the event that compelled him to leave his home, a description of the journey, and a detailed description of his time in Greece.  Within that chronology there are some important omissions that warrant attention.  He gives almost no detail of the journey from Ghana to Libya or of how he met and negotiated with the people who helped him travel to Greece.  He concentrates on certain events that reveal some important moments of negotiation with power – at times state power and at times the power of other people he has to rely on.  Sonny’s narrative tells a story of security and I centre on his performances of security in the acts as he describes them and simultaneously in the performance that is the telling.  I divide Sonny’s narrative into four thematic sections.  These sections are designed to provide clarity to the reader when following the narrative and my analysis.  I do not disrupt the chronological order in which Sonny told his story.   

SONNY’S NARRATIVE, PERFORMING SECURITY
LEAVING GHANA
Sonny began by contextualising his experience.  He pointed to his position in the family as the eldest son of his father’s second wife, meaning he did not have any inheritance to provide him with economic security and he felt responsible for his younger siblings.  The theme of his family arose later in relation to his experiences in Greece, and was clearly relevant to his feeling of ontological security.  Sonny was also careful to emphasize the political conflict between the Mamprusi and Kusasi ethnic groups that had an impact on his home town and was significant to the story.  Sonny’s uncle, with whom he lived at the time, was killed in the conflict and that led to a fight.  Sonny’s emphasis on the political nature of the conflict was of course meaningful for an asylum claim because political opinion is one of the five nexus reasons for persecution articulated in the refugee definition.  
Sonny described events leading to a fight following his Uncle’s funeral that broke out after a group of men “were trying to put fear on me”.  During the fight, Sonny hit someone who was then taken to hospital and died of his injuries.
So what I heard after the fight, they said they took him to hospital, I don’t know, what I heard is that he died, he’s dead.  So I’m the cause of the death.  [long pause]  So you know that, I was panicked too.  I was panic.  And they said they had reported the case and I also ran away.  So what I heard is they came with police around to arrest me of killing someone so I also rush and run away.  You know we have border town with Burkina Faso.  So I entered Burkina Faso.  So when I entered Burkina Faso, still I was still panicking, I know I am not safe anywhere.  Maybe they might trace me wherever I am. So I try to run away.

Sonny accepted responsibility for the death of the man he hit.  In narrating this part of his story he paused for a long time after the words “I’m the cause of the death”.  He gave this statement gravity and importance in his narrative.  In his first explanation of the movement that initially took him outside of his home country he attributed his action to panic.  Crucially, crossing an international border did not make him feel safe.  Although inside Ghana he felt insecure, he did not gain security by leaving the physical borders of his home country.  Although the border represents the limits of sovereignty, it does not necessarily signify protection for a sovereign subject.  Thus, to determine protection based on territorial borders is often meaningless to the people experiencing insecurity or persecution, demonstrating the need to conceptualise security in a way that avoids reifying the sovereign state as the logical provider of security.  While Sonny was cast outside of his country of nationality, pursued by the government (in the shape of the police force) or a body the government could not control (the gang that wants to find him), he was not offered protection by simply by being physically outside of his country.  Furthermore, being outside of his country’s sovereign territorial boundaries did not signify that Sonny felt ontologically secure.  He wanted to put more physical distance between himself and those who pursued him.[endnoteRef:34] [34:  It is worthy of note that Sonny felt afraid both because he was pursued and because he believed himself responsible for the death.  His responsibility was not verified, nor was his refugee status.  His fear in his situation was the important factor that propelled his journey.  I am interested in Sonny’s experience of security in the context of how he understood his situation.  Thus, while I relay here the events as he described them I do not seek to problematize his identity as a refugee or as a criminal.] 

As mentioned above, Sonny gave the following very limited description of his journey through Africa from Burkina Faso to Libya:  “During my movement I did find it difficult until I try to survive up to Libya, from Libya I try and a group of people also want to join in this I also join.  And what I could see is I’m there in Greece.”  Sonny emphasized simply that he continued to panic.  He considered himself to be trying to get away but he had not thought about a more permanent or static option because he had not yet reached a location that gave him a physical sense that he was far enough away to be secure.  In this way, Sonny portrays the state borders he crossed as meaningless to his ontological security.  
POWER, IDENTITY AND AUTHORITY
Once in Libya Sonny could not go any further without support.  However, that support brought with it new experiences of threat and insecurity.  He described meeting a group of people that were also heading towards Europe.  This group was led by agents who were transporting people, presumably for a fee, from Libya to Greece.  Sonny joined the group and the agents advised Sonny to claim asylum as a Somali, a nationality that received prima facie status for processing in Greece.  Sonny described his reluctance to do so but he was afraid of the potential implications of going against what the agents told him to do.  Race at this point was an important signifier.  Sonny linked his feelings of insecurity to the experiences of two other black travellers on the boat.  He saw one man threatened and subjected to the anger of the agents, and consequently Sonny also felt threatened demonstrating his security was linked to his identity and subject position as a black African.   Sonny described his feelings regarding the boat journey across the Mediterranean and his subsequent application for asylum in Greece:
I said I’m from Ghana and they say “Hey, you are black. In Ghana is not having any problem. So don’t.  We don’t want you to speak English.  We don’t need English from you.”  
They threaten.  I shouldn’t tell where I’m from.  I say no, I have my reasons I have my problems, why can’t I express myself there.  They say no.  … The people in the boat while we were coming there were a lot of different countries.  Mixed with whites you know. So all they know is I should claim as Somalia.  And I said okay, why not, if you say so, because I was afraid, trying to save my life.  I don’t know if I tried to push something they put me in the water so … because in front of me I saw them with black trying to put him when they were shouting and one of a black guy also inside so I be … remain calm … so when we got out all of the seven … the police find us.  And they ask me I was panicking and I told them I am Somalian so I claim as Somali.

Sonny relinquished his identity as Ghanaian and took on the identity of a Somali asylum seeker because, from the perspective of the agents (and according to the agents, from the perspective of the Greek police), as a black African asylum seeker he might as well be from Somalia and this would actually improve his chances of being permitted to remain in Greece.  Sonny is reoriented by his journey: in the moment confronting the border his concern is safe passage and leave to remain, hence that becomes his objective.  Sonny’s negotiation with the Greek border and with the agents who arranged his passage put him in a passive position whereby he accepted their narration of his identity rather than his own.  However, there is a complex set of relational interactions at play.  Sonny is a seeker of security. He is not defined by his belonging to a state, in fact through assuming the identity of a different state he obtained leave to remain in a third state.  He was able to assume this alternative identity because of the power of race as an identifier: he was told by the agents that a black asylum seeker might as well be Somali.  Sonny’s temporary leave to remain can be understood as a material form of security.  However, it did not resolve Sonny’s ontological security, which was still in flux.  At the point of negotiation with the Greek border the advice given to Sonny by the agents who arranged his travel resulted in the receipt of temporary leave to remain in Greece. 
Sonny described having nowhere to live or to sleep after arriving in Greece.  In this way he experienced more material insecurities, demonstrating that his presence in Greece did not automatically make him secure.  However, rather than concentrating on receiving the things that would make him secure in his narrative Sonny described the process of seeking those things.  Again, identity was an important part of this process:
So from that since I came to Greece I don’t have where to live where to sleep.  I am going up and down sleep in Plateia from gardens to gardens.  From gardens to gardens until I one day found I was walking with somebody and we saw this church and the person was Nigerian.  And his wife holding their children and I told them, I asked them that I’m hungry, looking for food to eat.  And they told me okay this is a map we are going to give you because we don’t have nothing to give you but the help who can help you is there is a place where if you go they will give you some food to eat but they have time, of giving food.

Sonny obtained access to food through appealing to identity, which he foregrounded in his description of his experiences in Greece.  Sonny felt comfortable approaching the Nigerian couple because they were black and he appealed to common identity.  The interpersonal relationship  allowed Sonny to resolve his material want of food.  Sonny acted on his insecurity to relate to people with whom he identified.
Sonny’s appeal to the Nigerian couple rather than the state can also be considered indicative of a suspicion of authority, which also became evident during other parts of Sonny’s narrative.  For example, Sonny received the asylum seeker identity card, yet he did not trust that this would be accepted as reliable and sufficient proof of his identity.  He told me:
I have already going to the GCR and registered my pink card in case because I heard the police can take and they will not give back to you.  So maybe when you registered it if anything you can go to them and they come looking back for you.

Here, the police pose a potential threat whereby they might take the card that provides leave to remain in Greece.  Sonny protected himself against this by acting to register his card.  Although there would be a record filed with the police that Sonny was an asylum seeker, he acted to obtain an additional feeling of security or guarantee from the Greek Refugee Council (GRC) so that he would have additional proof of his status.  The act of registering the card then provides the ontological security, rather than the material symbol of the card itself.
Health And Insecurity
When Sonny registered with the GRC he was sent for a health assessment and blood tests.  Asylum seekers in Greece who apply for a work permit are always sent for medical screening.  He talked at length about the results of these tests.  He was told he was ill and this concerned him because he did not feel ill:
So I went there and they the doctor told me I have hepatitis B.  Because he ask me have I been going to hospital and I said no.  There I have sickness, I don’t have any sickness.  She told me I have Hepatitis B and I don’t this sickness, I don’t know what this sickness means.  So I ask what is all about, this sickness.  It’s nothing that is, it’s not, it’s something that can be cured by due time.  I say but I don’t understand. I need an explanation. If there is some, if I have some sickness then what why can’t you give me some medicine to protect that sickness for the sickness not to penetrate. And they say no.  I have to follow up tests.  In six months.  So I said okay, so I should go but I’m okay, nothing is wrong with me.

In this case, Sonny’s insecurity was constituted through his interaction with the Greek health service, in that Sonny expressed concern for his health after receiving the results of his tests.  A material form of security was provided as a result of the medical screening: Sonny was provided with a bed in the asylum shelter because he tested positive for hepatitis.  However, an ontological insecurity was simultaneously created whereby Sonny was concerned about his health.  Sonny navigated that insecurity, insisting “nothing is wrong with me” to reconstitute his security, yet he emphasised the experience of learning about his illness in his narrative account.  In this case the narration itself constitutes a performance of security, in which Sonny states his good health as a reassurance and a reproduction of it.
Agency negotiating constraints
Sonny drew attention to the constraints imposed on him by the Doctors of the World asylum shelter rules.  It was clear in Sonny’s account that these rules limited his ability to assert agency with regard to his circumstances in Greece.  Sonny did not talk about this as a security problem, yet it is informative in regard to how security and insecurity are enacted as a process.  Sonny refused an identity as a passive victim who must accept what the state was willing to give.  For example, he expressed dissatisfaction with his access to food at the asylum shelter.  As this was a problem for him, he sought to solve it by asserting agency over his circumstances.  However, his efforts to find food in the evening made it difficult for Sonny to comply with the curfew of the asylum shelter:
[Nancy, Sonny’s social worker] gave me the procedure of this place.  And told me these are regulations of the hostel so if I can cope with them, I say I have no problem with that.  She gave me some note to read about the procedure, I read and hmm, I’m not satisfied but I have no option because I go out and come back around 10.30.  You see sometimes the difficulties I face, maybe no bus, to come back early so maybe I will come late sometimes, sometimes I will come exactly that time and maybe sometimes I will come before that time.  So this is how I am experiencing but it is very difficult.  This situation is very difficult because no work no nothing here.  And the food we eat here is managed here. In fact because I taking the meal in the afternoon, in the evening nothing.  Just in the morning and the afternoon.  And so in the evening maybe I have to pass by some friends you see if they are able to cook maybe I can join hands and sometimes before they cook you know, I better have no choice.  It’s like when you visit a friend any time that he cooks that time is your survivement.  Because if you go and he doesn’t cook then that means no food for you. But if he cooks then you are lucky.  Now sometimes you go and they go maybe by the time that he cooks maybe you are late at your hostel you need to rush and you need to eat and survive before you come to your hostel.

The shelter did not provide an evening meal and Sonny found this to be a problem.  He acted within his capability in Greece to resolve that problem by seeking to share a meal with friends.  However, the rules of the asylum shelter imposed constraints upon his ability to do so.  Sonny articulated this as a problem for his “survivement”, indicating that he considered it part of his ontological security.  Access to shelter and food represents material security, yet Sonny emphasized the agency to be able to secure his own food as important – even when this put his access to shelter at risk.  Acting to ensure he obtains food can be understood as an agentive process to security for Sonny as an individual.

PERFORMING SECURITY
As Sonny narrated his experiences he frequently denoted a problem, threat, or insecurity and then followed up with a way he solved that insecurity.  While many of these problems represent material lack, it is the action of seeking security that Sonny pursues that permits him to perform security and constitute ontological security. In practicing survival in Greece, Sonny navigated a place for himself in an international system that constructed him as a problem.  In this way, Sonny was an international actor practicing a conceptualisation of security that existed in conjunction with state security but for which Sonny was the actor.  This security was to some degree extricated from the type of security the state provides – which is material rather than ontological.    
It should be noted that there is an experience of insecurity that Sonny describes without identifying how he will resolve it:
I have a lot in my head which I have to face.  My father is dead. And with my mother now I don’t know whether she is alive or not.  And I have the brothers and I am the eldest.  No one is taking care of them.  I have to fight hard and I’m now like a father to the family.  And now I have a little problem back which if I can go back or not, I don’t know.  Yeah, I miss home.  Specially I miss my family, my mother and my little ones but all I’m praying for to survive and to maybe try and make up something because I can’t go empty because if I go empty how will they survive.  There is no one to take care of them.  I’m like a father to them.

Sonny remained in this case ontologically insecure as he was aware that he was not fulfilling the role as protector of and provider for his family that forms part of his identity as the eldest son, an identity that he made clear at the beginning of the narrative account.   In relation to his family, Sonny put an emphasis on “survivement.”  He pointed out “All I know I just need a survivement. Wherever I will survive.” He could not see an opportunity to help his family unless he himself could survive, which he linked to employment.  He articulated that he could not contact his family until he had a job, “I don’t do nothing.  I just walk about. I don’t do nothing, nothing.  It’s very difficult.  I don’t do nothing.  I don’t do nothing.  Nothing at all.  If maybe I could get a job maybe I can try to find one I can try to find out their contacts.  But nothing.”  His repetition of “nothing” indicated that he felt frustrated with the situation.  He expressed a passivity that was forced on him when he was unable to work and was prolonging his insecurity because he could not contact his family while cast in that position.  It should be noted that even in the situation of insecurity that Sonny had not resolved he had an idea of how he could resolve it.  Survival here was not obtaining security goods, but was engaging in action.  Thus survival, like security, is a process and an action that is taken to obtain a feeling, not a material good that is provided.

CONCLUSION
Through Sonny’s narrative account of his migration and his experiences while seeking asylum in Greece it becomes clear that security was a process that Sonny negotiated.  His agency to resolve his problems was central to the way he narrated his experience. Sonny did not cast himself as a passive victim and resisted such a subject position when it was applied to him (such as his dissatisfaction with the food provisions and curfew of the asylum shelter).  Sonny’s ontological security is constituted as it is acted or performed.  Sonny made his security through reacting to and negotiating the experiences of insecurity that presented themselves.  
In understanding the migrant as the agent who performs and produces security as it is acted (and spoken) an alternative understanding of security that incorporates actions and feelings rather than material goods becomes evident.  This understanding is open to subjective interpretation because it centres on the security seeker.  It is capable of offering an experiential theorisation of security that reaches beyond the state, is sensitive to diverse identities and subjective experiences, and consequently does not rely on assumptions of universality and objectivity.  While my argument relies on a single case study for evidence I do not seek to generalise that the way Sonny experiences insecurity is representative of how all people without state-based identities experience security.  I also do not seek to reduce Sonny only to a seeker of security.  As all individuals are complex I interpret his narrative as an illustration of a conceptual performative security, not a definitive definition of identity or of some stable objective of security.  This understanding of security is a (decentred) process that illustrates how security might be produced by security seeking actions performed by an agent other than the state.  It accesses security on an ontological level that is performative in that security is constituted through actions, and is known through attending to experience.  This security allows for incorporation of intersectional identities, subaltern identities and diverse experiences.  Attending to this form of performative security, using an experiential epistemology, reveals the hierarchies that are reproduced by the positivist forms of knowledge established in the state system and in legal frameworks for migration.
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