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The Grey Zone and Liminality as
Complementary Conceptual Approaches for
Border and Migration Studies

Abstract The article explores the analytical value of the concepts of the
grey zone and liminality for border and migration studies. It argues that
the concepts can be used in a complementary way in order to highlight the
interrelationship between structural and individual dimensions of
migration: The concept of the grey zone makes the institutional production
of ambiguous and often discriminating legal and political spaces visible.
Liminality highlights the spatial, social, temporal and legal in-between-
ness of migrants and captures demonstrations of agency even under
restrictive regimes.

INTRODUCTION

In research on borders and on migration, the
concepts of liminality and the grey zone have gained
importance as terms for capturing migrants’
experiences and living conditions. While both terms
are sometimes used interchangeably in academic
literature, as both emphasize ambiguity and in-
betweenness, they also point to different
approaches to the study of ambiguity, which will be
highlighted here. The concept of the grey zone
focuses on the multiple dimensions of border
regimes, showing how states and other actors
create and manage ambiguous legal and social
spaces to govern migrants. Liminality focuses on
the ambiguities that stem from the temporary
suspension of social structure that occur in the
transitory situation of migration. These differences
make it useful to discuss the concepts in tandem. By
carving out their distinct analytical lenses, this
article offers explorative insights into the analytical
value of the two concepts for border and migration
research, and how they can complement one
another.

GREY ZONE

The concept of the grey zone highlights the
ambiguities and the in-between spaces created by a
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variety of bordering processes, be it in relation to
geopolitical borders, or social boundaries." This
goes back to the understanding of borders as based
on a complex constellation of institutions, actors,
infrastructures, norms and discourses, which is also
expressed through the concept of the border
regime. Rather than being a stable entity, the
concept of the grey zone introduces a perspective
on the border as being in constant transformation
as well as being charged with multiple meanings.?

Green goes one step further by pointing at the
coexistence of multiple and partly contradictory
border regimes.? She defines the concept of the
grey zone as an ambiguous space created by the
overlapping of distinct border regimes. One
example of this are geographical areas in which
national and EU border regimes apply
simultaneously. These different border regimes can
have different objectives and epistemologies, but
they interact with each other, reinforcing or
weakening each other, thus creating legal
ambiguities or forming grey zones. One concrete
example she refers to is the Aegean region, where
Greece and Turkey both claim territorial sovereignty
over uninhabited islands, resulting in political
conflicts between the two countries, while the EU
border regime and its regulations simultaneously
promote cooperation between Turkey and Greece.*

Grey zones also emerge as zones in which
national law overlaps with a different legal order
within the same territory, which is sometimes the
case for specific groups of the population. In this
way a dual, distinct, but intertwined, legal order
emerges, which has not only spatial but also social

32



Current Issues in
Migration Research

CiM

and temporal effects and which for the population
group in question creates a situation of liminality.

This reading of the concept of the grey zone has
recently been applied to situations of enduring
territorial conflicts, in which competing or also
overlapping legal orders exist simultaneously. This
is the case in northern Kosovo, a region which the
Kosovo state having proclaimed independence in
2008 - seeks to institutionally integrate into Kosovo.
However, the Serbian state, and especially the
extremist parties, have a strong influence on the
Serbian part of its population. This leads to
institutional competition and thus to ambiguities
that foster a grey economy and give rise to criminal
networks, some of which extend into the Albanian
population in Kosovo. The grey zone which emerged
here has become self-perpetuating, constructing its
own form of economic, social and legal regulation.’
The subsequent subsections outline specific
manifestations of the grey zone in contemporary
migration regimes.

Grey zones at the external EU border

The concept of the grey zone gives visibility to the
multi-layered nature of migration management at
the EU external border as well as in neighbouring
non-EU countries. Through the concept one can
grasp how the EU outsources border control to
neighbouring countries, the border regimes of
which are increasingly integrated into the EU border
and migration regime to shield the territory from
irregular migration. This turns the Balkan countries
into a buffer zone for the EU, also termed “European
semiperiphery”.® Here the EU border and migration
regime functions as a mechanism for determining
who belongs to Europe and who does not. By
becoming increasingly integrated into the EU
migration regime and adopting EU categories that
create different groups of people whose migration
is considered more or less legitimate, the Balkan
countries are becoming seemingly more European
yet nevertheless remain outside the EU. The
concept of the grey zone can capture this process of
defining and demarcating but also blurring of what
is perceived as the border of Europe. Indeed, the
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concept of the grey zone highlights the ambiguity
and changeability of the border, of being included
and excluded at the same time.

The concept of the grey zone can also highlight
the gap between the legal “face” of the EU and the
widespread practices of the EU border and
migration regime. One example is the analysis of
the impact of the border between Croatia and
Bosnia-Herzegovina in 2020.” In this region, the
Croatian police - in accordance with EU migration
policy - have increased their presence to detect and
prevent irregular border crossings of migrants at
the EU’s external border, utilizing also unauthorized
push-backs.? Here, the concept of the grey zone can
make analytically sense of the fact that push-backs
are widespread and tolerated at various EU external
borders, which is in breach of the Refugee
Convention as well as EU and national law according
to which irregular migrants have a right to apply for
asylum.?

Grey zones within state territory

Also, within states, legal grey zones are
established to govern migrants. Rachi,'® for
example, shows that in the United States, the zone
for “expedited removal” of irregular migrants, which
was originally limited to a narrow strip along the
U.S. border, was extended to the interior of the U.S.
under the first Trump administration and now
applies to virtually the entire U.S. territory. The zone
for “expedited removal” is based on an
administrative order within the state, which
suspends state law, and particularly the U.S. human
rights order. Through this measure, migrants in the
U.S. are subject to a different set of rules than U.S.
citizens despite being on U.S. territory. Looking at
the different dimensions of the grey zone, the
concept captures the temporal effects, by paying
attention to the fact that detained migrants have
only a short period of time to prove their legal
residence in the United States. It furthermore
captures legal and social effects of border
ambiguities by observing how legally residing
migrants are deprived of their freedom and
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individual rights as soon as caught, leaving them in
a situation of vulnerability and lawlessness.

LIMINALITY

The concept of liminality was coined by Arnold
van Gennep' and later elaborated by Victor
Turner,' both social anthropologists, to describe
rites de passage from adolescence to adulthood.
The aim was to emphasize the transformative
position and agency of young people within the
social order, particularly in non-Western and so-
called pre-modern societies. The transition from
adolescence to adulthood is based on three stages:
separation, liminality and (re-)integration. The rite
de passage begins with a separation from the
former order, often through a ritual of detachment,
in order to enter the phase of liminality, which is
characterized by ambiguity and the suspension of
normative social structures. In an intermediate
state between two social orders, individuals exist
between their old and new roles, experiencing both
insecurity and uncertainty, as well as openness and
diverse possibilities. Eventually, they enter the
phase of affiliation, where they reintegrate into a
(renewed) social order. The temporary phase of
liminality, thus, creates a specific time-space in
which the individual occupies a unique social
position outside the usual social order amidst the
prospect of an uncertain future. In this position
he/she can relate to others in the same situation
and form a community with its own rules and
structures of solidarity. In fact, the phase of
liminality is also a time-space in which an
antistructure can be established.

For the study of borders and of migration,
liminality constitutes a powerful analytical lens
through which to examine migrants’ experiences,
including temporal limbo, spatial dislocation, and
socio-legal ambiguity in relation to the border and
migration regimes and the social orders they create.
The concept is particularly useful for showing how
migrants experience conditions in which they must
live with little institutional support and restricted or
no rights. In fact, the state of liminality is often
associated with the lack of citizenship and residency
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rights, as well as with the lack of mobility rights
which implies irregular crossing of borders.”
Liminality refers to the condition of modernity itself,
in which a person’s legal status, or even the right to
have rights, is tied to citizenship."* Moreover,
liminality allows researchers to trace how migrants
creatively respond to these conditions by exercising
agency and creating new social orders in situations
of insecurity. The following subsections will outline
specific forms of liminality as they appear in
contemporary migration contexts.

Liminal experiences of migrants along “transit routes”
and in refugee camps

Studies on migration have applied the concept of
liminality to both highlight the interplay between
the systemic forces that identify and categorize
migrants as illegitimate or even illegal and how such
conditions are experienced, navigated and
contested by individuals. It has been applied to
migration of individuals from the Middle East, Africa
and Asia on their way to EU destination countries on
Balkan route.™

Jankovi¢'® describes migrants who move through
the Balkans as ‘liminoids: On the one hand, the
liminal phase is deeply rooted in the social, spatial
and bodily experiences of suffering and exhaustion
due to discrimination and hunger, lack of health
care and shelter as well as the experience of border
violence in a space full of power asymmetries. At the
same time, this liminal phase is also underpinned by
imaginaries of hope, sense of openness and
opportunity, as well as a strong will to continue to
reach the destination country. This  state can
transform into tactical actions that migrants take to
survive and to cope with their situation.

The concept of liminality has been used to
highlight the fact that migrants en route are partly
forced into a state of waiting, not knowing if they will
be able to continue their travel to reach their final
destination or not."”” This condition has also been
described as “stuckedness”® or as “limbo”."® Along
the Balkan route, this enforced state of waiting has
been related to the border fortifications and
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security measures that were expanded in 2016. This
is part of the EU's strategy of externalizing its
borders and outsourcing migration management to
third countries, such as Bosnia-Herzegovina and
Serbia, and the strengthening of external borders in
Croatia. This made irregular border crossings by
migrants more difficult and riskier.?° Contrary to the
idea of a linear movement from sending to
destination countries, the concept of liminality
captures the temporal and spatial unpredictability
resulting from migrants’ exposure to unpredictable
repression: as migrants are often violently pushed
back at the borders, have to try to cross the borders
multiple times or are even detained, the ‘transit’ is
often not only halted, but can also entail a reverse
or circular movement. The concept of liminality can
make analytical sense of the fact that what was
conceived as a transit phase (the Balkan route) can
become a chronic condition. Migrants can end up in
a‘timeless limbo in no man’s land’,?" with the liminal
perspective showing how migrants live through and
make sense of these uncertainties on a day-to-day
basis. Without a successful (re-)integration phase -
which could be conceptualised as a return or a
transition to a new residency or citizenship status -
the liminal phase in which migrants find themselves
becomes prolonged or even chronic. In this sense,
liminality serves to describe the experiences of
migrants caught in a legal, social and temporal
limbo in which they are neither fully included in nor
completely excluded from European societies.

The concept of liminality can also be meaningfully
applied to refugee camps to examine the camp as a
zone of simultaneous inclusion and exclusion,
which may be also conceptualized as a grey zone. It
can highlight that migrants who have filed an
asylum claim are being under scrutinization by state
authorities, while being simultaneously secluded
from citizens and having often limited rights to
spatial mobility, limited rights to receive visitors and
often lack other fundamental rights such as the
right to family reunification or the right to work. This
forces migrants into a state of waiting, in which the
future is unsecure and often on hold.*?
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Formation of migrant communities as anti-structure

The concept of liminality also emphasizes the
formation of temporary communities that can bring
about a so-called anti-structure, a new social order
outside the conventional social order.?® In terms of
migrant groups and the temporary social order they
establish, this has been insightfully applied by
Altin** as well as Jankovi¢.?®

Jankovi¢, who studied migrants living in irregular
conditions in Belgrade in 2015, also highlights the
sense of solidarity among irregular migrants en
route through the Balkans, who build informal
networks to receive information and humanitarian
support and are partially supported by activists and
volunteers. She emphasizes that migrants
reconstitute this new social order through their
embodied, spatial and temporal actions. In this new
social order, however, social, cultural as well as
financial capital matters and socially structures the
emerging communities.

The concept of liminality is also used to
emphasize the tension between migrants’ structural
(non-)embeddedness in dominant social orders, as
well as individuals’ ability to challenge orders and
transgress their boundaries to reclaim a position.
Applying Turner’s three-phase model of rites of
passage - separation, liminality and reintegration -
Altin?® describes how young male migrants along
the Balkan route from Syria, Afghanistan and other
countries in the global South refer to their attempts
to irregularly cross securitized and militarized
borders on their way to the EU as ‘the game’, which
gives it the impression of a very peculiar rite of
passage. The term ‘game’ hints at the underlying
rules imposed by those who control the borders
and highlights the open-ended, risky and uncertain
venture. Yet it also implies individual agency and
anticipates tactical manoeuvres of migrants to
move past and resist border controls. If the crossing
is successful, they find themselves in the place they
made their destination, the northern EU societies. A
successful game further leads to redemption - a
release from the limbo of transit or waiting for an
imagined future. This release is often still illusory, as
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the limbo continues after arrival in destination
countries, as also here, they must fight for their
rights.

CONCLUSIONS

The concepts of the grey zone and liminality offer
valuable and distinct yet interconnected and
sometimes complementary analytical tools for
exploring the dynamic configurations of borders,
mobility and migration governance. Both focus on
the contested nature of social and legal orders and
the ambiguity and in-between states which result
from this.

The concept of the grey zone highlights the
systemic, institutional production of ambiguity
shaped by intersecting and often fully or partly
contradictory border regimes. By explicitly focusing
on borders and the legal, social and temporal
spaces that unfold between them, it offers a
nuanced way of understanding borders that goes
beyond the simple inclusion/exclusion binary.?’
Rather than considering borders as fixed, the
concept of the grey zone accounts for their constant
being negotiated, contested and reinterpreted. This
leads to uncertainty and ambiguity, some of which
is deliberately created by political authorities.

In contrast, the concept of liminality focuses
primarily on the experiences of migrants linked to
the suspension of social structure which are
brought about by border and migration regimes,
and the opportunities and obstacles that arise from
this. More specifically, it can be used to draw a
differentiated picture of the exclusion from, but also
partial inclusion of migrants in an existing social
order and the spatial, social and temporal aspects
associated with it. It captures the lived, embodied
dimensions of migration, and offers an in-depth
insight into the existential and socio-political
uncertainties that characterize many migration
trajectories. At the same time, it can be used to
highlight the agency of migrants and shows how
social networks, tactical resistance and the creation
of temporary social orders emerge in what can be
called liminal spaces.
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The concepts of the grey zone and liminality can
also be wused in a complementary and
interconnected way to deepen our understanding
of borders as sites not only of enforcement but also
of negotiation, manipulation, and reordering. The
concept of the grey zone illustrates how these
conditions are shaped by overlapping and often
contradictory border regimes. Liminality highlights
how migrants experience and endure, but also
resist and redefine, the conditions imposed on
them. The intertwined application of both concepts
thus bridges the micro and macro levels of analysis
and links personal experiences with the political and
legal logic of bordering and ordering.
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