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PREFACE 
 
 
 
 
 

"Όταν συνειδητοποίησα ότι δεν μπορώ να αλλάξω το σύστημα,  
άρχισα να αγωνίζομαι να μην με αλλάξει αυτό. 

Αγωνίζομαι να μείνω άνθρωπος. 
Και αυτό είναι η κορυφαία πολιτική μάχη. 

Να μπορείς να αποφύγεις τη βαρβαρότητα αυτής της εποχής.  
Να μπορείς να παραμείνεις άνθρωπος με τρυφερότητα.  

Με το δικό σου βλέμμα.»1 
Χρόνης Μίσσιος 

 
 
 
Feelings of anger and frustration accompany the closure of this thesis. 
Right now, off the coast of Lampedusa but still strictly in international waters, 
there are 501 people, literally saved from the sea and now temporarily safe on 
two boats – the Open Arms and the Ocean Viking of Doctors Without Borders. 
Shortly before, to challenge the Italian and European policies bringing people to 
safety, there were Mediterranea’s Mare Jonio and the Sea-Watch 3. 
But the ports are closed and their landing is prohibited by a security decree 
voted by the Italian government which, among other things, criminalises 
migrants and solidarity – or, better, humanity – with the arrogance deriving 
from the desire to protect the borders and the economic interests of the country. 
A law that reflects the pretentious racism and the useless xenophobia of Italy 
(but not only) of recent times, soiled with an equally ridiculous and dangerous 
nationalism. 'Prima gli italiani!', vomit the hashtags, playing with a hierarchy of 
races that really stinks of something already seen. 
'When it comes to saving lives at sea, the passport still plays a role' declared an 
activist, summarising in one sentence the brutality of this context: a piece of 
paper counts more than one life. 
When these people will land, it will be the beginning of another strenuous 
moment, made up of overcrowded camps and hotspots, and endless wait of 
uncertain destinies. After saying goodbye to their families, leaving their homes, 
suffering torture and risking death by crossing the sea, what awaits them is 
anything but what they expected. The barbarity of politics has replaced the 
humanity of people. 

                                                                    
1 When I realised I could nott change the system, / I started to struggle not to be changed by it. / I 
am struggling to stay human. / And this is the main political struggle. / To be able to avoid the 
barbarity of this era. / To be able to remain a man of tenderness. / With your own gaze. (Chrònis 
Mìssios). 
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This thesis somehow reflects my education – in political science and human 
geography – my interest in cities and urban phenomena, and the one, even 
more dated, for the borders. 
I investigated the effects of the border for my master's thesis in Sarajevo. 
There the border materialised, showing all the power of a sign on paper, a 
banal gesture that insinuates itself into the imagination of individuals to the 
point of making them believe that that line must be claimed, and preserved. 
With the same ease with which a drawing was made on a sheet a country was 
torn apart, and a city, before beautiful and hybrid, was destroyed more than the 
bombs did. 
In the Mediterranean the devastating power of the border has turned the sea 
into a deadly borderzone, where everyday hundreds of people risk their lives to 
reach a safe place, and where dozens of people challenge the governments to 
save them. 
 
Fortunately, solidarity, like the movement of people, cannot be confined, and 
along with migrants it moves from the borders to the cities, creating new spaces 
and new imaginaries. 
Looking back now that the thesis is finished at the time I spent in Athens I 
realised that, far beyond all theoretical discourses and political claims, the true 
value of experiences like City Plaza is actually the most banal one, or (re)give a 
name and a story to people who are no longer even people, but numbers, 
objects to transport, lock up, send back to the origin. 
Listening to those stories and knowing those names was an honour and a 
privilege for me. A privilege, however, always at the risk of being overshadowed 
by another great privilege that, in a completely random manner, I was granted: 
having, unlike those people, a passport of a European state and, with it, the 
right to move. Writing this thesis allowed me to recognise and confront myself 
with my privileges as a white European, first of all freedom of movement. 
 
Quoting Chrònis Mìssios, this thesis will not change the system, but, with all the 
difficulties involved, gave me the strength to continue to fight. Let us all 
struggle to stay human against the barbarity of this era, for freedom of 
movement for all. 
 

Bologna, August 2019. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
 
The aim of this thesis is to critically address the issue of temporary reception of 
refugees and asylum seekers in Europe, by focusing on the diverse practices and 
strategies that migrants put in place within and against the European 
borderscape. The objects of the research are the migrant squats – housing 
occupations of migrants and activists from the solidarity movement – that 
function both as spaces of self-organised reception and as instances of migrants' 
political resistance to the European border regime. Migrants' occupations are 
interpreted as spaces of autonomous geographies as they set the ground for 
developing new spatial imaginaries, practices and experiences, in which 
migrants' subjectivities are enacted, through a combination of resistance and 
creation. Athens, Greece, offers a peculiar socio-political landscape where these 
experiences can take place and provides the ground for the empirical research. 
The thesis consists of four chapters, written in the form of academic papers.  
The first paper focuses on the socio-political form of the migrant squats and the 
socio-spatial interactions they foster and generate, within them and in the city 
of Athens. Theoretically, the article develops along the lines of three concepts: 
citizenship, space and autonomy. Migrant squats are interpreted here as 
practices and sites for contesting citizenship as an exclusionary feature and a 
category of political status. The occupations contribute to claiming migrants' 
presence in the space of the city while they perform acts of citizenship from 
below. 
The second paper depicts a portrait of Exarcheia, the neighbourhood that acts 
as a scenario for the experiences described in this thesis. Known for its 
‘resistance identity’, Exarcheia counts in its space numerous political squats and 
autonomous centres. Characterised by ‘porosity’, the neighbourhood is a theatre 
of emancipating practices and expressive acts of encounter of multiple 
subjectivities struggling to establish antagonistic modes of social existence. 
Meanwhile, however, Exarcheia is targeted by attempts of external interference, 
which are changing its physical appearance and compromising its political 
spirit. This work aims at narrating the neighbourhood’s life, depicting its radical 
urban fabric while highlighting its internal contradictions. 
The third paper analyses a specific migrant squat – 'City Plaza Refugee 
Accommodation and Solidarity Space' – as a 'centre of struggle', focusing on the 
dynamics it generates between the different subjectivities that inhabit the 
occupation. Central to the analysis is cohabitation as a form of resistance to the 
precarious nature of migrant bodies, as well as self-organisation as a strategy 
for deconstructing the mainstream image of 'refugee' or 'immigrant' as a passive 
object of the migration process. At the same time, the article reflects on the 
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contradictions and ambiguities embedded in these forms of socio-political 
organisation. Transversal to the whole investigation is the physical spatiality of 
City Plaza, along with the different temporalities that intersect in the space.  
The fourth paper further elaborates on the concept of citizenship, adopting a 
multidimensional perspective. Through a reflection on migrant squats as 
instances of border struggle rescaled in the urban context, the article seeks to 
articulate a critique of the concept of citizenship as a legal status linked to a 
state-centred liberal political subjectivity. The article emphasises the urban 
dimension as a strategic space for transformative activist politics, providing the 
ground for the enactment of migrant subjectivities. 
 
The thesis is based on fieldwork I undertook in Athens from November 2016 
until September 2017, and from May to September 2018. During this time I 
lived in the City Plaza squat and participated in its activities, while I was 
actively involved in the political and social life of other migrant occupations in 
the city. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 

La Méditerranée... sont les routes. Les routes par mer et par terre. Se 
connecter. Les routes et les villes. Grand, petit. Ils tiennent les mains de 

chacun. Caire et Marseille, Gênes et Beyrouth, Istanbul et Tanger, Tunis et 
Naples, Barcelone et Alexandrie, Palerme et... [...] 

En fait, il faut une motivation personnelle pour naviguer en la 
Méditerranée.2 

 
(Jean-Claude Izzo, Les Marins perdus) 

 
 
 
 
The current 'refugee crisis' has led to difficulties in several European Union (EU) 
member states struggling to cope with the influx of migrants, and lead to 
repeated failing attempts of implementing different migration policies. The 
measures that the EU has taken to face this crisis often resulted inadequate to 
create an effective reception, endangering the lives of thousands of people in 
transit.  
Major European cities constitute main migrants' final destinations, and as such 
are directly involved in the reception issue, often in an emergency way and 
unproper conditions. At the same time, the urban context provides the ground 
for developing new spatial imaginaries, practices and experiences, in which 
migrants' subjectivities are enacted.  
This thesis attempts to critically address the issue of temporary reception of 
refugees and asylum seekers in Europe, by focusing on the diverse practices and 
strategies that migrants put in place for (self)organising social and economic 
life, countering the logics of the institutional reception system. 
From a theoretical point of view, the challenge is to think from within the 
intersection of Critical Migration Studies and Critical Urban theory, through a 
rescaling of border struggles as urban struggles. According to Nicholas De 
Genova (2015) transnational migrations constitute a central dynamic in the 
contemporary social production and transformation of urban space. Further, 
this work aims at connecting the Critical Citizenship literature with the 
                                                                    
2 The Mediterranean... are roads. Roads by sea and by land. Connected. Streets and cities. Big, 
small. They all hold hands. Cairo and Marseille, Genoa and Beirut, Istanbul and Tangier, Tunis and 
Naples, Barcelona and Alexandria, Palermo and... [...] Actually, it takes a personal motivation to 
navigate the Mediterranean. 
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Autonomy of Migration theory, dealing with the migration issue first of all as a 
socio-political question. 
 
The main objective of this thesis is expressed in one main research question, 
supported by three secondary analytical questions (RQs). 
 
RQ: How can we imagine another model for migrants’ reception? Is it possible 
to envisage alternative models to the mainstream institutional one – models 
that consider the migrant as a person and not as an objectified being to be 
redistributed, giving instead priority to her desires and wills? And what 
contribution can make in this sense migrant occupations, spread across diverse 
geographical scales in urban settings? Which are the peculiarities of the Greek 
situation in this respect, and more specifically of the City Plaza Hotel? 
  
RQ1. The analysis aims at investigating how migrant occupations contribute to 
laying claim to the presence of migrants in the space of the city. Moreover, it 
focuses on the interactions between migrants and activists interrogating on the 
new subject formation that is generated by that encounter. More generally, the 
thesis considers occupations as a creative force at work in the production of the 
urban space, which means that they are also taken as a lens that opens up a 
peculiar and nevertheless effective angle on the city writ large. 
 
RQ2. The thesis further reflects on the form of the migrant squats thinking of 
how cohabitation and self-organisation as political strategies empower migrants 
as political subjectivities while deconstructing the mainstream image of 'refugee' 
or 'immigrant' as a passive object of the migration process and governance. 
From this point of view the thesis enters productive dialogues with several 
strands of literature, ranging from migration to social movements studies and 
advance the state of the art combining ethnographic analysis and conceptual 
elaborations. 
  
RQ3. Finally, through an interpretation of migrant squats as border struggles 
rescaled in the urban context, a further aim is to investigate how migrants as 
illegal citizens put at stake the concept of citizenship as a legal status, and how 
migrant practices provide the ground for redefining citizenship beyond the 
nation-state. Combining a discussion of recent trends in border and citizenship 
studies, the thesis sheds light on and interrogates a productive tension between 
the material critique of citizenship as such articulated by movements and 
struggles of migration on the one hand and the attempt to reinvent and reframe 
citizenship on the other hand.  
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ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
This research develops within the theoretical framework of the Autonomy of 
Migration, starting from the assumption that migrants are not passive 'objects' 
of the migration process, on the contrary they are active subjects capable of 
expressing resistance through conflicting practices; they are not a 'nuisance', but 
people with skills and capabilities, and most of all, with personal aspirations 
(Karakayali and Tsianos 2005; Papadopoulos et al 2008; Mezzadra 2010; 
Casas-Cortes et al. 2015). Moreover, the Autonomy of Migration approach 
makes a central point for the analysis of migrant occupations as it ‘seeks to 
reinterpret the effects of seeing regular, irregular, transit and other forms of 
migration as constitutive factors of border policies, architectures, and practices’ 
(Casas-Cortes et al. 2015, 897), conceptualising migrants as subjects with 
political agency. 
What I intend to investigate is a specific time of the migration: the immobility – 
or the 'temporality of waiting' – of the prolonged moment during which 
migrants are stuck in the net of EU migration policies (Mezzadra 2015). The 
spatial scale is the urban, both because the city is the political space par 
excellence (Isin 2002, Balibar 2004), and because with the migrants the fading 
borders of the nation-states have been relocated inside the urban milieus (De 
Genova 2015). The urban context permits to take into account an important 
range of migrants' practices, that involve struggles around fundamental social 
and political issues – namely mobility, residence and citizenship rights (Nyers 
2015). 
At the core of the research there are the social practices of migrants in their 
everyday life attempts to counter the European migration policies, and struggle 
against the surveillance regime of the institutional reception. Moreover, the so 
called migration crisis in Europe is seen as a challenge of the refugees to the 
European migration policies, with the belief that through these practices they 
put at stake the idea itself of citizenship, going beyond the nation-state and 
promoting the emergence of new rights and new types of welfare.  
In particular, I will focus on a specific form of migrant struggle that takes place 
in the urban context – the migrant housing occupations. In this sense, the thesis 
contributes to a broader discourse on migrant occupations as autonomous 
spaces of struggle (Mudu and Chattopadhyay 2017; Dadusc 2019; Dadusc, 
Grazioli and Martinez 2019; Martinez 2017). These practices of struggle take 
the form of cohabitation between migrants with different cultural origins and 
background and local activists. Based on self-organisation and horizontal 
practices (but not without contradictions), migrant squats reinvent daily 
practices of living in common, producing a counter-narrative of migrants' 
reception through a process of 'home-making'. 
The hypothesis at the heart of this study is that these experiences do not only 
provide migrants material needs, but they contribute to articulate their 
demands in a clearly political way, also revealing the precarious nature of their 
lives, in opposition to the institutional reception system that tries to keep 
migrants also physically outside the socio-political context. Moreover, these 
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practices of self-organisation constitute forms of self-provided 'alternative' 
welfare, capable of extending and renegotiating the legal and social status of 
citizen (Mezzadra 2004).  
The aim is to develop a reflection on how migrants enact themselves as political 
subjects by claiming rights they do not have while challenging the concept itself 
of citizenship. Rather than labelling migrants as 'empirical anomalies' (Soysal 
1994) with regard to the predominant narratives of citizenship, by providing a 
discursive space of political legitimation, migrant squats create a frame where 
new practices of citizenship can find expression, acknowledging alternative and 
non-state forms of 'citizenship in motion' (Mezzadra, 2011). 
 
The idea is that through the practices of squatting and self-organisation – and 
with the support of the solidarity movement – migrants constitute as political 
subjects. Consequently, they are involved in the transformation of the urban 
space. Moreover, migrant occupations represent alternative processes and 
experiments in non-hierarchical organisation – such as consensus-based 
decision-making, that counter the logics of the camps while resisting the EU 
migration policies. However, the aim of this work is not to propose migrant 
squats as an alternative to the government's reception, but to describe successes 
and problems of enacting change and resistance through autonomous practices. 
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CASE STUDY 
 
Greece is one of EU's main arrival countries for asylum seekers, and among 
those who are suffering most for the European migration policies. 
The measures that Europe has taken to face the migration crisis often proved 
unable to create an effective reception for arriving migrants. This is due, among 
other things, to the uncertainty phase caused by the redefinition of the 
increasingly contested asylum system (Rigo 2019; Campesi 2018; Klepp 2010); 
while in part because the policies have centred on closing and reinforcing the 
EU’s external borders. Some countries reacted to the crisis with the voluntary 
reactivation of border controls, leading to a (re)fragmentation of the European 
area. On the one hand, this may suggest a return of national borders; on the 
other hand, the European Commission's response goes in the direction of a post-
national management of the European border, as exemplified by the proposal 
on a new border agency of 15 December 2015 (Campesi, 2018a). The proposal 
clearly states the need for a reinforcement, in the short term, of the role of the 
European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) while, in the long term, it 
forecasts a transformation of Frontex itself into a genuine border agency, 
allowed to 'step in ... to ensure that action is taken on the ground even when a 
Member State is unable or unwilling to take the necessary measures' (A 
European border and coast guard to protect Europe's external borders, 
Strasbourg, 15 December 2015) . This represents a fundamental break in the 
evolution of the control devices of the European border, moving closer to 
establishing a supranational police, enabled to act independently of the consent 
of the member states, and consequently posing a challenge to forms of 
democratic control. 
Since the beginning of the crisis, the Euro-Mediterranean area has therefore 
been slowly transformed into one of the world's most advanced laboratories of 
post-national border management – a space in which Europe has tried to use all 
its hegemonic capabilities to adapt the migration policies of neighbouring 
countries to the needs of its internal policy (Heller and Pezzani 2016). The 
progressive extra-territorialisation and externalisation of such migration control 
practices resulted in the production of a ‘buffer zone’, aimed at protecting the 
EU’s external borders. However, the ostentatious sovereign authority of the EU 
is not played out only on the supranational level, but also invades a range of 
narrower spatialities. More precisely, in the Union’s areas directly influenced by 
the landing of migrants, EU policies established borderzones (such as the Greek 
islands close to the Greek-Turkish border analysed here), characterised by the 
presence of camps and hotspots. With the camps and hotspot system, EU 
countries tangibly manifested their power on the lives and bodies of people who 
do not fall into the category of (European) citizen and, as such, they are 
'unauthorised to enter and remain in the European space or the territories of 
member states' as 'illegal citizens' (Rigo 2011, 199). 
In Greece, these processes are exemplified by the establishment, on 18 March 
2016, of the agreement between the European Union and Turkey and the 
effects it has generated on thousands of people trying to reach Europe, mainly 
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from Syria, Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, but also from north-African countries. 
Concisely, the agreement allows Greece to return to Turkey 'all new irregular 
migrants' arriving in the country after 20 March 2016, with the following three 
major conditions: 
 
‒ For every Syrian being returned to Turkey from Greek islands, another 

Syrian will be resettled from Turkey to the EU taking into account the UN 
Vulnerability Criteria; 

‒ The fulfilment of the visa liberalisation roadmap will be accelerated vis-à-
vis all participating Member States with a view to lifting the visa 
requirements for Turkish citizens at the latest by the end of June 2016, 
provided that all benchmarks have been met; 

‒ The EU […] will further speed up the disbursement of the initially 
allocated 3 billion euros under the Facility for Refugees in Turkey and 
ensure funding of further projects for persons under temporary protection 
identified with swift input from Turkey (Council of the EU, Press Release, 
144/16). 

 
The first main consequence of the deal was that, from the summer of 2016 until 
the spring of 2017, only one per cent of asylum applications in Greece were 
approved, as Turkey was declared a ‘safe country’ and hence enabling 
deportations from 'hotspot islands' back to Turkey. 
The rejection of asylum applications, along with the contextual closure of the 
so-called Balkan route, resulted in more than 62,000 migrants being stranded 
across Greece (UNHCR 2016), mostly in the hotspots on the islands, and 
throughout fifty-one institutional or extemporary camps all over the country.  
The hotspots are part of the system of devices created by the EU to control the 
flow of migrants and to make a first selection of incoming migrants. All 
migrants are taken to these centres (located near landing areas in Greece and in 
Italy), fingerprinted and registered, and subsequently categorised as 'category 1' 
or asylum seeker (liable to relocation), or 'category 2', irregular access. For its 
function of arbitrary filter, the hotspot is seen as a way to overcome the rule of 
law and suspend International Refugee Law. Since resettlement has not kept 
pace, the conditions in the overcrowded refugee camps have deteriorated and 
migrants are neglected in squalid conditions, hidden away from locals and 
tourists on the Greek islands and on the outskirts of the mainland’s cities 
(Tazzioli 2017; Garelli and Tazzioli 2017).  
 
In the area around Athens there are the government-sponsored accommodation 
facilities – the refugee camps (see Figure 1) – where the majority of asylum 
seekers flows and is accommodated while they await to face the bureaucratic 
mechanism of the asylum relocation process (that normally takes from six to 
eighteen months). In Athens, the main centres are: the Hellinikon abandoned 
Olympic stadium, Eleonas, Skaramangas and Schisto. Ellinikò, the abandoned 
Olympic airport was evacuated in June 2017. In the majority of the camps, the 
living conditions are slum-like and unbearable. 
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FIGURE 1 – A map of the camps in the area around Athens. 2019. Source: Author. 
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FIGURE 2 – The inside of former Ellinikò camp. Athens, May 2017. Source: Author. 
 
Moreover, in Greece in 2015 the 'refugee crisis' intersected with the socio-
economic crisis that affected the whole society in the aftermath of the 2007 
financial crisis. The Greek crisis provoked a series of urban inequalities and a 
violent redistribution of wealth and income, that resulted in a feeling of 
uncertainty and anger shared between the population. This situation triggered a 
wave of demonstrations and actions all over the country, as well as spontaneous 
measures to cope both with the humanitarian and political consequences of the 
crisis itself. The adaptive responses generated to counter the crisis resulted in 
particularly relevant urban scenarios, characterised by the presence of self-
organised spaces aimed at compensating the crumbling of welfare. Thus, the 
'refugee' crisis hit an economically distressed country that was 'equipped' with 
autonomous structures and a highly antagonistic social ground. 
 
In this sense, Athens offers a peculiar socio-political landscape, where 
multiscalar and multifaceted activism can manifest itself through localised 
autonomous spaces and alternative processes. The city does not simply lie in the 
background, but it is the place that actively contributes in creating and 
supporting migrant struggles, through its (local and transnational) networks of 
activists. The resistance and struggle identity are perceivable especially in the 
neighbourhood of Exarcheia – headquarter of anarchists and leftists – where 
most of the migrant squats are located. Currently, there are eleven migrant 
occupations in Athens, in addition to other different political spaces and 
assemblies. Each occupation hosts a number of people ranging from 100 to 200, 
and approximately 2,000 migrants live in self-managed accommodation spaces. 
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These are spaces where alternatives to the institutional system are put into 
practice through everyday activities (providing food and accommodation, 
collective decision-making, site-security, education, health-care...) and, as a 
consequence, produce a 'temporary welfare' and provide a second-way 
alternative to institutional responses. While all migrant squats in Athens 
constitute instances of resistance to European migration policies and of a 
struggle for migrants' rights, each has its own peculiarities and characteristics. 
These are given by the different political affiliation of the activists (belonging to 
leftist or anarchist groups), by the heterogeneity of the social groups that 
inhabit them, by the duration of the occupation and by the architectural 
typology of the space. With this premise, City Plaza Refugee Accommodation 
and Solidarity Space – the main "case study" from which the argument for this 
thesis originates – represents one of the most prominent examples of self-
organisation and cohabitation between migrants and activists in Europe.  
 
City Plaza was opened on the 22nd of April 2016. The Greek activists who 
occupied the hotel say that there were a few dozen people on the opening day. 
Only after they spread the word in nearby Victoria Square, where hundreds of 
migrants were camped at the time, some more people began to appear inside 
the structure, incredulous of being able to sleep in a hotel. The early days, 
however, were tough, since the building had been closed for years and it 
needed to be prepared in order to be habitable. But with the joint effort of 
migrants and activists, the hotel was already running at full capacity a month 
later, hosting 400 people in transit.  
I arrived at City Plaza six months after the opening. At that point, the waiting 
list to live there already counted almost a thousand people, while the news of 
the opening had reached other countries and volunteers and activists from all 
over Europe went to Athens to go to City Plaza, to learn about the project, and 
actively participate in management shifts. Dozens and dozens of volunteers 
passed through City Plaza every year, someone stayed a few days, others even a 
year or more, becoming an integral part of the project. On the other hand, 
Greek activists counted that around 2500 migrants lived at the hotel. Also in 
this case the duration of the stay varies a lot: someone stayed a few days to 
recover her strength before starting again the journey, others (most of them) 
remained for much longer periods. Some even lived at the City Plaza for all 
three years it was opened. 
 
From a political point of view, City Plaza distances itself from other occupations 
of migrants in Athens. The substantial difference lies in the fact that in general 
migrant squats (especially in Exarcheia) have been opened by anarchist groups, 
tendentially part of the anti-authoritarian left. Activists in the City Plaza core 
group instead were part of Syriza's Youth section until 2015, when they left the 
party due to the then Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras's decision not to respect the 
referendum result and accept the austerity imposed by the European troika. 
However, this different background has not prevented City Plaza from joining 
the other squats in Exarcheia in of the Assembly of Refugees Squats. The 
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Assembly represented a sort of alliance of occupations, for the purpose of 
mutual support and to protect themselves from institutions at various levels.  
In general, the relationships between the occupations and the government 
authorities have been characterised by a total closure from the side activists, 
who have also refused all sorts of economic and logistical support from NGOs 
and associations. On the other hand, the municipal administration 
communicated with the squats by means of eviction threats. 
From a media point of view, instead, the gap between City Plaza and the other 
occupations reopens. If on the Exarcheia side the closure with the media was 
total (at least at first), The 'Best hotel in Europe' carried out a sort of media 
campaign that allowed it to be known by the international community, thus 
contributing to fundraising for the project. In addition, articles published in 
international newspapers and magazines (i.e. Internazionale, The Guardian, Al 
Jazeera, to mention only a few) have attracted many volunteers and activists 
from various parts of Europe who travelled to Athens specifically to support the 
project. 
 
However, the situation changed drastically in the summer of 2019, following 
the last elections in Greece. 
 
City Plaza has been closed on 10th July 2019, after more than three years of 
self-organisation and cohabitation between migrants and activists. The decision 
to close the squat was taken by the ‘core group’ of Greek militants as early as 
October 2017, a year and a half after the opening. The reasons that led to the 
decision at the time were rather obvious, and mainly related to the lack of funds 
and energy. As stated by the activists themselves, in fact, when they decided to 
occupy City Plaza they did not hope that the project would last so long. The 
most difficult moment was when, in May 2018, the decision was communicated 
to residents during a house assembly. 
 
The reactions were very different; few migrant residents have accused the 
Greeks of leaving them homeless, while many others have thanked moved for 
having generously granted a dignified life there for all that time. Some of them, 
on the other hand, pushed by international activists, later announced their 
decision to keep the occupation open by taking on a ‘new management’. In 
general, the communication of the decision to close has constituted a more 
decisive moment of rupture than the closure itself. In fact, it exposed all the 
fragility of the project, first of all the evident imbalance of decision-making 
power that on other occasions (as will be analysed later) was remarked by 
residents and internationals. In this case, a group of international activists 
accused the Greeks of self-evicting the squat, and then left the hotel to no 
longer support the project. Some of the residents instead simply stopped 
participating in the management shifts, leaving the place in chaos for some 
time. It was only when residents were assured that the Greeks would find an 
alternative solution that things normalised. 
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The ‘alternative solution’ has changed various forms – from the idea of setting 
up a cooperative and participating in a call of the municipality for the 
management of a public building, to the idea of renting an entire building to 
continue the cohabitation. On the migrant side, in fact, living together was the 
most important thing in order to be able to continue supporting each other. 
Given the impossibility of these two solutions, several months of bargaining 
with the institutions followed in order to get some of the migrant families 
entering the apartments managed by NGOs and various associations. But the 
proposals mainly included apartments scattered in the Athenian periphery, so 
they did not constitute a valid solution for the activists. Meanwhile, most of the 
migrant residents who were willing to leave the city and continue their journey 
left. In the end, only a fifty or so people still lived in the hotel. At this point, the 
only possible solution was to turn to the real estate market and rent private 
apartments.  
Finally, the decision to effectively close was accelerated after the (obvious) 
results of the general elections in Greece, and the administrative elections in 
Athens.  
 
The victory of the centre-right marked a negative turning point for the whole 
Athenian solidarity movement. Shortly after the new government took office, at 
the end of August 2019 all migrant occupations were forcibly evicted, and 
migrants arrested and taken to detention centres. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
This thesis is based on fieldwork that I undertook in Athens, from November 
2016 until September 2017, and from May to September 2018. Field research 
in Athens has been completed by two weeks spent in Lesbos (end of August 
2017), where I mainly took part in the activities of the No Border Kitchen, and 
'visited' the hotspot in Moria. Moreover, after September 2018 I have been to 
Athens again: in December, to take part in a demonstration; in January 2019, to 
participate in a three days meeting about solidarity with migrants in Europe 
(organised by City Plaza); and at the end of June 2019, to say goodbye to 
people from City Plaza before its closure. 
 
Practically, the data for the thesis were obtained through the tools of critical 
ethnography (Madison 2005). Along with direct observation, semi-structured 
interviews were held to some of the participants, both anarchists and migrants 
(although conversations could not always be recorded). The analysis (and 
sometimes the participation in the collective process of writing) of political 
statements of the occupations and anarchist groups, together with the collection 
of political flyers, allowed a better understanding of the role of the different 
collectives and their specific positions. Furthermore, the participation in 
assemblies and demonstrations allowed to deepen the knowledge of the 
political context. The information obtained in situations where it was not 
possible to define my positionality and clarify my role does not appear in this 
article for ethical reasons. 
 
The fieldwork has unfolded through a practice of militant research or activist 
research approach (Garelli and Tazzioli 2013). According to Shukaitis and 
Graeber (2007, 9), activist research 'begins from the understanding of 
experiences and relations generated through organising as both a method of 
political action and as a form of knowledge'. Moreover, a militant research 
approach, as Mezzadra suggests (in Garelli and Tazzioli 2013), should gesture 
towards a ‘double opening’: towards struggles on the one hand; and towards 
the production of concepts and theoretical innovation on the other. More 
specifically, militant investigation can be defined as the ability to ‘localise and 
consolidate the possibility for ruptures’ implementing a practice that does not 
take the meaning of political struggle for granted (ibidem). 
In this sense I tried to structure my fieldwork and the experience at City Plaza 
in a way that was morally sustainable and reflected my political vision. 
 
Taking up the expression of Olga Lafazani (scholar and activist), I placed myself 
on ‘the border between theory and activism’ (Lafazani 2012). The militant 
research approach allowed me to overcome, at least in part, the ethical problem 
of not treating migrants (and in general the people who contributed to my 
research) as objects – placing my work in a decolonial criticism of scientific 
research (Smith 2013). Even if this approach was the most appropriate 
methodology, I experienced the difficulties of acting both as an activist and as 
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an academic, that resulted in some restrictions for my field research. During my 
stay at City Plaza I was the only academic living there. This privilege, granted to 
me by the Greek activists, was accompanied by an explicit request not to carry 
out interviews with the residents of the occupation. The motivation was clear 
and acceptable: 'we are not at the zoo', I was told by one of the organisers. I 
agreed. 
On the same line, even If I had access to the data about nationality and cultural 
belonging of the residents of City Plaza, I decided not to put it in my thesis, 
mainly because I realised that dividing people by citizenship would have 
reproduced the same discourse that I am trying to oppose with my thesis. 
 
Data collection was carried out through dozens of individual or group 
conversations, during which, when possible, I noted relevant expressions or 
phrases. To use ethnographic language, for a long time I have been an 
'observing participant'. In my case this has ranged from washing dishes in the 
kitchen, to discussing political questions in assemblies until late at night, up to 
participating in demonstrations. 
The excerpts of those that for simplicity I call 'interviews' reported in this thesis 
are for the most part transcriptions 'live' of conversations, discussions, 
assemblies... 
In some cases, instead, it has been possible to carry out unstructured interviews 
– i.e. with two Greek activists and two international activists of City Plaza, an 
anarchist militant belonging to a political group from Exarcheia active with 
migrants, and also with four migrants, of whom three residents of City Plaza 
and a migrant active in the No Border Kitchen in Lesbos. In the case of Greek 
activists, only one respondent consented to recording. As for the interviews with 
the residents of the City Plaza, they followed a request of the same residents 
who wanted their voice to be reported in my work (following the approval of 
the Greek activists). In this last case, the feeling of trust that both activists and 
residents had towards me played a fundamental role.  
However, they remain in the background, to build a more complete framework 
for analysis. In all contexts, priority was given to protecting vulnerable 
individuals, guaranteeing anonymity and omitting information that could put 
them in danger.  
 
The fieldwork was unfolded in three successive stages. At the beginning it was 
extremely difficult to emotionally, bodily and socially negotiate my entrance in 
a place that was 'home' for 400 people. At a first introductory stage, I have 
decided to rent my own place and not live inside City Plaza albeit being an 
active and engaged member of the space’s community. The aim of this choice 
has been to achieve a certain degree of familiarity with both migrant and 
anarchist residents gradually, without imposing my hybrid researcher-activist 
presence from the very beginning. At that stage of the fieldwork, taking some 
physical distance from City Plaza meant approaching the field carefully. During 
the second stage, I was one of the residents, sharing a bedroom with other 
activists. Precisely, and having achieved a first, satisfactory level of familiarity 
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during the first stage, it was time for me to be more included in the squat and, 
therefore, more ‘accepted’ by the diverse inhabitants. Moreover, logistical 
reasons have made this choice necessary as, for example, some of the shifts I 
was taking part in (such as that of security) demanded a 24-hour presence of 
the activists. During the third and final stage, as a ‘natural’ continuation of the 
second stage, a full engagement has been achieved and perceived, as 
relationships of mutual trust had been established, setting hence the basis for 
proceeding actively with my research (e.g. conducting interviews). In the first 
two stages, militant and action research approaches have been followed 
whereas in the third stage tools stemming from the field of sociology have been 
deployed, that is, in-depth interviews, both semi-structured and open (including 
life stories). 
 
The activist research approach certainly casts a variety of 'side effects' that 
further perplex the fieldwork and the positionalities involved. On the one hand, 
the constant ethical problem of using or not the life stories that have been told 
to me, in the café, in the corridors, or while cutting onions in the kitchen. On 
the other, the difficulty, and the discomfort, of conducting interviews with 
people with whom I sometimes shared the room, or who held the banner with 
me at the demonstrations. In all this, and in every practice unfolding at City 
Plaza or with its residents, I have experienced a constant and urgent need to 
clarify my position, to avoid the risk of feeling and being perceived as an 
‘undercover researcher’ (which is a quite common issue in those environments). 
Therefore, my positionality had to be reviewed and renegotiated (with myself) 
constantly. Moreover, I acknowledged that the fact of conducting research put 
me in a privileged position towards the people with whom I shared the space 
and time of everyday life. Above all, for me to be there was part of my job – and 
consequence of a choice, while on the one hand the migrants lived there out of 
necessity, on the other hand the activists supported the space on a voluntary 
basis. 
Furthermore, as an activist, I felt the urgency to support political and social 
struggles whereas as a scholar I aimed to deploy critical thought to favour the 
deconstruction of mainstream ideas and stereotypes about migrants and 
refugees. In all this two-sided positionality, certainly I was not treated like other 
activists (and here arises again the problem of the power that knowledge 
production has). An important ingredient of my privilege has been a special 
regard towards me and my presence. 
 
My experience at City Plaza has been challenging and rewarding. But also 
difficult, as among the many bodies that came into play in the space on a daily 
basis, there was also my own body. My female body performed both 
methodological advantages (e.g. guaranteeing me a privileged contact with 
women and access to gendered spaces), while at the same time being a 
(unmarried) woman meant suffering situations of discomfort, the most common 
being marriage proposals, but which included also an episode of abusive 
behaviour. The latter had a strong effect on my feelings and perceptions of 
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security not only inside City Plaza but in the broader area in general. However, 
the body has been the place where feelings have been experienced through: joy, 
sorrow, anger, in some occasions even fear. In general, the dominant and 
omnipresent feeling was that of the problem of inequality of power in relation 
to the migrant subjects involved in, or 'affected', by the research. 
  
Perhaps the result of my research might seem biased given the fact that I 
politically supported City Plaza as a project. Actually, my active involvement in 
the squat allowed me to have a deep knowledge of the space, including the 
ambiguities and contradictions embedded in it, mainly related to internal 
hierarchies and asymmetries of power.  
 
As regards my experience outside City Plaza – in the neighbourhood of 
Exarcheia and meeting the various anarchist groups active therein – the use of 
the knowledge I developed is limited in this thesis: first, because it has not 
constituted the focus of my work from the beginning and, second, because the 
participation in the political life of the neighbourhood has been mainly linked to 
my private and political life.  
 
After several months living together, the people of City Plaza became comrades 
and friends. Their voices and stories are part and parcel of my thesis. There 
have been countless political and non-political discussions about the 
management of the place, or other issues. The assemblies (two or three per 
week) certainly represented particularly interesting moments of reflection on 
the space, on politics and on migrant struggles: indeed, I learned a lot about 
what self-organisation and self-management really mean, outside of academic 
texts and articles.  
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STRUCTURE  
 
The thesis consists of four chapters, written in the form of academic papers. The 
analysis develops across different spatial scales, which is also the key to 
interpreting the articles transversally. The different scales provide different 
perspectives from which to look at and analyse migrant occupations. 
 
Chapter 1. Paper 1. 'For common struggles of migrants and locals.' Migrant 
activism and squatting in Athens 
 
The first paper focuses on the neighbourhood scale to reflect on the socio-
political form of the migrant squats and the socio-spatial interactions they foster 
and generate. Migrant squats are interpreted here not as isolated spaces but in 
relation to one another, in the neighbourhood of Exarcheia. As practices and 
sites for contesting citizenship as an exclusionary feature and a category of 
political status, they constitute 'new scenarios' in which a new figure begins to 
take shape: the migrant activist. 
The paper has been published as: Valeria Raimondi (2019). ‘For common 
struggles of migrants and locals’. Migrant activism and squatting in Athens. 
Citizenship Studies, 23(6), 1-19. DOI: 10.1080/13621025.2019.1634373 
 
Chapter 2. Paper 2. ‘Free zone Exarcheia’. Narratives of an antagonist 
neighbourhood 
 
The second paper depicts a portrait of Exarcheia. It functions as a sort of 
excursus that introduces to the neighbourhood that with its socio-political 
practices it is central to the thesis. 
The paper has been published as: Valeria Raimondi (2019). ‘Free zone 
Exarcheia’. Narratives of an antagonist neighbourhood. Lo Squaderno. 
Explorations in Space and Society No. 53 – Neighbourhood Portraits. 
 
Chapter 3. Paper 3. The City Plaza hotel in Athens. Reinventing home in an 
urban borderscape 
 
In the third article I contextualise what previously observed at the 
neighbourhood scale in the specific space of City Plaza – the migrant squat that 
constituted the main "case study" for my analysis. This "downscaling" allows to 
focus on the internal dynamics of the occupation, investigating how the 
different subjectivities – migrants and non – relate to each other and with the 
space. Moreover, the inner view allowed the analysis to expand and embrace 
also the contradictions and power imbalances embedded in the squat. At the 
same time, the analysis of City Plaza highlights how the space of a building 
contains different scales, and different worlds. Located in Athens, City Plaza 
embraces different spatialities, that go from Afghanistan to Berlin, from Syria to 
Barcelona. 
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Chapter 4. Paper 4. Migrant challenges to the European border regime. 
Disrupting borders, reinventing citizenship. 
 
Based on the reflections generated by the previous levels of analysis and by the 
empirical cases investigated, the fourth chapter reflects on the theoretical 
references on the concept of citizenship and applies them on the urban scale. 
Migrant squats are interpreted here as instances of border struggles rescaled in 
the urban context. Emphasising the urban dimension as a strategic space for 
transformative activist politics, the article articulates a critique of the concept of 
citizenship as a legal status linked to a state-centred liberal political subjectivity. 
I developed some of the reflections for this chapter during a workshop I 
organised with Deanna Dadusc, James Ellison and Travis Van Isacker at the 2nd 
International Conference of Anarchist Geographies in Rabastens (France), 12-17 
June 2019. The workshop, titled 'Squatting against borders: towards a politics 
of anti-citizenship', was aimed at developing a reflection to overcome the 
concept of citizenship, drawing from different experiences of migrant solidarity 
and struggle all over Europe. This article had already been written at the time 
of the workshop, but some parts regarding anarchist criticism of the concept of 
citizenship were added a posteriori, on the basis of conversations and analyses 
made with the participants. The article, however, it is in no way an outcome of 
the workshop, which instead has a more political than academic form. Some of 
the reflections resulting from the workshop and the call for future developments 
have been published on the Anarchist Studies blog 
(https://anarchiststudies.noblogs.org/article-solidarity-against-borders-
anarchist-reflections-on-migrant-solidarity-anti-citizenship-and-state-
repression/). 
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CHAPTER 1  
 
'For common struggles of migrants and locals.' 
Migrant activism and squatting in Athens 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT  
This article analyses the socio-political form of the migrant squats, and the 
socio-spatial interactions they foster and generate. Drawing from empirical 
research, it focuses on the Athenian context where, since September 2015, 
political groups belonging to the anti-authoritarian and Left-libertarian 
movement, occupied some empty buildings to host migrants in transit through 
the country. From a political perspective, the squats are interpreted here as 
strategies of struggle to gain access to the space of the city and they also 
constitute instances of migrant activism and resistance to the European border 
regime. Moreover, migrant occupations represent practices and sites for 
contesting citizenship, intended as a category of political status; as such, they 
exceed the limits of this category and move beyond the boundaries of the 
nation-state, originating practices of citizenship ‘from below’, while at the same 
time they produce subjectivities that choose to ‘opt out’ of citizenship as a legal 
status. This article is situated within the contextualisation of space and 
autonomy. Migrant squats are looked at from the angle of the ‘gaze of 
autonomy’, since they are aimed both at contesting citizenship as an 
exclusionary feature, and at claiming the activists’ (both migrants and non) 
presence in the space of city. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
'Two years ago, refugees managed to open the borders of Europe.  
They took the road, and no one could stop them. Freedom of movement and the 
right to a life of safety, fundamental rights, and dignity, were no longer just a 
slogan.' (City Plaza flyer for 'Welcome United' action, 2-16 September 2017) 
 
In 2015, with the harshening of the 'refugee crisis' and the 'long summer of 
migration' a powerful solidarity movement has taken hold throughout Europe 
(Della Porta 2018). In Greece, as in other European countries, citizens and 
social movements mobilised alongside migrants in their everyday struggles for 
rights and freedom of movement, fighting against exclusion and racism. 
Solidarity movements found different ways to support migrants: from practical 
and logistical help in the bordering areas – in crossing the borders and carrying 
out sea rescue operations – to the organisation of solidarity camps (i.e. the 'No 
Border camp' in Thessaloniki in July 2016). The struggles continue beyond the 
moment of border crossings and the disruptive power of migrants embraces 
different spatialities and temporalities at narrower scales. In the urban contexts, 
the experiences of solidarity take different forms, such as physical and political 
support for migrants in transit – i.e. Athens (Kotronaki 2018; Lafazani 2018a; 
Raimondi 2019) and Rome (Grazioli 2017), or with more long-term 'inclusive' 
practices in cities where they decide to settle – i.e. Brussels (Depraetere and 
Oosterlynck 2017) and Amsterdam (Dadusc 2019). In most cases, the response 
from institutions at every level consisted in the repression and criminalisation of 
such experiences (Dadusc and Mudu, forthcoming). Despite the constant 
attempts at repression, solidarity has continued in various forms and involving 
heterogeneous groups of people, often giving rise to highly creative projects.  
In Greece, the solidarity activities were initially concentrated on the landing 
islands of Lesbos and Chios, the ports of Piraeus and Thessaloniki and the 
border crossing at Idomeni. Since the summer of 2015 the political environment 
changed and the solidarity movements adapted to the new geographical focus, 
the major cities in the mainland (Oikonomakis 2018, 66). In this article I focus 
on the Athenian context where, since September 2015, political groups 
belonging to the anti-authoritarian and Left-libertarian movement, occupied 
some empty buildings in the centre of the Greek capital to host migrants and 
refugees in transit through the country. 
This article analyses the socio-political form of the migrant squats, and the 
socio-spatial interactions they foster and generate, both within them and in 
relation with other spatialities in the city. The implementation of the analysis 
happens at different spatial scales – from the intimate scale of the individual 
experience to the wider one of the city. Theoretically, the article develops along 
the lines of three concepts: citizenship, space and autonomy. Migrants squats 
are interpreted here as practices and sites for contesting citizenship, intended as 
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a category of political status; as such, they exceed the limits of this category and 
move beyond the boundaries of the nation-state, originating practices of 
citizenship 'from below' (Nyers and Rygiel 2012), while at the same time they 
produce subjectivities that choose to 'opt out' of citizenship as legal status 
(McNevin 2012). A reflection about the concepts of space and autonomy is 
collateral to the main one, and helps situating this paper. Migrants squats are 
here ideally put at the intersection of citizenship and space, and looked at from 
the angle of the 'gaze of autonomy' (Mezzadra 2012), since they are aimed both 
at contesting citizenship as an exclusionary feature, and at claiming the 
activists' (both migrants and non) presence in the space of city. The urban space 
is central to the dynamics investigated as it represents a crucial site for claiming 
rights and denouncing social injustices (Rossi and Vanolo 2011, 133).  
 

 
 

FIGURE 1 – A "no border" wall in Lesbos. August 2017. Source: Author. 
 
 
This work aims at shedding light on the occupations of migrants and activists as 
egalitarian political spaces, alternative and in opposition to the institutional 
reception system and the related legal structure. Migrant squats as autonomous 
practices of solidarity materialise in the 'intervals of political subjectification' 
(Rancière 1999, 137) and constitute creative acts, not (only) in the sense of a 
tangible production, but for the formation of the new subjectivities they render 
possible (Rancière 2010, 59). In doing so, these laboratories of autonomous 
reception can be interpreted as an alternative form of enacting citizenship 
(Mezzadra 2012), and as such they actualise their disruptive potential in the 
constitution of new political subjects (Squire 2016, 14-15). This formation, 
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however, does not happen without contradictions and the new hybrid 
subjectivities are characterised by an ambiguous nature that pushes the 
occupations to a constant reconsideration of their internal dynamics. In other 
words, when applied to the specific empirical context, the theory should be 
problematised in relation to the complications that arise from everyday practice. 
This paper is based on fieldwork that I undertook in Athens, from November 
2016 until September 2017, and from May to September 2018. The data for 
this article were obtained through qualitative processes, mainly coming through 
self-ethnography and the practice of militant research (Garelli and Tazzioli 
2013). Along with direct observation, semi-structured interviews were held to 
some of the participants, both anarchists and migrants, although conversations 
could not always be recorded. 
The analysis of political statements of the occupations and anarchist groups, 
together with the collection of political flyers, allowed a better understanding of 
the role of the different collectives and their specific positions. Furthermore, the 
participation in assemblies and demonstrations allowed to deepen the 
knowledge of the political context. The information obtained in situations 
where it was not possible to define my positionality and clarify my role does not 
appear in this article for ethical reasons. However, they remain in the 
background, to build a more complete framework for the analysis. In all 
contexts, priority was given to protecting vulnerable individuals, guaranteeing 
anonymity and omitting information that could put them in danger. 
During my fieldwork I lived in City Plaza Refugee Accommodation and 
Solidarity Space participating in its activities, as well as being actively involved 
in the political and social life of Exarcheia, in relation to other migrant squats. 
My involvement in City Plaza has allowed me to have an insider point of view 
on these practices and at the same time to acquire specific knowledge about 
their internal and external dynamics – between the different social groups that 
inhabit the squats and with regards to their relations with other political spaces 
in the city.  
A brief explanation is needed in this regard. Although the migrant occupations 
in Athens have similar characteristics – concerning internal organisation and 
political stances – they present at the same time substantial differences, due to 
the very nature of these experiences, and to the subjects that compose them. In 
this article I rely on the common characteristics between the different spaces 
that I have identified during my experience on the field, but always considering 
their fundamental differences. For instance, City Plaza itself is difficult to 
investigate in relation to other practices of squatting, since it represents a quite 
peculiar experience in the Athenian scenario. Occupied in April 2016, the 
former hotel has hosted more than two thousand people in transit in the last 
three years, and it is the largest squat in the city. Even though it takes part in 
the Coordination of Refugees Squats assembly, the activists who occupied it do 
not define Plaza as a squat but as a space of self-managed reception. This is 
related to the fact that their political background is different from the one of the 
activists from other occupations: former members of Syriza party (a Left-wing 
party in office in Greece since 2015) they do not refer to themselves as 
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anarchists. This different political affiliation has created distances and tensions 
between City Plaza and other squats, further enriching the levels of this 
analysis. 
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SPACES OF CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
 
 
'We create spaces where all the voices which are being silenced can be heard. 
Spaces open to all those who care about our shared life and coexistence in 
solidarity. Open to all those who cannot accept that refugees are being 
subjected to wretched conditions [...] To those who, under harsh conditions, are 
emigrating and struggle for their lives and futures for years.' (City Plaza 
Refugee and Accommodation Space, flyer September 2017) 
 
'Citizenship is about being there, legitimately, in public space, and being seen to 
be there'. (McNevin 2012, 167; original emphasis). Space is not a neutral actor, 
but is called into play in different ways – i.e. to the extent that it is claimed, 
occupied, transformed, used, produced and represented (Lefebvre 1991). The 
access to a space is conquered, and this conquest often involves a collective 
action and a political claim (Harvey 2012). Migrant squats aim at claiming a 
presence in the place where they are enacted. The physical location of the 
squats – in the hearth of the city – is a crucial aspect of their strategy. In fact, by 
being there migrants put in place an embodied taking-up of the public space of 
the city (McNevin 2012, 177), against the policies that label them as 'outsiders'. 
In doing so they contest the process of illegalisation and openly declare the 
legitimacy of their presence, while their presence itself inside the very centre of 
the city functions as an ongoing reminder of their existence in the everyday life 
of citizens, 'making what was unseen visible, in getting what was only audible 
as noise to be heard as speech' (Rancière 2001).  
This article aligns with an understanding of citizenship framed through the 
focus of migrant agency. In examining the experiences of migrant squatting, I 
draw on Isin's definition of acts of citizenship as 'those acts that transform forms 
[…] and modes […] of being political by bringing into being new actors as 
activist citizens (that is, claimants of rights) through creating or transforming 
sites and stretching scales' (Isin 2009, 383). In the squats, migrants are 
'engaged in acts which disrupt citizenship norms yet which are not in 
themselves aimed at gaining legal or conventional citizen-status' (McNevin 
2012, 179). In the contingency of the Greek context, in fact, obtaining a legal 
status might not be the first aim of migrants – or their 'preferred way', to say it 
with Hindess (2004, 307) – since living in the squats surely is a way for some 
undocumented people to remain 'de-identified'3 (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 
2007, 166).  

                                                                    
3 Migrants in transit through Greece are directed to other European countries and, according to the 
Dublin Regulation, being identified would imply the risk of being transferred back to Greece. For 
this reason, many choose not to remain identified and not to start the asylum application process 
in the country. 
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As 'citizenship is […] inextricably and irreducibly spatial, and strongly linked to 
the material and discursive dimensions of different geographical places and 
scales' (Maestri and Hughes 2017, 626; original emphasis), the enactment of 
citizenship 'from below' happens through the creation of 'new spaces of 
citizenship that potentially enable both new ways of being political and new 
visions for the type of politics we wish to imagine the world' (Nyers and Rygiel 
2012, 9; the emphasis is mine). Drawing on Squire's (2016) interpretation of 
acts as disruptive practices recognisable by the production of new political 
subjects, the new ways of being political entails the emerging of the new 
subjectivity of the non-citizen migrant activist. This formation is not a peaceful 
gesture, but a violent one since it implies the rupture of a scheme, the direct 
confrontation with the stereotyped image of the 'dangerous migrant' or the 
'migrant in need' that characterised the predominantly perceived imaginary of 
the people in motion. 
The disruptive power of migrant occupations and the subversive socialities they 
render possible become more evident when the space of the squat is interpreted 
in relation to its institutional counterpart – the refugee camp, spatially idealised 
as a 'distant and legitimate "other" of the city' (Darling 2017, 182). Rancière's 
differentiation between police and politics (Rancière 1995) – between the logics 
of identification and proper placement, and the opposite logics of 
disidentification and 'improper' placement – helps framing the experiences of 
the migrant squats in their (political) antagonism to the nation-state and EU 
policies. The identification of migrants as 'non-citizens' in order to confine them 
in the ad-hoc created spaces of the camps (the police order) is challenged by 
the counter-logics of migrants' struggles, crystallised in the squats. In other 
words, the dominant ordered space of the camp is disrupted by the squat, 
characterised by communing practices of sharing and solidarity (Stavrides 
2016).  
The refugee camp legitimates and materialises the political stances of the 
European border regime, producing within it the social and spatial hierarchies 
of the state centric order that underlies the conception of the regime itself. In 
the vision of this system, the interests, expectations and living conditions of 
migrant people are relegated to the margins, while those of the reception 
countries are at the centre. In camps and hotspots, migrants become abstract 
beings, socially and politically subaltern subjects (Avallone 2018, 30), 
anonymous bodies object of the migratory discourse. 
Opposed to this vision, migrant squats contribute in building a different view on 
migration (Sayad 1999). The place of the squat is considered as 'antithetical' to 
the one of the camp (Raimondi 2019), as migrant squats try to avoid the 
reproduction of relations of domination and subordination typical of the 
dispositifs of immigration control where relations of dependency and power are 
produced and reinforced (Anderson et al. 2012). Moreover, located in the city 
centre, the squats counter the alienation and seclusion of the camps, where 
refugees and asylum seekers are confined in peripheral areas, denying them the 
right to be part of the public.  
Drawing again on Rancière, as the recognition of a subject as a 'political being' 
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goes along with the 'refiguration' of the space he or she belongs to, the 
juxtaposition of the logics of the camps and the squats becomes more obvious. 
In fact, 'in order to refuse the title of political subjects to a category ... it has 
traditionally been sufficient to assert that they belong to ... a space separated 
from public life' (Rancière 2001) – converted in empirical terms, the camp. 
While, Rancière continues, the politicisation of these categories happens 
through the re-qualification of those places (the camps), that is 'in getting them 
to be seen as the spaces of a community, of getting themselves to be seen or 
heard as speaking subjects (if only in the form of litigation)' (Ibid.). 
Thus, if migrants are confined in the camps in order to depict them as passive 
objects of the migration process, within the space of the squat the migrant 
subject becomes an active one – a political subject capable of writing a different 
script: an activist citizen (Isin 2009, 381).  
 
  



 48 

THE GREEK CONTEXT 
 
 
 
 
In Greece, the ‘refugee crisis’ hit an economically distressed country that was 
itself reacting to a socio–economic crisis. In the following section I briefly 
describe the system of institutional reception in Greece. I then illustrate how the 
two aforementioned crises intersect in migrants’ and Greeks’ daily struggle 
against precarity and austerity measures. In Athens, the merging of struggles is 
epitomised in solidarity and self–organised spaces in the neighbourhood of 
Exarcheia. 
The signing of the EU-Turkey deal on 18 March 2016 and the consequent 
closure of the 'Balkan route' have exacerbated a situation that for migrants was 
already critical in Greece. Migrants’ arrivals from Turkey to Greece had been 
rising sharply since spring 2015 and more and more refugees set forth towards 
the North, crossing the border with Macedonia at Idomeni. After the sealing of 
the border due to the signing of the deal, more than 62,000 migrants had been 
stranded across Greece (UNHCR 2016). A high rate of rejection of asylum 
applications and the legalisation of deportations back to Turkey were other 
consequences of this exclusionary politics of oppression perpetrated by the 
European Union. 
The laboratory of post-national border management put in place by the 
European Union resulted in the production of a borderscape, namely, a 'zone in 
which different temporalities and overlapping emplacement as well as emergent 
spatial organisations take place' (Perera 2007, 206-207 in Mezzadra and 
Neilson 2013, 13). The European border regime had the effect of turning 
Greece into a 'giant holding zone for thousands of migrants and refugees' 
(Mezzadra 2018, 929; see also Heller and Pezzani 2016) – a zone scattered 
with camps and hotspots, materialised in a system that functions as an arbitrary 
filter for regulating the time and space of migrants' movement in the European 
territory (Mezzadra and Nielson 2013, 132).  
In this sense, Greek camps constitute 'spatial and political formations that blur 
the boundary between detention facilities and refugee camps across the world' 
(Mezzadra 2018, 929), and as such they function as a tangible manifestation of 
power on the lives and bodies of subjects in transit. Migrants are confined in 
inhumane conditions for an undefined period of time, and transformed into 
bodies to be cared for, into an indefinite homogeneous category of nameless 
individuals, denying their decision-making agency and political capacity. This 
condition is made explicit in the words of a young refugee woman who spent 
six months in Moria’s hotspot in Lesbos before being relocated to Athens, where 
she lives in a migrant squat. 
 

Moria is a prison within a forest of olive trees. Tall walls, the top of 
which are barbed. The limit of the camp was 1500 [people], but 
more than 2000 lived there, with every part crammed full. Those in 
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charge showed an atmosphere of difference and discrimination. 
They displayed no equality. Different queues and different 
preferential treatment for different nationalities […] In Moria, 
humanity and dignity is a focal question and something one keeps 
questioning. Often, it's a thing that seems buried under the soil' 
(Plaza Girls’ zine ‘The Moria issue’). 

 
This description is one of the many that depicts Moria – the biggest hotspot in 
Greece – as an inhospitable space, where shelters are not enough to 
accommodate the number of people who are forcibly brought there (which in 
2017 reached 4,000 people). Life inside the ‘prison’ of Moria is characterised by 
discomfort and danger – women regularly risk physical violence and new-borns 
die from malnutrition or freezing temperatures. Furthermore, human dignity is 
constantly jeopardised and daily life is marked by discriminatory and racist 
episodes. 
This situation triggered reactions from the solidarity movement that started on 
the islands and then continued on the mainland, where it joined a broader 
protest movement against the financial crisis which has affected the country 
since 2008. While on the government's part, the reaction was different. Indeed, 
when the 'refugee crisis' hit Greece, the country was in a situation of economic 
distress that caused feelings of anger and uncertainty in a large part of the 
population. In the Athenian context, the violent redistribution of wealth and 
income due to the economic crisis has triggered a process of exacerbation of 
urban inequalities, whose effects are visible and spatialised, especially in the 
city centre (Maloutas 2014; Hadjimichalis 2013; Kallianos 2013; Koutrolikou 
2015). In May 2016 Alexis Tsipras, the Greek prime minister, stated: ‘We, in 
Greece, are facing two important crises simultaneously: the economic and the 
refugee [crises]. (...) We have to enrich our response to the one that lies behind 
all the others: the humanitarian crisis’ (voria.gr 2016; in Lafazani 2018b, 622). 
The concept of humanitarian crisis has been used both in public discourses and 
in policies to describe and justify the 'generalised state of exception' 
(Dalakoglou 2013, 35). As a reaction to this situation, a powerful social and 
political movement mobilised in Greece, with actions and demonstrations 
taking place all around the country – of which the most famous is the 
occupation of Syntagma square in Athens (see Arampatzi 2017; Dalakoglou and 
Agelopoulos 2017; Mezzadra 2018).  
The occupation of Syntagma square was juxtaposed by a series of spontaneous 
measures to cope with the humanitarian and political consequences of the 
crisis. Thousands of people, more or less politicised, contributed in the 
production of adaptive responses and counter-strategies to face the austerity 
measures and the economic shock, and compensate the crumbling of the 
welfare. The resulting urban scenario was scattered with self-organised spaces, 
social networks and open assemblies that redrew the geography of parts of 
Athens's city centre (Makrygianni 2017; Vaiou and Kalandides 2017). The 
autonomous structures and antagonist environment enacted during the crisis 
prepared a fertile ground for arriving migrants that since the summer 2015 
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were relocated to Athens from the islands, looking for improvised 
accommodations in the city. Thousands of migrants who did not end up in the 
city's camps, settled in squares and public parks, mainly in the area around 
Victoria square and Pedion tou Areos, in precarious conditions and always 
exposed to the constant threat of assaults by far-right xenophobic groups. That 
was the moment when the solidarity movement started mobilising in Athens, 
with activists offering support to the migrant population in need. The first 
migrant squat – Notara 26 – was opened in Athens in September 2015. An 
abandoned public building in the neighbourhood of Exarcheia became 
temporary home for around hundred migrants. Notara 26 has been the first of a 
series of occupations to host migrants, that formed a network of support, 
politically positioning themselves 'in favour of the "no border" approach, 
criticising nationalism, patriotism, hierarchies, borders and xenophobia' 
(Positions Proposal Framework of Antiauthoritarian Movement 2018)4. After 
Notara, several buildings were occupied in Athens, mainly located in the 
neighbourhood of Exarcheia.  
 
 

                                                                    
4 www.antiauthoritarian.gr. 



 51 

 
 

FIGURE 2 – A map of the migrant squats in Athens, 2019. Source: Author. 
 
Exarcheia is a peculiar neighbourhood in the centre of Athens, internationally 
known as an anarchists and leftists’ area, whose resistance identity is 
characterised by the presence of numerous political squats and aftonoma stekia 
(autonomous centres). Solidarity experiences such as self-organised kitchens, 
healthcare centres, social centres, and community assemblies shape this 
politically radical urban area, open to inclusion of new subjectivities. The space 
is characterised by a 'porosity' (Stavrides 2016, 67) that makes it a theatre of 
expressive acts of encounter and potentially emancipating urban practices. 
Since 2008, when the still ongoing phase of austerity and neoliberal reform 
started in Greece, the 'anomic' neighbourhood (Poulimenakos and Dalakoglou 
2018) became the headquarter of the solidarity movement in the effort to 
circulate antagonistic modes of social existence (Yfanet 2013; Kritidis 2014). 
Generally, the neighbourhood is characterised by a normalisation of more 
radical tactics, that include occupations of space, riots and use of violence. 
The geography of political activism in Exarcheia is negotiated between different 
groups: on the outside, with the police and far-right groups, from whose 
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intrusions the space must be preserved; on the inside, between the different 
political assemblies that contribute in the production and reproduction of the 
neighbourhood antagonist narrative. The space is not only a scenario that hosts 
the struggle, but it is the conquest of the space itself an objective of the 
struggle. In this way, space turns into a political tool to resist and undermine 
the narratives as determined by those in power and provides a multiplicity of 
counter-narratives which together contribute to create an alternative vision for 
a free space. One of the main purposes behind the creation and preservation of 
this 'free zone' (as the anarchists call the area) is to dismantle the idea that the 
space of the city belongs exclusively to its own inhabitants – the citizens. The 
access to the space of the neighbourhood should be granted to anyone, in the 
sense that everyone – citizen and non – should feel and be safe in this space. 
This goal is maintained through the prevention of the access to the 
neighbourhood to police and fascists groups considered as a danger to its 
inhabitants and visitors. Two emblematic cases of violent attacks perpetrated by 
the aforementioned groups are the murder of Alexis Grigoropoulos, a 16 years 
old man, shot by riot police in a street close to Exarcheia’s main square on 6th 
December 2008, and the attack with incendiary bombs to Notara 26 squat on 
24th August 2016. 
 

 
 
FIGURE 3 – Banners hanging in Exarcheia square. Athens, September 2018. Source: Author. 
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MIGRANT SQUATS AS PRACTICES OF STRUGGLE 
 
 
 
 
'The refugees fought for a life of safety and for their rights, and forced us to 
take a stand. They sparked an unprecedented solidarity movement. A 
movement which proved that, even in the depths of crisis, unfairness, fear and 
racism, the power of solidarity and humanity is still alive. A world of equality 
and freedom is possible and is in fact being created – we are creating it – in the 
here and now.' (City Plaza, flyer for Welcome United action, 2-16 September 
2017) 
 
In a supranational space that has been reshaped to make migrants lives and 
livelihoods more vulnerable and precarious, both during their travels and in the 
everyday experiences after crossing the borders, places like Exarcheia 
materialise as safe havens in a more hostile environment, as spaces where 
migrants can transit and live freely, and which they can transform according to 
their needs and ambitions. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 4 - A banner hanging on the wall of the Polytechnic School in Exarcheia claiming 
'Freedom for political prisoners and urban guerrilla fighters', Athens, 2017. Source: Author. 

 
 
While the police, racist and fascist incursions are violently opposed in 
Exarcheia, the antagonistic practices that take shape in the area often exceed its 
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own physical boundaries. The occupations of migrants are one example of this, 
as they represent strategies of struggle materialised in a place – but not limited 
to the site of the particular building – where citizenship is enacted from below. 
This enactment happens through the appropriation of rights they would not be 
entitled to according to their legal status, such as the right to move freely, to 
have access to healthcare and education, and the right to work. Moreover, 
migrant squats are places where new subjective relations can happen between 
migrant and non-migrant activists. It is precisely this dynamic encounter of 
different activist subjectivities that opens up the analysis to other ways (other 
than citizenship) of being political, at the same time revealing the limitations of 
the dichotomous vision of citizens and non-citizens. The contentious politics 
(Leitner et al. 2008, 157) of resistance they implement through concerted and 
creative actions, combined with egalitarian practices of solidarity, allows to 
frame migrant occupations as spaces of ‘autonomous geographies’ (Pickerill and 
Chatterton 2001, 1).  
 

 
 

FIGURE 5 – A political squat in Exarcheia. Athens, August 2018. Source: Author. 
 
In the leftists and libertarian environments, the idea of autonomy is generally 
associated to struggle for independence from the capitalist system, negation of 
power and hierarchy, and self-determination. When referred to migrant 
practices, the concept becomes even more pivotal since it is the very act of 
moving (and the decision that implies this act), disconnected from any systemic 
imposition, that subtends the possibility of developing a new political 
subjectivity, which is linked to the claiming of rights in a hostile territory (for an 
extensive analysis of autonomy and migrant squatting see Mudu and 
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Chattopadhyay 2017). Autonomy and the construction of autonomous spaces 
are also a prerequisite of the social and political project of the Anti-
authoritarian Movement (Αντιεξουσιαστική Κίνηση, A.K.) in Greece, one of the 
most active social movements in Athens. Along with other social movements 
worldwide, A.K. placed the focus of the struggle on 'the liberation of public 
space, its reconstruction and its claim as free and social, against the state and 
capitalist power' (Positions Proposal Framework of Antiauthoritarian Movement 
2018). According to the anarchist vision, free public space is conceived as a 
space of resistance and creation, that can be temporary or permanent. The first 
category comprises occupied squares and public buildings that, in a given 
contingency, become centres of struggle for a wider social revolt; while the 
'permanent free public spaces' (ibidem) are those free social spaces – either 
rented or squatted – which are open to everyone, along with squares and 
neighbourhoods self-organised in permanent assemblies. On this line, migrant 
squats correspond to the first category, and it is impelling to create ‘as many 
free spaces as possible to break the state of exception' (ibidem). In the words of 
an activist from Notara 26 
  

the squat is our community and as much as we have many squats as 
Notara we create a free zone. A free zone in the centre of the city, 
with no discrimination, based on self-organisation ... it's our 
community […] This free zone, well, it gives a little bit of asylum 
sometimes, if you want to call it that way – or a sanctuary – 
because the free zone existed already and we had to create these 
squats' (anarchist from Notara 26, December 2016). 

 

 
  

FIGURE 6 – A writing on a wall in Victoria Square, erased by fascist symbols soon after. 
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Athens, September 2018. Source: Author. 
 

 
Nowadays there are eleven migrant occupations in Athens, in addition to 
political spaces, assemblies. Generally each occupation hosts from 100 to 200 
people, with approximately 2,000 migrants living in self-managed 
accommodation spaces. Eight of the migrant squats are located in Exarcheia – 
Notara 26, Arachovis 44/'Single Men' squat, Kaniggos 22, Spyrou Trikoupi 17, 
Hotel Oniro, 5th School, Clandestina and Themistokleous 58, while the other 
three – City Plaza, Jasmine School and Acharnon 22 – are in the area 
surrounding Victoria square.  
Although located outside the boundaries of the neighbourhood, these 
occupations are closely linked to the political groups from which they originate, 
and along with the other squats are part of a network of mutual support: the 
Coordination of Refugees Squats assembly (Sintonistikò Prosfigikon 
Katalipseon). Through this assembly, the squats confront on political and 
strategic issues – such as the organisation of demonstrations or other strategies 
to protect each other in case of fascist attacks or threats of eviction. If a squat 
has reached its capacity, the activists address the person or family who could 
not find accommodation there to another one. 
Each occupation is affiliated to pre-existing political groups of the anti-
authoritarian and Left-libertarian movement active in the neighbourhood, 
which organised the opening and supported the daily logistics of most of the 
squats, at least in their early days. Despite political differences, all the squats 
reject any form of legal distinction between different kinds of need for 
migration, and apply an expansive definition of the term refugee that includes 
people fleeing from war, political persecution, extreme poverty, and 
environmental devastation.  
As stated by the activists, the squats are born and reproduce themselves first as 
spaces of struggle, in which everyday activities (such as collective decision-
making, provision of food and accommodation, site-security, education and 
healthcare) are necessary and collateral to the main political goal. The political 
stance of the anti-authoritarian movement on this point is clear:  
 

our participation in housing squats was intended, of course, not 
only to provide physical assistance but also to help with the 
emergence of different meanings of how we could build 
communities that include migrants, in order to try and make this 
new political situation less complex and breaking the state of 
exception along with migrants (Positions Proposal Framework of 
Antiauthoritarian Movement 2018).  

 
The rejection of the charity experience is evident, along with the attempt to 
disrupt the uneven relations of 'guest' and 'host' (Squire and Darling 2013). The 
occupations perform practices of collective living centered on self-organisation 
and mutual aid, in which the production and reproduction of free space plays a 
fundamental role.  
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The creation of such spaces set the ground for the emergence of new 
possibilities of hybridisation (Mezzadra 2008), perhaps the most significant 
being the convergence of antagonistic citizens and people in motion united in 
the same struggle. Paraphrasing the slogan of City Plaza squat – ‘we live 
together, we struggle together’ – within the occupations of migrants and 
activists are foreshadowed more meaningful ways of sharing the space and time 
of everyday life, through the ethical form of cohabitation (Butler 2015). As I 
will contend later on, this hybridisation does not always happen in a peaceful 
manner within the newly created groups. 
The aspect of cohabitation brings the analysis down to the scale of the inter-
personal encounters, and the enrichment they leave on the life and memory of 
the people who inhabit the squats. In fact, the strength of such experiences lies 
in their capacity to inscribe themselves upon the bodies of the individuals taking 
part in them, in contrast to the passage in the camps and hotspots which leaves 
deep emotional and even physical scars in those who experienced those spaces. 
This does not happen only at a personal level, but also at the level of political 
confrontation. As in many other cases of autonomous spaces of resistance in 
Europe and worldwide (Brown et al. 2017; Mudu and Chattopadhyay 2017) 
Athenian migrant squats function as spaces of struggle and challenge 
exclusionary policies while triggering a subversion of established thresholds 
between the different subjectivities they enact. With breaking existing barriers, 
individualities meet, producing a new type of hybrid political subjectivity 
between migrant and non-migrant. In the words of a migrant, 
 

as an immigrant anarchist I understand that the struggle for 
freedom is common between locals and migrants. For this reason, I 
work towards unity and making collective body between locals and 
migrants. We will not fight only for immigrants but for everyone, 
because we understand that our pain, our problems are the same 
(resident of City Plaza, July 2018).  

 
Migrant's words make clear his position with respect to a common struggle as 
he makes a clear reference to the merging of struggles between migrants and 
locals discussed above. On the same line, an anarchist reflects upon the process 
of hybridisation between migrants and activists, 
 

So, the whole process of finding a common ground with people 
who came from completely different cultural, social, political 
background and meeting somewhere in the middle and try to form 
a new kind of space... I think it's one of the best political actions 
that can happen. Because you know, afterwards what follows is 
that the person who is next to you, he or she might not say 
'anarchist' but you know he or she is a comrade, in a much deeper 
kind of sense' (anarchist, interview, August 2017). 

 
Despite the intentions though, the formation of a 'collective body between locals 
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and migrants' is not an immediate process, nor it is a foregone one. As a Greek 
anarchist declared, 
 

we tried to explain them [the migrants] several times that we are 
not an NGO [Non-Governmental Organisation] and if they don't 
like it like this they can go...because we are anarchists and we 
believe in such values as solidarity and horizontal organisation […] 
They come from the experiences of the camps, where they are 
always told what to do (anarchist from Exarcheia, September 
2017).  

 
The anarchist highlights the tensions that exist within the occupations, between 
migrants and activists themselves. In fact, all the effort aimed at creating 
communities that include migrants, teaching them how to collaborate in an 
'anarchist way', betrays a logic of us/them, and imply a vaguely pedagogical 
approach that in some cases proves necessary for the success of self-
management. Even in supposedly non-hierarchical contexts, power asymmetries 
are difficult to totally eliminate, especially in a situation characterised by 
temporal precarity and where the subjectivities involved belong to completely 
different cultural and political contexts. 
 
 
 
 
ACCESS TO PUBLIC SPACE 
 
The geography of the squats in Athens is variable in structures and inhabitants, 
but stable in its overall political aims. As part of a movement of resistance, 
migrant squats produce and practice different 'cartographies of belonging' 
(Turner 2016, 152). These maps are ideally freed from the power relations that 
subtend the use of space – one of the roots of social power (Harvey 1998). 
Within the occupations and in the free space of Exarcheia the use of space by 
migrants is not put to trial: they must not ask for permission (even though they 
have to comply with anarchist politics). From a political perspective the squats, 
with their subversive and imaginative power, represent strategies of struggle to 
gain access to the space of the city. Squats do not merely represent demands for 
housing or access to welfare, but enact a political agency to gain access to the 
urban space (Mayer 2012), which it is otherwise denied at a national level: the 
access to a more abstract political space is strictly linked to the access to the 
material space of the city. Public space is intended here both in its political and 
material dimensions, a materially grounded social territory that renders possible 
interpersonal interactions (Brighenti 2010). Public space is a 'space of 
intervisibility of subjects' (ibidem, 27) in which social identities interact and 
define themselves.  
Much of the public life in Exarcheia takes place on the street. The streets and 
the square of Exarcheia are meant to be a safe area for migrants, both for 
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people living in the squats or who come from different parts of the city, often on 
a daily basis, to attend courses, go to self-managed spaces for medical and legal 
support, or simply to spend time in a place where they feel safer and more 
comfortable than in other part of the city. An important meeting and gathering 
point, especially for migrants and activists, is Steki Metanaston – Migrants 
Social Center, Tsamadou 13. Literally 'the gathering of migrants', Steki is a 
building run by the militants of the political group Diktio, where various 
activities are organised for and by migrants and asylum seekers – including 
language courses, book presentations, assemblies and film screenings, while at 
night it works as a bar with affordable prices. The importance of Steki (and 
similar places in the neighbourhood, i.e. Nosotros and K*VOX) is to give a sense 
of normality to the daily life of people who hardly cannot have access to other 
places of leisure, even for mere economic or personal security issues. 
 
 
 
 
SECURITY 
 
Fascist and xenophobic attacks are an issue in Greece in the last years, 
especially regarding migrants. Both on the islands and in the main cities (i.e. in 
Thessaloniki, where the squat Libertatia has been burned in January 2018 due 
to a fascist attack), there have been several episodes of violence explicitly 
directed towards migrants and their supporters. Athens is no exception (see 
Bampilis 2017; Triandafyllidou and Kouki 2014). As a matter of fact, in 
Exarcheia and in migrant squats safety is another important issue. Each 
occupation has security at the entrance, and entry to non-residents is allowed 
only after identification to ensure the safety of the inhabitants, while security 
plans are in place to react to potential xenophobic attacks and eviction 
attempts. A 'security team' has been set up within the neighbourhood, consisting 
of militants and activists belonging to different political groups, with the aim of 
reacting in case of dangerous situations, caused by both internal disagreements 
and external attacks. In some cases, however, the intervention of this self-
defense group has taken ambiguous and conflicting forms, as in the case of the 
eviction of the Single Men squat in May 2018, which will be discussed later on. 
 
In the most critical cases such as those of the fascist attack with incendiary 
bombs at Notara 26, a powerful mobilisation took place to make the building 
habitable again as quickly as possible. Together with the activists, the 
inhabitants of the neighbourhood also volunteered to help. In an announcement 
of the squat itself it is highlighted also the importance of support and 
involvement of the population of the neighbourhood: 
 

after the attack with molotov and gas-bottle bombs the safeguard of 
the refugees and the assistance of the solidarity acted immediately, 
using the fire extinguishers of the squat. The over 130 lives that 
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were seriously endangered were saved solely by the immediate 
reaction of the total of the residents, of the solidarity and the 
neighbours of the squat.5 

 
In other cases, attacks to migrants are initiated by the police. In July 2018, a 
migrant resident of City Plaza was violently assaulted by the police in 
Exarcheia, at night and in a liminal area of the neighbourhood. According to his 
own declaration:  
 

the state by placing permanent police forces in the perimeter of 
Exarcheia has made a kind of border between us and the rest of 
Athens, so it is as if they put us in a kind of prison. At the moment 
we have no other way to resist this prison except riots against the 
military checkpoints. One of the reasons that the cops wanted to 
break my wrists is because as they said, I am one of those who 
participate in the riots (resident of City Plaza, July 2018). 

 
In addition to reporting police violence, in this statement the migrant openly 
declares his identification as a migrant-activist who participates in the riots. 
Moreover, this declaration sheds light on the double nature of the 
neighbourhood. On the one hand, Exarcheia is a safe space whose boundary is 
theoretically protected; on the other hand, that same boundary works as 'a kind 
of border' for some of its inhabitants, whose practices and movements are 
limited in that area of the city.  
Along with Exarcheia, the area of Victoria has become an important meeting 
and gathering place for migrants in the Greek capital since 2015. Although a 
variety of associations and NGOs are situated around the square, the area is 
considered particularly unsafe for migrants. The neighbourhood is characterised 
by a mix of migrants and Greek nationalists: the nearby square of Aghios 
Panteleimonas was the headquarters of Golden Dawn, and Greek flags are 
visible in the balconies of many buildings in the area. The dissatisfaction with 
this forced cohabitation was expressed in the form of xenophobic attacks 
against migrants, which triggered a prompt reaction by solidarity residents, as 
the creation of a neighbourhood assembly in the squat Villa Amalias in 2014 
(Poulimenakos and Dalakoglou 2018). 

                                                                    
5 https://en.squat.net/2016/08/27/athens-announcement-of-squat-notara-26-about-the-attack-of-
august-24th/. 
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FIGURE 7 – A mural in Exarcheia inviting to participate in the demonstration against G20 in 
Hamburg. Athens, June 2017. Source: Author. 
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AMBIGUITIES AND CONTRADICTIONS 
 
 
Narratives about migrant squats often give a romanticised view of the 
occupations, yielding to the rhetoric of the representation of the 'happy family', 
even though difficulties and contradictions are an important constitutive part of 
these experiences. 
On the same line, while from an outside gaze Exarcheia appears as a compact 
and antagonistic political entity, the 'free zone' presents a much more complex 
geography, composed of different groups with slightly divergent political ideas 
and aims, which are implemented through sometimes ambiguous practices. For 
instance, both during open assemblies and in public political statements, some 
of the political groups in Exarcheia accused one another of attempting to 
'impose their authority by military means over self-organised projects […] 
acting in the name of social centres and formations of the movement' (Squat 
Gare statement, 24 May 2017).  
As the need for a connection with a political group is fundamental for the 
opening and management of occupations, it often created ambiguous situations 
and difficult political framing. The disagreements and divergences of political 
strategies within the groups of activists have been projected on the housing 
occupations of the migrants, turning them in a battlefield to settle antecedent 
disputes, to which in some cases the migrants took part. These contradictions 
take place on different levels and can take several forms: in the relations 
between political groups at the level of the neighbourhood, in the connections 
between activists and migrants or, within the spaces of the squats, triggered by 
the cohabitation. 
Regarding the tensions inside the solidarity movement, one example is provided 
by the longstanding political disagreement between City Plaza and anarchist 
groups in Exarcheia. As all the squatted buildings are public ownership, in the 
case of City Plaza the former hotel is owned by a private. The decision of 
occupying a privately-owned building – as well as different political and 
management strategies that followed the opening – created a tension within the 
network of migrant squats. The exacerbation of this political divide lead to a 
temporary suspension of the assembly of the Coordination of Refugees Squats 
in June 2017. 
When it comes to the contradictions between activists and migrants, a striking 
example is the eviction of the so-called Single Men squat. In May 2018 a group 
of activists part of the 'security team' violently evacuated the occupation in 
Arachovis 44, where around 120 men were living, seized most of the 
inhabitants' property and banned them from returning to the building. In this 
case, due to the strictly anarchic politics of the activists who squatted the 
building in the first place, the supporting political group left, and the 
occupation was eventually entirely (self)managed by the inhabitant. According 
to those who evicted the building, this lack of cooperation with local political 
groups led to a deterioration of the situation. Although the official reasons were 
related to the attempt to dismantle the drug dealing in the neighbourhood, the 
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practices that the activists put in place in order to achieve the goal are 
politically questionable. 
On a personal level living in an occupation might constitute a problem in the 
already arduous asylum application process. As noted in the case of the City 
Plaza resident violently assaulted by the police, the fact of living in an 
occupation can be interpreted in a hostile way by the institutions and this 
happens also for regulatory procedures. For instance, a migrant resident of City 
Plaza fears that:  
 

at the interview [for the asylum application procedure] they'll ask 
me the same questions in different ways for four or five hours, and 
I have to answer all the times. I need to prove why I cannot stay 
there, where I come from, and why my family can instead ... It will 
be very difficult ... especially because I think the fact that I live in a 
squat might be a problem when I do the interview, cause they 
might think that I'm a kind of activist making trouble ... But also 
they have to admit that they were not able to provide another kind 
of accommodation for me (resident of Plaza, December 2018). 

 
In addition to the fear regarding the outcome of the asylum request procedure, 
the migrant's words again highlight the inability to provide adequate reception 
by the institutions. Moreover, even in this case, the migrant identifies himself as 
'kind of activist', making trouble in the eyes of the institutions. Even though in 
many cases the choice to live in an occupation is an obligatory one, dictated by 
the extreme living conditions of the camps or on the streets of the city, a 
migrant living in a squat is an active subject – an activist – who has chosen to 
opt out of the system (at least temporarily).  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
Since the exacerbation of the migrants' situation in Greece after the summer of 
2015, a powerful solidarity movement mobilised all over the country. This 
mobilisation has resulted in the occupation of several spaces, to host migrants 
in dignified conditions. 
Drawing on the case of Athens, the experiences of self-organised autonomous 
reception are interpreted here as strategies of re-appropriation of citizenship 
rights – of rights entailed in the status of citizen – in opposition to the 
normative category of the nation-state. The appropriation of citizenship rights is 
strictly linked to the appropriation of space, intended both as the architectural 
space of the building, and as the 'liberated public space' of the city (Positions 
Proposal Framework of the Antiauthoritarian Movement 2018). Migrant squats 
are considered here as materialisation of both these appropriations, as they 
constitute instances of migrant activism and resistance to the European border 
regime rescaled in the urban context. 
In the analysis, the space of the squats and the one of the neighbourhood of 
Exarcheia intertwine and overlap: preserving the 'free zone' is an essential 
condition for the squats to exist, as for migrants, the neighbourhood is one of 
the few spaces in the city where they can feel protected and not be stigmatised. 
Migrant squats deploy their counterpower through their location in the centre 
of the city also to the extent that 'citizenship is about being there' (McNevin 
2012, 167; original emphasis). In the squats, migrants are physically there, 
claiming their presence by being visible and audible in the public space of the 
city.  
The space of the squat is formed by a coalition of different subjectivities: the 
local (and international) activists, mainly belonging to the anti-authoritarian 
scene, and the migrant activists – a new subjectivity created within the places 
themselves. The nature of this encounter produces an ambivalent outcome: on 
the one hand, the aim of the squat is a contingent one: to give a shelter and 
access to basic welfare to people who would not be entitled otherwise. This puts 
the experiences of migrant squatting near the framework of the acts of 
citizenship 'from below' (Nyers and Rygiel 2012). On the other hand, according 
to their political nature, the subjectivities that compose the squats refuse the 
sovereignty of the nation-state, and to some extent, also the category of 
citizenship as formal expression of belonging to a place (McNevin 2012). 
Transversal to these two perspectives lays the idea that migrant squats allow a 
disruptive appearance of equality as through non-hierarchical practices of self-
organisation they reject the 'us-them' divide, intrinsic in other forms of 
reception. 
However, these practices are not without contradictions. While the presence of 
migrants has added new potential to the struggle of anarchists, at the same time 
the same presence has exacerbated the contradictions that already existed 
between the different political groups. Moreover, even though the squats could 
be interpreted as practices of 'rightful presence' as they disrupt the 'host-guest' 
dimension (Squire and Darling 2013), as can be seen from the interviews, there 



 66 

is always the risk that the power divides is not overcome and results in 
pedagogical practices or instances of welfarism, or worse in power take-offs that 
lead to decisions such as the eviction of the Single men squat. The anarchist 
pre-existing vision of politics and their ideal strategy to solve the migrant issue 
do not always meet the demands and desires of migrants. In making the voices 
of migrants audible, there is an intrinsic asymmetry of power that leads to a risk 
that the activists reframe those voices according to their external vision and pre-
established political expectations. Hybridisation does not always lead to the 
deconstruction of the 'us-them' divide, and in the merging of the different 
subjectivities in a unique one. Even though migrants in the squats might 
perceive themselves as 'activists', a constant renegotiation is necessary between 
migrants' perspective and the politics of the activists that takes place through 
daily interactions within the squats and in the neighbourhood. 
Even though the political action of migrant squats as a newly formed coalition is 
based on counter-hegemonic and non-hierarchical practices, its participants – 
migrants and activists – assume different positions within it, due to the different 
political and social stakes that characterise their presence in the occupations. 
For the activists/anarchists, the contentious politics of appropriation of space 
enacted through the squats aim, at the urban scale, to maintain their autonomy 
from the institutions, at least in the neighbourhood. While, on a transnational 
scale, migrant squats constitute contingent 'existence strategy' (Sossi 2006) 
aimed at countering the EU migration policies. On the migrants' side, instead, at 
stake there is their possibility to move – their 'right to escape' (Mezzadra 2004) 
– together with their everyday struggle for survival. The autonomy from the 
system craved by the anarchists is for the migrants an autonomy to move, both 
in the space of the city and across borders. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 
‘Free zone Exarcheia’. Narratives of an 
antagonist neighbourhood 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT  
A peculiar neighbourhood in the centre of Athens, Exarcheia is internationally 
known as an anarchist area, whose ‘resistance identity’ is recognisable in the 
numerous political squats and autonomous centres that compose its space. 
Characterised by ‘porosity’, the neighbourhood is a theatre of emancipating 
practices and expressive acts of encounter of multiple subjectivities. 
Since 2008, when the phase of austerity started in Greece, the ‘anomic’ 
neighbourhood became the headquarters of solidarity movements, struggling to 
establish antagonistic modes of social existence. Meanwhile, however, 
Exarcheia is targeted by attempts of external interference, which are changing 
its physical appearance and compromising its political spirit. This work aims at 
narrating the neighbourhood’s life, depicting its radical urban fabric while 
highlighting its internal contradictions. 
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"The boys started punctually tonight", says a man at the bar, sarcastically. 
The Greeks sitting at the tables watch indifferently the scene, a show that 
has often been repeated for years. Some of the (few) tourists go away 
alarmed, others take refuge inside the cafés on the side of the square to 
watch the show cautiously, impatient to tell friends, once returned from 
vacation, to have witnessed a real urban riot. Until the tear gases convince 
them to take a taxi and return to the hotel. Others, instead, readily take out 
masks and gloves from their backpacks and, despite the smoke and the 
bodies moving rapidly, try to understand how to reach for Molotov cocktails 
and stones. They are the anarcho-tourists: young people coming from all 
over Europe to Exarcheia to experience the thrill of clashes. In general, few 
really understand what is happening and the reasons behind the skirmishes. 
(Fieldnotes, August 2017). 
  
  
A peculiar neighbourhood in the centre of Athens, Exarcheia is internationally 
known as an anarchist and leftist area, whose resistance identity is recognisable 
in the numerous political squats and autonomous centres that compose its 
space. Characterised by a long history of subversion and antagonist practices, 
Exarcheia constitutes a sort of 'free zone' for the activists who live there – an 
area ideally freed from police and any form of authority, fascism and 
xenophobia. In purely spatial terms, Exarcheia is located in the centre of the 
Greek capital, about one kilometre away as the crow flies from the Acropolis. 
With approximately 22,000 residents in a land area of 0.9 square kilometres, it 
is a densely populated neighbourhood, inhabited mainly by lower-middle class 
workers and young people. The neighbourhood develops around a central 
triangular square, from which short city blocks radiate, lined with small shops, 
bookstores and cafés. For its capacity to bring together political activists, artists 
and troublemakers, the neighbourhood has been defined a 'magnet of dissent' 
(Vradis 2012). Depicted in public discourses as a delinquent neighbourhood, 
Exarcheia historically represents the fulcrum of political and intellectual life in 
the city, thanks also to the presence of several bookstores and publishing 
houses. 
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FIGURE 1 – “Solidarity with migrant squats” on a wall of the Polytechnic School. Source: 
Author. 

 
 

 
 
FIGURE 2 – Protest writings on the external wall of the Polytechnic School. Source: Author. 
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The antagonistic activities that shape nowadays the neighbourhood's 
multicultural and politically radical urban fabric originate from its past. In the 
'70s when the military dictatorship was toppled in Greece, Exarcheia was 
already a hotbed of resistance. The presence of universities made it the 
epicentre of student revolts, the most famous being the anti-dictatorial uprising 
of November 1973, centred around the campus of the Polytechnic school. The 
students' struggle had a lasting effect on Greek activism, and resulted in the 
spreading of anarchist and leftist ideas and practices in the neighbourhood and 
all over Greece. 
Today Exarcheia is still considered the 'backbone of social and political 
resistance in the city' (Kritidis 2014, 90). Characterised by ‘porosity’, the 
neighbourhood is a theatre of emancipating practices and expressive acts of 
encounter of multiple subjectivities (Stavrides 2016): in Exarcheia all voices are 
potentially audible, and different identities merge in the struggle for claiming 
rights. Students, migrants, homeless, LGBTQI+ activists, precarious workers 
and unemployed take part in the life of the neighbourhood, increasing the 
strength and visibility of the social movement and resulting in a sort of 
hybridisation of the struggle. 
The contentious character of the neighbourhood finds expression also on its 
walls. In Exarcheia walls are filled with posters, scrawled with writings and 
decorated with graffiti, constituting a sort of urban memorial landscape. 
Writings in Greek, English, Arabic and Pashto narrate a vision of a post-border 
future, while street art and murals bear witness of recent (traumatic) memories 
related to political activism – as the graffiti on a wall of the Polytechnic in 
memory of Pavlos Fyssas-Killah P, a political rapper assassinated by the fascists 
in 2013, and the commemorative plate in Tzavella street for Alexis 
Grigoropoulos, shot by police in 2008. 
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FIGURE 3 – The plate remembering Alexis Grigoropoulos. Source: Author. 
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FIGURE 4 – Invitation to take part in a demonstration for the first anniversary of the 
murdering of Alexis Grigoropoulos Source: Author. 

 
 
The antagonistic politics that takes place in the neighbourhood defines both its 
space and its time, as daily life in Exarcheia is marked by a rhythm that 
alternates daytime serenity with nocturnal turmoil (Vradis 2012). Generally, 
the neighbourhood's life is characterised by a normalisation of more radical 
tactics – i.e. riots, squatting of spaces and use of violence – mainly aimed at 
preserving the 'free zone' by gaining visibility and constantly laying claim to the 
territory. The 'Saturday night riots' and the 'annual riot rites' are important 
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components of Exarcheia's life. The latter represent moments in which the 
memory of traumatic events in the history of activism in Athens is remembered 
in a contentious form – an example is the massive mobilisation that takes place 
every year in December since 2008. On 6 December of that year, the killing of 
15-year-old Alexis Grigoropoulos, shot by the police in a street close to the 
square, unleashed a series of student demonstrations that from Exarcheia 
quickly spread throughout Greece, lasting almost a month. On a smaller scale, 
the practice of spontaneous 'everyday riots' became part of the neighbourhood 
daily rhythm since 2004, after the Olympics. The pesimo (Greek slang for 
'assault') consists in small hit-and-run attacks, usually occurring on Saturday 
nights and mainly directed against the riot police. 
 
The air of Exarcheia on Saturday night gets heavy, saturated with tear gas 
and smoke from burning rubbish bins. Stournari street, next to the 
Polytechnic, is a battlefield. The rioters run back and forth from the square, 
where others fill glass bottles with gasoline. The barricades of burning bins 
and motorbikes are mostly symbolic, small bulwarks erected against an 
austerity that has been corroding the country for a decade now. On one side, 
young people, students, unemployed, migrants, anarchists... Nothing gives 
the idea that there is a political ideology behind those barricades, but more 
than anything the need to show that they are there, that (at least) that 
space is theirs – the anger as well, and probably it is worth much more. On 
the other side, at 28th October street, hundreds of policemen in riot gear 
await the signal that invites them to intervene. After a week getting bored 
parked in the buses along the boundary of the neighbourhood, they can 
finally get into action. They almost never reach the square. They could, but 
the game would end right away... (Fieldnotes, August 2017). 
 
The geography of political activism in Exarcheia is negotiated between different 
groups: on the outside, with the police and far-right groups, from whose 
dangerous intrusions the space must be preserved; on the inside, between the 
different political assemblies that contribute in the production and reproduction 
of the neighbourhood's antagonist narrative. The space is not only a scenario 
that hosts the struggle, but it is the conquest of the space itself an objective of 
the struggle. In the anarchists' vision, one of the main purposes behind the 
struggle for the creation and preservation of the 'free zone' is to dismantle the 
idea that the space of the city belongs exclusively to its own inhabitants, erasing 
the discriminatory boundaries between those who 'properly belong' and those 
who do not (A.K. 2018). 
To safeguard the neighbourhood's internal security, a so-called 'security team' 
has been established, which is mainly acting against drug-dealing and petty 
theft. Composed of activists belonging to different political groups, this civilian 
militia has self-appointed to maintain order in Exarcheia, marching throughout 
the neighbourhood, especially at night, chasing away drug dealers and using 
violence if needed. The controversial presence of the 'security team' along with 
the ambiguous practices it puts in place causes clashes between different 
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groups, constituting one of the major political contradictions of Exarcheia in the 
last years. Moreover, if at the beginning its formation was well received by the 
inhabitants, in recent times episodes of intolerance towards its work are more 
and more frequent. 
While consolidating Exarcheia’s resistance identity, the production of conflictual 
urbanity and the strategies of opposition to institutions and capitalism lead to a 
closure vis-à-vis the outside. Defining the physical and conceptual boundaries of 
Exarcheia as a free and autonomous zone imply a double process, that results in 
the enhancement of the divide with the rest of the city and the consequent 
isolation of the neighbourhood. The revolutionary spirit that characterises 
Exarcheia is described in mainstream public discourses as a condition of social 
unrest and perpetual violence. This external vision frames it as a 'no-go zone', 
producing 'geographies of fear' and exception (Koutrolikou 2016) which offer 
the ground for discourses and policies of criminalisation of political activism.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 5 – Anarchist demonstration, May 2018. Source: Author. 
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FIGURE 6 – No Borders writings in the Polytechnic school. Source: Author. 
 
Since 2008, when the phase of austerity and neoliberal reform started in 
Greece, the fertile socio-political context of the neighbourhood provided the 
ground for the development of a network of grassroots experiences in the effort 
to establish antagonistic modes of social existence to face the humanitarian 
crisis. Following the occupation of Syntagma square in 2011, several 
autonomous spaces were opened in Exarcheia, such as self-organised 'anarchist' 
canteens, healthcare centres, social centres and community assemblies. The 
result is a sort of solidarity economy within the neighbourhood, which proved 
to be essential when, in the summer of 2015, thousands of migrants have 
arrived in Athens. Initially camped in squares or public parks, migrants were 
welcomed in Exarcheia with the opening of dozens of squats to house people in 
transit, adding an important new component to the neighbourhood's life. In 
addition to support structures, migrants found a safe space in the 
neighbourhood, where the risk of xenophobic and police attacks is minimised. 
Moreover, the spatial location of Exarcheia in the centre of Athens along with 
the practices and politics that take place in it help in giving migrants significant 
visibility as well as political agency, which are denied to them in the 
institutional reception facilities. 
Migrant squats, along with all the political squats, are under a constant threat of 
eviction, that became more serious with the victory in the administrative 
elections in Athens in May 2019 of the centre-right party Nea Dimokratia (New 
Democracy), which expressed the urgency to clean up the neighbourhood from 
all forms of dissent. 
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However, the threat to the neighbourhood and its political life does not come 
only from the institutions and in the very last years Exarcheia is facing some 
internal challenges. Far from being an ideal space, Exarcheia as a socio-political 
environment is not without problems and contradictions and solidarity and trust 
are not always evident between the activists. The space of the neighbourhood is 
disputed daily between divergent political groups, struggling to affirm their 
'supremacy' on the territory, often in a violent way. Drug-dealers take 
advantage of the 'anomy' of the area, making the neighbourhood a less and less 
safe place. To counter this trend, the 'security team' acts in an increasingly 
fierce manner, implementing ambiguous practices that resemble those of the 
police, including the unilateral decision to violently evict a migrant occupation 
in May 2018. 
Meanwhile Exarcheia is targeted also by attempts of external interference, 
which are changing its physical appearance and threat to compromise its 
political spirit. As in other cities, Airbnb and touristification in general are 
raising the cost of living, forcing students to move to other areas further away 
from the centre. Also international volunteers, activists and artists play a role in 
this process. Going to Athens with the explicit ambition to live in the 
neighbourhood, they stay a few weeks or some months, and their increasing 
demand of short-term accommodation contributes in raising the cost of rents. 
Moreover, after being considered for years a dangerous area by many, 
Exarcheia suddenly appears in international tourist guides as 'one of the coolest 
neighbourhoods in Europe'. Guided tours are organised to visit 'the most 
alternative neighbourhood in Athens', strictly in the daylight hours, leaving only 
the most fearless the decision to stay in the area after dark. 
Instead, the anarcho-tourists (as defined by the anarchists themselves) come 
specifically to experience the political life of the 'anomic neighbourhood', which 
very often results in joining the riots. Mostly they come to take part in a specific 
event: on December 6, 2018, for instance, for the tenth anniversary of the 
murder of Alexis Grigoropoulos, dozens of activists came to town from all over 
Europe. Finally, the project to build a metro station in the Exarcheia square 
along with the new interest in the bohemian area is attracting foreign investors, 
who are buying entire buildings at a low price starting a process of 
redevelopment. Overall, the hypothesis that the government intervenes with an 
urban regeneration plan with the objective of eliminating the area's 'dangerous 
riotous character' is increasingly likely. 
  
The clashes on Saturday night go on for some hours. As long as there are 
breath and bottles to throw. Anger and adrenaline allow the bodies to 
continue their race, despite the gases that choke the breath and cloud the 
view. A powerful small-scale resistance system, perfected in fifteen years of 
struggle. Then the show ends. Perhaps from the other side came the order to 
retreat: it lasted long enough. 
In any case, even this Saturday we won, the enemy was expelled, and the 
space is still ours. 
The next morning everything looks normal, the scene is cleaned up, ready 
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for the next performance. There are only a few carcasses of cars and black 
marks on the ground to bear witness of what happened the night before. 
(Fieldnotes, August 2017). 
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CHAPTER 3  
 
The City Plaza hotel in Athens. Reinventing home 
in an urban borderscape 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT  
The paper analyses a migrant housing occupation – 'City Plaza Refugee 
Accommodation and Solidarity Space' – as a 'centre of struggle', focusing on the 
dynamics it generates between the different subjectivities that inhabit the 
occupation. Central to the analysis is cohabitation as a form of resistance to the 
precarious nature of migrant bodies, as well as self-organisation as a strategy 
for deconstructing the mainstream image of the 'refugee' or 'immigrant' as a 
passive object of the migration process. Transversal to the whole investigation is 
the physical spatiality of City Plaza, along with the different temporalities that 
intersect in the space. The aim of the article is to show how, based on solidarity 
and emancipatory policies, City Plaza reinvents daily practices of living in 
common, producing a counter-narrative of migrants' reception through a 
process of 'home-making'. At the same time, the article reflects on the 
contradictions and ambiguities embedded in these forms of socio-political 
organisation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
'Starting today, Friday 22 April 2016 at 10 am, the abandoned City Plaza Hotel, 
in the centre of Athens, is converted into a Refugee Housing Space. The first 
refugee families from different nationalities, along with hundreds of solidarians 
are already working collectively on cleaning, repairing and organising the space 
so that it can function normally as a self-organised and solidarity project, as a 
centre of struggle.' (City Plaza political statement, 22 April 2016) 
 
With this political statement the Initiative for Solidarity with Economic and 
Political Refugees6 declares the opening of the Refugee Accommodation and 
Solidarity Space City Plaza. The decision to occupy an abandoned hotel in the 
centre of Athens and make it a temporary home for people in transit was taken 
as a political and practical response to the worsening of migrants' condition in 
the Greek capital after the summer of 2015. The activists decried the deep 
responsibility of the Greek government for the migrants' situation in Greece. 
'Not only [the government] did not ensure from the very first moment the 
complete reception and protection of the refugees as well as of their unhindered 
traversal', but has also proceeded to the signing and implementation of the 
agreement between the European Union (EU) and Turkey – the 'deal of shame' 
– which provided for the deportation of asylum seekers from Greece to Turkey 
and counts among its consequences the sealing of the border between Greece 
and Macedonia. 
During the 'summer of migration' thousands of migrants were relocated from 
the hotspots and camps on the Greek islands to the mainland, housed in poorly 
equipped structures or makeshift camps in peripheral areas of the major cities. 
In Athens, migrants who did not find a place in the city's peripheral camps 
settled in squares or public parks (Kasparek 2016), living in precarious and 
dangerous conditions, while waiting to continue their journey towards Northern 
Europe. This situation promptly triggered a response from the solidarity 
movement in the Greek capital (Maniatis 2018, Mezzadra 2018): several self-
managed spaces – such as canteens and clinics – were set up by the activists in 
the city centre, juxtaposing to other autonomous initiatives of solidarity in 
Athens to counter the austerity measures caused by the financial crisis 
(Arampatzi 2016). In September 2015 a group of anarchists occupied a public 
building in the central neighbourhood of Exarcheia. Notara 26 was the first 
squat opened to temporarily accommodate migrants in transit, followed the 
next April by the Refugee Accommodation and Solidarity Space City Plaza.7   
                                                                    
6 The Initiative for Solidarity with Economic and Political Refugees is a political group who 
constituted in the summer 2015, composed of activists belonging to different radical Left groups 
and long active in Athens around social and political struggles. 
7 Since September 2015, about twenty migrant squats have been opened in Athens, mainly in the 
area of Exarcheia and its surroundings. 
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The choice of squatting as a form of resistance is a strategy widely used in 
contexts of autonomy and political struggles on an urban scale (Dadusc 2017, 
Mudu and Chattopadhyay 2016, Van der Steen et al. 2014). In the specific 
context analysed here migrant squats join an environment scattered with 
political occupations, but the reason for their opening is primarily due to the 
contingent urgency to accommodate people in transit in secure and dignified 
conditions. As stated by the activists, 'We are obliged, as a solidarity movement, 
to give priority to the question of the decent living of refugees with us in 
Greece, with full access to all social services.'8 Along with decent housing 
conditions, activists' demands include the closure of camps and the inclusion of 
migrants in city centers, as well as free access to health care and education for 
refugees and migrants, and the inclusion of refugee children in Greek schools. 
While the exacerbation of migrants' conditions in Athens is the main reason 
behind the decision of squatting a building, City Plaza has a wider political goal. 
With the words of one of the activists who opened the space, '[City Plaza] 
organises everyday life furthering the broader struggles for rights and freedom' 
(Lafazani 2017),9 putting together disparate methods of resistance, ranging 
from political disobedience to collective cooking. Based on principles of 
solidarity and sharing, City Plaza creates new social bonds and possibilities of 
encounter aimed at dismantling the dominant discourses around migrants and 
refugees. 

 
 

FIGURE 1 – A view of City Plaza from Acharnon Street. Athens, September 2017. Source: 
Author. 

                                                                    
8 http://solidarity2refugees.gr/2-chronia2-years-cityplaza-zoume-mazi-giortazoume-mazi/. 
9 https://antipodefoundation.org/2017/11/13/intervention-city-plaza/. 
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Today, after three years of occupation during which it hosted about 2,500 
people in transit, City Plaza represents one of the most prominent examples of 
self-organisation and cohabitation, in Greece and in Europe. But despite being 
'the best hotel in Europe' (as stated in a slogan for the fundraising campaign), 
City Plaza reveals also the contradictions and difficulties embedded in 
autonomous projects. As one activist acknowledged, self-organisation 'is not in 
any way just a romantic and smooth process.'10 
In this article I analyse City Plaza and the dynamics it generates between the 
different subjectivities that inhabit the squat, framed within spatial and 
temporal coordinates. The argument unfolds in four parts. In the first section I 
provide the context for the analysis, drawing on the concepts of cohabitation, 
home-making and inventive spaces. In the second section I introduce the case 
study, illuminating the practices that instantiate City Plaza as a 'centre of 
struggle' and as an ethical alternative to the institutional system of reception. In 
the third part, I concentrate on the internal organisation of the space, analysing 
the interactions produced by self-organisation among the various social groups. 
I conclude by reflecting on the importance of the material space in enhancing 
the sense of belonging to the project. In making the case, the article draws on 
empirical research in Athens that was conducted from December 2016 to 
September 2017, and from May to September 2018. During the months of 
fieldwork, I have been actively involved in the life of City Plaza, participating in 
the spaces' activities while living there for a period of time. 
  

                                                                    
10 https://adayinthelifeatcityplaza.wordpress.com/2017/02/14/self-organisation-and-the-heart-of-
city-plaza/. 
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A 'COUNTER-GEOGRAPHY OF STRUGGLE AND 
RESISTANCE' 
 
 
 
 
City Plaza is situated at a precise moment in the migration path of people in 
transit, i.e. the immobility to which migrants are forced for an indefinite period 
of time due to EU migration policies. One of the project’s greatest successes is 
that it managed to transform, for hundreds of people, a period of their life 
characterised by uncertainty and insecurity into a period of security, 
community, and resistance. In this sense, for many of its inhabitants in different 
forms, City Plaza constitutes a 'home'. 
In this section I will introduce Judith Butler's theory of assembly of bodies as a 
way to claim rights. A reflection will then be made on the concept of 'home-
making' for people in transit. Finally, the conflictual and transformative power 
of City Plaza will be analysed through the conceptualisation of "invented 
spaces". 
 
A description provided by Sandro Mezzadra is useful to frame City Plaza in 
spatial and temporal coordinates. 'Rooted in Athens, traversed by the 
imaginaries, desires, and needs of migrants coming from Afghanistan, Syria, 
Kurdistan and Iran, as well as by those of transnational activists from across and 
beyond Europe, the City Plaza Hotel instantiates what can be called a counter-
geography of struggle and resistance.' (Mezzadra 2018, 932). City Plaza as a 
'counter-geography' highlights the aspects that characterise the occupation: it is 
a space of cohabitation - an 'assembly of bodies' (Butler 2016); a space of 
transit, where different temporalities weave together and overlap; and a space 
of struggle, both on a local and transnational scale.  
 
According to Butler's performative theory of assembly (2016), public assembly 
constitutes a form of plural performativity of bodies that enacts a provisional 
form of coexistence through which the subjectivities involved enact a claim to 
the political (Butler 2016, 18). 'The assembled bodies articulate a new time and 
space for the popular will, ... [to] demand a different future' (Butler 2015, 75), 
laying political claims. The assembly lays claim for the bodies to act freely and 
enact themselves as political subjects to overcome the state of insecurity to 
which they are subjected. According to Butler, precarity operates 'as a site of 
alliance among groups of people who do not otherwise find much in common' 
(Butler 2016, 27). This alliance 'does not exactly presume or produce a 
collective identity, but a set of enabling and dynamic relations that include 
support, dispute, breakage, joy and solidarity' (ibidem). The sharing of spaces 
and times of life and struggle by diverse groups of people constitutes a way of 
embodying forms of political action. It is also a form of mutual support and, 
above all, of acknowledging otherness. 
Translating Butler's reflection on embodied actions from the squares to the 
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space of a building, City Plaza can be interpreted as an assembly of different 
subjects that lay claim to rights they are not entitled, demanding to be 
recognised in that specific space where they are denied – Athens, Greece, 
Europe. Their power derives from the combination of equality and freedom that 
characterises the political form they enact and through which their subjectivities 
are enacted. For migrants in Athens, precarity manifests itself first and foremost 
as the lack of safe and dignified housing structures. Moreover, it is linked to the 
uncertainty of the duration of the transit, or to the unpredictability of the 
outcome of the asylum application process as manifestations of dissonances 
generated by the 'temporal borders' (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 133). 
The specificity of what Butler calls 'ethics of cohabitation' (Butler 2016, 70) 
required by any politics of alliance is to construct a political order in which a 
liveable interdependency becomes possible (Butler 2016, 69) even between 
diverse populations that would not otherwise live together. 
For City Plaza, cohabitation as a form of resistance results in the creation of an 
environment based on principles of equality and mutual aid, in which a form of 
social organisation can be established that takes into account the satisfaction of 
needs, desires and requirements of the subjectivities involved (Butler 2016, 87) 
but above all that is based on the will of everyone to take care of who shares 
with her or him the experience of cohabitation. At the same time, sharing the 
space of life means undergoing a forced relationality that implies a constant 
interpretation and translation effort as a social, cultural and political practice 
(Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 17), which sometimes generates conflicts. 
Cohabitation as a political imperative is envisioned in City Plaza's constitutive 
slogan, ζούμε μαζί, αγωνιζόμαστε μαζί (we live together, we fight together). 
The construction of City Plaza as a social experiment based on practices of 
sharing and solidarity is instantiated in its slogan as the pronoun – 'we' – that 
underlies the action, represents and defines the housing and political form of 
the space. From day one it was the 'we' composed of activists and migrants that 
occupied City Plaza, putting in place 'a collective acting without a pre-
established collective subject' (Butler 2016, 59). 
'We' as a constitutive subject represents the condition of equality that City Plaza 
performs, in so far as that pronoun defines the union of the bodies that 
participate in the struggle in a form that erase the boundary between 'us' and 
'them', not 'fusing [those bodies] in an impossible unity' (Butler 2016, 52), but 
deconstructing the idea of the migrant as 'other', imposed by mainstream media 
and institutions, while acknowledging her or him as a political subject. 
However, this process is not without contradictions and problems. The 
complexity of migrant-activist interactions, the collaboration between activists, 
the relations between genders, and the encounter between migrants, show 
ambiguities and power asymmetries and might take the form of litigation. In 
some cases, these contrasts are actively addressed (i.e. with workshops and 
assemblies) while in others they are acknowledged as inevitable internal 
hierarchies (an example in this sense is provided by the decision to close the 
squat). I will return to these points in the next sections. 
More in general, the collective dimension of City Plaza is important in setting 
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the ground for the establishing of commoning practices. Living and fighting 
together allows the production of new forms of relations between people, 
enabling creative encounters which are not controlled by a prevailing authority 
(Stavrides 2016, 2) while drawing a 'diverse geometry of hierarchical relations' 
(ibidem, 1). 
The importance of the spaces and moments thus constituted is more and more 
relevant if we relate it to the temporality of the transit as a moment of the 
migration process. In a precarious moment for migrants, cohabitation and self-
organisation allow processes of home-making. The practice of home-making is 
considered here as a way to counter the forms of subjection and discrimination 
produced in shelters and camps (Agier 2011). These devices restrict migrants' 
possibilities of taking control over their lives and bodies and hinder their 
attempts to make 'home' in displacement (Brun and Fabos 2015). For its 
temporal character, the architecture of the shelter is strictly linked to the 
necessity of accomplishing basic needs, as it is designed only 'to make people 
survive' (Brun 2015, 47). As such the state-run shelter cannot be transformed 
into or be perceived as 'home', leading to a feeling of discomfort, isolation and 
frustration for its dwellers.  
A critical approach to the geography of home put the focus on the spatial and 
relational processes that produce 'home-making' through daily socio-political 
practices (Blunt and Dowling 2006). The authors depict home as a spatial 
imaginary that 'can be conceptualised as processes of establishing connections 
with others and creating a sense of belonging as part of rather than separate 
from society' (ibidem, 14). Moreover, for people in transit, the practice of home-
making opposes to the immobility imposed by the camp as it generates the 
possibility of moving and, most of all, of gaining control over their lives (Brus 
and Fabos 2015). On the other hand, the idea of establishing a proper home is 
strictly linked to the possibility of exercise agency, as well as to 'the 
development of the spirit of resistance' (Young 2005, 45). 
Dadusc, Grazioli and Martinez (2019) address the practice of home-making 
explicitly relating it to migrant squats. The authors propose the notion of 
inhabitance (opposed to habit) as an attempt to subvert and transform the 
spatial technologies deployed by the institutional reception. In their view, 
making a home is a process that 'transgress and subvert humanitarian and 
institutional attempts of housing people within emergency shelters and camps, 
as well as a practice that exceeds the politics of rights of citizenship' (Dadusc, 
Grazioli and Martinez 2019). 
 
The struggle component is an important part of City Plaza as a political project, 
as the space is characterised by a 'combination of resistance and constitutive 
politics' (Mezzadra 2018, 932). Faranak Miraftab's (2004) conceptualisation of 
'invented spaces' might be useful to analyse the squat. Assuming a feminist 
perspective for rethinking an expanded notion of politics based on the 
importance of activism, Miraftab proposed the concepts of 'invited' and 
'invented' spaces of citizenship to analyse different types of collective action and 
mobilisation. Opposite to 'invited spaces' – occupied but legitimised by the 
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institutions – '"invented" spaces are those, also occupied by the grassroots and 
claimed by their collective action, but directly confronting the authorities and 
the status quo' (Miraftab 2004, 1). Instead of constituting spaces of charity to 
provide the 'poor' with shelter and goods to support their survival, the invented 
spaces aim at a 'larger societal change and resistance to the dominant power 
relations' (ibidem). 
The 'inventive' character of City Plaza along with its imaginative power and 
creativity are made explicit in the words of the activists: 'Our aim is to put in 
practice a vision of everyday life which aims to empower those “below”, and to 
ultimately create a space of freedom, which will stand as evidence that the 
society we dream of is possible.' (What is City Plaza flyer). 
 
 

 
 
FIGURE 2 – A banner for the "We'll come united” demonstration hanging over the entrance of 

City Plaza. Athens, August 2018. Source: Author. 
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CITY PLAZA CENTRE OF STRUGGLE 
 
 
 
 
City Plaza as a 'centre of struggle' constitutes a political project that merges the 
demands for migrants' rights with struggles against neoliberal policies, the 
austerity measures imposed on Greece, racism and fascism. The struggle is 
implemented through a collective organisation of social production in everyday 
life, shared between migrants and locals. As declared by the activists 
themselves, '[City Plaza is] an example of self-organisation in refugees and 
locals' common struggles and daily life. We believe that it is through fighting 
together for practical demands in common struggles, rather than through 
general humanitarian declarations, that societal configurations, and 
authoritarian and neoliberal policies can change, the far-right can be deterred 
and a common front against racism and austerity can be constituted.' (from 
'What is City Plaza?' flyer made for the 2nd year of occupation, April 2018). 
However, the contingency of the moment requires a direct intervention in 
support of migrants. 'From the start, we aimed at make City Plaza a 
counterexample to the dominant migration policies' (Lafazani 2018, 896) 
providing migrants with a dignified reception. City Plaza is part of a broader 
network in Greece and also around Europe, that includes other refugee housing 
squats, trade unions, schools, hospitals, anti-racist groups and activists and 
various social spaces. As with other migrants' squats in Athens, City Plaza 
refused all sort of economic and logistical support from local authorities and 
non-governmental organisations (Ngo). City Plaza’s funding depends 
exclusively on donations from individuals and solidarity groups (from Greece 
and all over Europe) and it is run on an entirely voluntary basis, with dozens of 
activists and volunteers coming to support the space from all over the world. 
With regards to its inhabitants, City Plaza's 'community of struggle' (Mezzadra 
2018, 932) is composed of subjects of different ages, with different 
geographical origins, and religious backgrounds, as well as political and cultural 
formations. Three main groups can be identified: the core group of Greek 
activists who occupied the place; the "residents" – foreign people who have fled 
war, poverty, or prosecution; and the "solidarians" – international activists that 
practically express their solidarity by joining the space and supporting its 
activities. At the time of maximum capacity, approximately hundred families 
lived in the occupation, plus single women and man, each having their own 
room.  
Three meals per day are provided to all the inhabitants, along with hygiene 
products, clothes and everything needed for a dignified life. Different kinds of 
activities and services are guaranteed inside the squat: there is a health care 
space with a medical team of volunteer doctors and nurses; language classes of 
English, German, Arabic and Greek; educational and recreational activities for 
children; and legal advice concerning asylum and relocation. As a result of the 
multiplicity of such functions and the inclusive ways they are carried out, 
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people perceive City Plaza as their ‘home’, something that allows them to feel 
settled in the city and help establish a sense of normality in everyday life. 
Although it provides sanctuary for migrants in transit, City Plaza is not a mere 
shelter, because material provision and the coverage of basic needs are only one 
side of the space’s dynamics. From this perspective, the spatial location of the 
squat has a double political meaning. Firstly, the location of City Plaza within 
the urban context is part of a strategy against the institutional reception system 
and the social and spatial segregation perpetrated through the camps. Located 
in Athens' city centre, the squat allows migrants to be part of the public, and at 
the same time it works as an ongoing reminder of their existence in the 
everyday life of citizens. Putting at the centre (both physically and politically) 
migrants' struggles, the activists oppose the institutions' attempts to create 
"sanitary zones" within the city, or areas where the physical presence of 
migrants is excluded. As one activist stated, 'We wanted to set a good example 
of housing in order to say no to the way they are building the camps... There is 
an alternative: treating refugees like humans'. And he continued, stressing that 
it is not a matter of resources, but a political choice: 'If we can do it without 
institutional funding, without any kind of resources from the state and the 
NGOs [then it proves that] they choose to have the camps' (Activist, personal 
interview, Athens, May 2017). 
The members of the squat explain a posteriori the choice to occupy the 
abandoned hotel also as a form of symbolic reappropriation to limit the space of 
action of the extreme right. City Plaza is located in one of the city’s most 
politically conservative neighbourhoods, Aghios Panteleimonas, which has also 
been a former stronghold of the fascist Golden Dawn party. Through the 
acquisition of visibility in the area, City Plaza, along with the activities and 
social dynamics it generates, contrasts the fascist presence in the 
neighbourhood. As such, it operates as a material challenge to the conservative 
remnants of far-right practices that have taken place there, acting 'as a 
barricade to fascist action' (Lafazani 2017). 
The danger represented by fascist groups is not the only threat for City Plaza. 
Several threats of eviction have been addressed to the squat since its opening, 
enacting a continuous struggle also for the defense of the space itself. In May 
2017, for example, after receiving an eviction order from the police, the 
activists of City Plaza mobilised, along with the residents, to prepare an 
"eviction plan" – a strategy of resistance in case the riot police came to evacuate 
the building. In the weeks that followed, City Plaza's security shifts were 
multiplied to ensure a prompt response in the event of an attack.  
Several assemblies were organised, both inside City Plaza and with the other 
migrant squats, to discuss the problem and the eventual strategy of defense. 
During the long discussions a sense of belonging to the squat was amply 
remarked by the residents, together with the desire to preserve the place shared 
between activists and residents. Finally a decision was taken: 'If City Plaza falls, 
the gates are open' (Fieldnotes, 7 June 2017). The need to preserve the safety 
of the inhabitants – mostly women and children – made the assembly opt for a 
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peaceful surrender if there was no possibility to negotiate with the police and 
institutions to stay in the occupation. 
The sense of belonging to City Plaza is not limited to the period of the stay but 
for some people it is projected even after leaving the occupation. City Plaza 
residents along with people in solidarity formed a common space of sharing 
that extends the physical limits of the building with the formation of networks 
of support in other European countries.  
At the urban scale, its residents transformed an abandoned building into a node 
of self-organised political and cultural activities (Kotronaki 2018). These actions 
include, among others, the organisation of a nationwide demonstration on the 
17 of March (the date of the signature of the EU-Turkey deal) against EU 
migration and border policies. In September 2017, taking advantage of the high 
presence of tourists in the city, City Plaza's activists organised an unauthorised 
and successful demonstration at the Acropolis for migrants' freedom of 
movement. That same month the assembly decided to support a hunger strike 
organised by migrants living in the camps of Athens, giving them logistical and 
media support and offering medical care. Moreover, solidarity is not only in 
support of migrants: in April 2017 an anniversary party was organised at the 
squat and the proceeds were allocated to the former workers of the hotel, to 
symbolically pay the salaries they never received due to the bankruptcy closure 
of the activity. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 3 – A demonstration organised by City Plaza residents and activists against the EU 
migration policies in September 2017. Source: Author. 
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Although active in organising and participating in political events and 
demonstrations, City Plaza is not a political squat in the sense of a space 
inhabited by a politically homogeneous group of people. Rather it hosts people 
with completely different cultural backgrounds, who are not familiar with the 
practices deployed in a political occupation and whose decision to live in a 
squat is mostly due to a contingent necessity. 'This actuality renders it a 
challenging but also a fascinating political project. What for other projects 
would be the ground agreement, such as anti-racism or anti-sexism, in City 
Plaza is part of the everyday struggle: it is the goal and not simply the starting 
point' (ibidem). As 'fascinating' as the activist claims, this condition has 
generated tensions within the occupation. Although episodes of physical 
violence have been very rare, there have been episodes of sexism and racism 
among the residents. The specific episode I am narrating, which occurred 
during a shift in the kitchen, is emblematic and transversal to a series of 
dynamics within the occupation: 
 

Today there were a dozen people during the shift in the kitchen. 
The Greek cook, three Pakistani man and four Syrian women. As 
often happens in the kitchen, the atmosphere is one of conviviality: 
people laugh, joke and listen to music. Standing aside, deliberately 
far from the others, there is a woman who, like me, is responsible 
for cutting the onions. I approach to check if she is well and have a 
chat. The woman seems happy with my approach, and immediately 
starts talking to me, in English. She is Kurdish, she is thirty years 
old, with two daughters. She explains to me that she arrived in 
Greece without her husband, who is lost in the mountains. But she 
doesn't want to talk about it, she tells me. She doesn't want to 
complain, 'not like they do,' she adds, pointing to the group of 
Syrian women. I ask for explanations, honestly I did not understand 
what she was referring to. She starts telling me that Syrian women, 
as well as Afghan and Pakistani women, are always crying and 
complaining. They are submissive, capable only of having children 
and praying god. 'They are afraid of moving without their 
husbands, not like me', she says. She doesn't want to have anything 
to do with them. For that reason she was standing aside, and she 
speaks only with me: 'we Kurds are Westerners, we have nothing in 
common with them'. She then confessed to me that at City Plaza 
she participates in the required shifts, but she has no interaction 
with the other inhabitants. 'We are a people apart, we stay just 
among us', she adds at the end. (Fieldnotes, 22 May 2017). 

 
The above would require a complex multi-layered analysis, for the cultural and 
political concepts and issues raised, which cannot be done here. However this 
episode, in addition to being emblematic of some internal tensions in the 
occupation, is useful for introducing another problematic and relevant issue 
concerning City Plaza related to gender. 
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In its struggle for equality and against hierarchies, City Plaza as a political 
project ideally aims to dissolve power relations that derive also from gendered 
relations. As an activist acknowledged, 'There are many women in particular 
who arrive at City Plaza and have never been part of a meeting where general 
decisions are made. They have never been involved in a space where they are 
able to participate equally in day to day life. Something which is great to see is 
when these women gradually take more and more initiative and responsibility. 
A self-organised space fights oppression and enables empowerment for all 
involved.'11 
 
In this sense, one of the main efforts and achievement in City Plaza was the 
opening of the "women space" – a space dedicated to empowering women, that 
only women can access. An activist who took part in the women space describes 
the experience as such:  
 

We decided to open it to give a free space to women... Free from 
man, but also from children and any kind of constraints. This is a 
space for women to be just women, not mothers or wives ... Some 
of them don't go out [from City Plaza] alone, they are scared, 
because they are not used to, and they don't speak English ... With 
our meetings here we would like them to feel more empowered, we 
want them to think that they can do it, after all they have gone 
through. ... We don't do something specific here, we don't teach. 
We just spend time together, sharing stories, talking about difficult 
moments, showing each other that we are powerful, even if we are 
women [she laughs ironically] ... Some women who come don't 
speak English, they just sit here, talk between each other, relax. 
And it's what we want, at least for now. Sharing a moment between 
us, with no man or children entering that door and asking for 
something... It's a cultural question too, of course. But it's not only 
this. (Activist, personal interview, June 2017). 

 
After its opening, dozens of women went through the women space, changing 
its use over time and enriching it with new activities. Discourses on feminism 
were finally raised in the space, and resulted in some resident women 
organising events and activities to raise awareness on gender issues, both within 
City Plaza in other spaces in the city. 
One year after the opening of the women space, a small group of women 
started a new project at City Plaza – the "Plaza girls". Composed of artists, 
poetesses, singers, the Plaza girls define themselves as 'an exciting collective of 
strong, young, refugee women' (Plaza Girls zine). Along with more artistic 
performances, the group launched a zine which, as they state, serves 'as a 
platform to express our voices, explore our talents and showcase our 
                                                                    
11 https://adayinthelifeatcityplaza.wordpress.com/2017/02/14/self-organisation-and-the-heart-of-city-
plaza/ 
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personalities'. The topics they address are varied, ranging from stories of their 
journeys to Europe, to experiences in the refugee camps in Lesbos, to narrating, 
rapping, the (extra)ordinary lives of young women in transit. 
 
The gender issue at City Plaza is not limited to women's participation and 
empowerment, including episodes of sexism and even violence. I will not deal 
with these episodes here, I just say that, in the most serious cases, abusers have 
been permanently removed from the occupation. This situation made necessary 
a continuous work of discussion, both in the women space and outside. On the 
initiative of some women, both activists and residents, different working groups 
and meetings were organised at City Plaza, also involving the male counterpart. 
One of the most powerful initiatives was held on the 8th of March 2018, when 
the walls of City Plaza were covered overnight with messages written by 
women. As declared in the statement disclosed ex post, 
 

On the 8th of March, international women day of struggle, many 
women that live in City Plaza wrote messages that were then 
posted around the building. The question to all women – locals, 
international solidarians and refugees – was one: What do you 
want to say to men in the world? The operation was secret and 
anonymous, because women regardless their age, nationality, 
ethnicity, class, education are usually afraid to speak out, having 
learned to navigate the system of oppression in silence. Many 
women in Plaza, once freed from the fear of judgment, attack, and 
punishment, worked together to send their message.  
 

The exact contents of the messages is not reported here, following a common 
decision of the women who participated in the initiative. In some (few) cases 
there were kind requests to men to be more collaborative in domestic matters. 
Most of the messages, on the other hand, reported violent accusations against 
men, both of a general and personal nature, overtly reporting an unsustainable 
situation. All the messages were taken down or ripped immediately. 
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SPACE OF SELF-ORGANISATION 
 
 
 
 
From the point of view of its internal organisation, City Plaza constitutes an 
'experiment in the self-organisation of refugees and solidarians' (What is City 
Plaza flyer). The 'experimental' character of the occupation is one of its most 
interesting features, as it changed over time, 'through trial and error' procedures 
(Lafazani 2018, 900), in order to adjust its structure to the needs of the project 
and its community. The management of City Plaza requires an enormous effort, 
both in economic terms and for the number of work hours of the activists. At 
the completion of the second year of occupation, the activists provided 
'statistics' of the resources mobilised including all the activities organised within 
the occupation. 
 

513,000 warm meals were cooked by the kitchen team. Over 
47,000 work hours were offered to security shifts at the entrance 
and on the building’s balconies. The reception team estimates 
around 18,080 hours of shifts and, according to the storage room 
team, over 43,600 toilet rolls have been used to date! We can also 
count 208 vans full of supplies, fresh vegetables and meat, while 24 
tonnes of petrol were purchased for heating and hot water. We 
could also count the hours of work for cleaning, language lessons, 
health care, the women’s space, and children’s activities.' (City 
Plaza flyer for 2 years of occupation) 

 
At their arrival, not all the residents of City Plaza are aware of the fact that City 
Plaza is an occupation, some people even believe that the structure is part of the 
institutional reception system. Quite often the activists of the core group take 
on the difficult task to explain in detail to newcomers that City Plaza is a 
political project based on self-organisation, addressing the risks12 as well as the 
privileges and, above all, the responsibilities that this form of cohabitation 
entails. As a Greek activist illustrated, 'When people come here [to City Plaza], 
we explain the rules. First rule: no violence here. Second rule: you have to live 
with people from fourteen countries. Third rule: self-organisation does not 
mean that you can do whatever you want' (Activist, interview, June 2017). 
Thus, the place gains further complexities that have to be negotiated. The 
activists insist that their aim is to find common purposes, not to indoctrinate 
those living at City Plaza, most of whom, as they acknowledge, 'don't come here 
because they are leftist' (Activist, interview, June 2017). While, on the other 
hand, some of the residents are Arab Spring activists who arrive with their own 
discourse of justice, rights and dissent already well formulated. 
                                                                    
12 In the event of eviction, migrants living in occupations could be accused of endangering 
national security; the residence permit would consequently be revoked, and the asylum request 
procedure interrupted. 
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This highlights a relevant feature of self-organisation, namely that it does not 
only imply organisational and decision-making aspects, but it is a political 
project. With the words of an activist, 'self-organisation is a way for 
emancipation starting from the everyday life. Everyone is able to feel that what 
they do is not just for them but for the whole community to function as a safe 
and stable accommodation space'.13 Through processes of participation and 
sharing of responsibilities, the subjectivities involved in the project are more 
empowered in their everyday life, and feel part of a community. At City Plaza 
the 'temporality of waiting' (Mezzadra 2015) is thus transformed into a 
"temporality of acting", since self-organisation and solidarity practices create 
'the conditions in which people don’t feel useless, don’t feel that they are only 
“assisted” but that they are the ones who can assist, who are responsible for 
different tasks, who take care of their own space' (Lafazani 2017). The aim of 
City Plaza is to put in practice a conception of everyday life that empowers 
migrants, providing them with the tools and knowledge necessary to continue 
their journey as well as building a solidarity network of activists and migrants in 
other countries. As acknowledged by one international activist, 'the most 
important thing in City Plaza is that we have learnt here so much about these 
processes of self-organising of how the people can do it. ... And I think it is also 
a little bit a catalyst of energy. It gives people the energy when they arrive 
somewhere also to start their struggle there on another basis' (International 
activist, May 2017). 
City Plaza practically works according to a system of shifts and different levels 
of assemblies, that structure its organisation both in terms of its temporality and 
its spatiality. The shifts cover all the maintenance-related activities – such as 
cleaning of the common areas, cooking and serving food. One adult resident per 
room participates in at least a shift per week, to ensure the functioning of the 
project. After some time, residents started taking on more and more 
responsibilities during their stay, contributing in the establishment of a 
collaborative environment while there is a continuously changing dynamic 
concerning the participation of residents in more political activities. However, 
cases of people who do not comply with their duties are not infrequent, and 
lead to the torn decision (approved during a house assembly) to expel from the 
structure anyone who did not participate in the shifts for three times.  
 

                                                                    
13 https://adayinthelifeatcityplaza.wordpress.com/2017/02/14/self-organisation-
and-the-heart-of-city-plaza/ 
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FIGURE 4a – The shifts board. The papers where residents and volunteers sign themselves in 
for the different tasks. Source: Author. 

 
 

 
 

FIGURE 4b – The shifts board. The papers where residents and volunteers sign themselves in 
for the different tasks. Source: Author. 
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Parallel to the shift system, the decision-making process functions according to 
three different levels of assemblies. First, the "house meetings", held 
approximately once a month, in which all residents are called to participate in 
order to collectively discuss organisational issues, regarding cooking and 
cleaning, food and other supplies, and children related issues, as well as 
problems that may arise from the cohabitation. Parallel translations in Arabic, 
Farsi and English aim to make the assembly equally inclusive for all residents. 
Second, there is a weekly "solidarity meeting" of (but not limited to) the 
activists, where are discussed the activities taking place in the squat – i.e. 
children's activities, movie screening, organisation of sports' contests, language 
classes etc. And third, a "coordination meeting" takes place once per week in 
order to address explicitly political issues, such as participation in 
demonstrations and other political actions. Unlike the coordination meeting, 
political issues are not discussed during the other assemblies.  
 

 
 

FIGURE 5 – Discussion during the 'house assembly' in City Plaza. Athens, June 2017. Source: 
Author. 

 
With the consolidation of the project the relationships between the different 
subjectivities have changed, leaving more space for the residents to get involved 
in different shifts and working groups, sharing more responsibilities. An 
example in this sense is the 'opening' of the participation to the coordination 
meeting, initially restricted to the core group of the Greek activists. A few 
months after the occupation, at the request of some international activists, 
international activists first, and then residents have been allowed to take part in 
the assembly. 
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The participation in the management shifts as well has been opened to 
residents. Initially the residents covered only shifts involving the cleaning of the 
common areas, help in the kitchen, while they were not taking part in the 
security shift14 of the squat, at the bar and the reception – tasks that were 
covered only by Greek and international activists. As the months passed, and 
thanks to the establishment of mutual relationship of trust, some of the 
residents began to take part in the shifts mentioned above, including the 
management of the kitchen, one of the most relevant and problematic aspects 
of the occupation. The growing involvement of residents in management 
activities strengthened the sense of belonging to City Plaza not only as a 
political project, leading some of them to the decision not to continue their 
journey and remain living in the squat. 
 
Although its internal organisation is based on horizontal forms of self-
management, there is a disparity in decision-making power and duties 
performed between its inhabitants that leads to power imbalances. City Plaza 
decision-making system betrays differential relations of power between the 
different groups as well as an internal hierarchy, as the core group is the holder 
of the true decision-making power. The important decisions regarding the 
occupation, as well as the most relevant tasks and responsibilities – such as the 
maintenance of the building, raising donations of goods and money and 
keeping the network of political support for the project, in Greece and Europe – 
concern only the Greek activists. 
While this hierarchy is inevitable because it is intrinsically due to knowledge of 
the territory and of the social and political context that only Greek activists 
hold, this asymmetry of power has been the cause of conflicts within the 
project. 
The contradictions and weaknesses of City Plaza became particularly explicit 
when the core group took the decision to put an end to the project and close the 
space after two years of occupation. After being meditated for months, the 
decision was communicated to residents and international activists during a 
house assembly. During the meeting, some residents and activists tried to 
challenge the decision, putting the emphasis on internal hierarchies and the 
                                                                    
14 The 'security shift' is one of the most important of the project and involves several tasks. First of 
all, the control of anyone entering the building. Visitors can enter at certain times, but cannot stop 
to sleep at night – in any case, they must be invited by a resident, in order to respect the privacy 
and safety of the inhabitants. The presence of security shifts is also important because it allows 
access and exit from the building at any time of day or night, without having to set up a curfew. 
Moreover, as already mentioned, in the neighbourhood where City Plaza is located there is a high 
concentration of nationalists and members of Golden Dawn, who on several occasions have 
threatened to perpetrate attacks against the building; in these cases - as well as in the case of 
police eviction attempts – the security shift is in charge of alerting the other residents and 
implementing the defense plan. The most difficult task of the security shift is to send away people 
who are looking for a place to stay. Every day, especially in winter when the weather conditions 
make outdoor life more difficult, dozens of people in transit face the entrance of the City Plaza 
asking for hospitality. Often they come at the suggestion of relatives or acquaintances; sometimes 
to direct them to City Plaza (and to the other squats) are the institutions themselves, as shown by 
a map of the 'self-managed reception centers' provided in the camps. In most cases they are 
families, with young children, who will join the long list of more than two thousand people waiting 
for a room to be vacated at the City Plaza. 



 99 

need to overcome them, proposing to continue the project even without the 
Greek component. The Greek activists responded that 
 

Plaza is not a political squat, but a place of encounter of people 
from different political backgrounds. People get involved and 
responsible through the common work of everyday life, they are not 
faced as victims but part of a community ... But this project is based 
on local political networks, and it needs a ground structure. That 
creates hierarchies. Hierarchies in Plaza are based on local 
knowledge, commitment to the fact that some people live here, and 
they need an organised place. ... To keep City Plaza open it needs a 
lot of efforts, supports and resources that only we [Greeks] have. 
We try to keep Plaza open until we find a good solution for 
everyone. (Fieldnotes, house assembly, 28 May 2018). 

 
After the decision was communicated, many people left City Plaza. 
The relationship between activists and residents is also complicated. During the 
assemblies and their subsequent practices, the boundaries between ‘activists’ 
and ‘refugees’ are not clearly drawn, but not even totally erased. Sometimes the 
two subjectivities overlap and exchange elements; sometimes they are in 
contrast with each other. This interplay of different subjectivities involves 
asymmetries of power that are acknowledged and critically reflected upon. For 
example, a particularly problematic issue is that a selection is not made for 
activists to live in City Plaza. Internationals receive a room on arrival, while 
migrants have a long waiting list of more than two thousand people. Moreover, 
activists are aware of their (potent) role to give visibility to subjectivities and 
claims, and assemblies provide space for engaging in dialogues necessary to 
deal with such power relations. Therefore, the link between the different 
political agencies – principally of the activists and the residents – is often 
negotiated in practice. 
 
  



 100 

THE SPATIALITIES OF CITY PLAZA 
 
 
 
In this section I focus on the material space of City Plaza, analysing the complex 
articulation between material space and place of life, to the extent that 
architecture makes certain forms of common and private living possible. 
Through social practices spaces are redefined and their intended uses are 
renegotiated. They change their functions acquiring new ones, thanks to the 
creativity deployed by its inhabitants through cohabitation and self-
organisation, and sometimes through conflicts. 
 
When asked about the importance for City Plaza to stay open, a resident 
replied: 
 

Actually, what’s more important in a way is for City Plaza to close. I 
mean, if the borders opened then there wouldn’t be a need for the 
camps to exist, for City Plaza to exist. ... But at least for now, while 
refugees are trapped in Greece, people have dignity here. City Plaza 
is a special place. It’s important that it exists and stays open. Why? 
Because people here have independence and privacy. This is so 
important for families. And there is more that exists here that you 
won’t find in the camps ... it feels like home. Home is not a place, 
it’s a feeling. City Plaza is home. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 6 – Banner in the dining room. Source: Author. 



 101 

 
City Plaza as a 'home' is not just a rhetorical statement: a strong sense of 
belonging binds its inhabitants to the project. 'City Plaza is my family' is often 
remarked by longtime residents and sometimes even by activists. The home-
making process (Blunt and Dowling 2006) leads some of its inhabitants to feel 
part of a sort of peculiar 'family', which is continually transformed (even 
exposing itself to conflicts), to the extent that its reference of belonging is not 
given by kinship, but by sharing a space in a context of struggle. Moreover, 
characterised as a day-to-day practice as well as an affective space (Brus and 
Fabos 2015), 'home' for displaced migrants involves the negotiation of specific 
locations and material structures (ibidem, 14). With a reflection on the role of 
assembly in reconfiguring the materiality of space, Judith Butler recognises that 
the 'material environments are part of the action, and they themselves act when 
they become support for action' (2016, 70), while, she continues, 'the material 
supports for action are not only part of action, but they are also what is being 
fought about' (Butler 2016, 73).  
The physical space of City Plaza is an important component in the formation of 
City Plaza as a space of struggle. The Refugee Accommodation and Solidarity 
Space takes a form that is not prefigured nor permanent, but produced and 
redefined continuously. As a space is appropriated through daily practices of 
transformation (De Certeau 2001, 187), City Plaza is constantly negotiated at 
the intersection of architectural and social space as its residents reshape it 
according to their needs and to foster their interactions. 
 
City Plaza is a seven-floor hotel, located in Acharnon street, while the entrance 
of the building is on the smaller Katrivanou street. At the entrance there is the 
reception, while on the first floor there are the café, the kitchen, the dining 
room and a conference room. In the remaining six floors are located the rooms, 
126 in total, each with a bathroom and private balcony. On the rooftop there is 
a terrace – with a view of the Acropolis – which, together with a small backyard 
behind the reception, is the only common outdoor space of the building. 
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FIGURE 7 – One of the several rooms I lived in at City Plaza. Athens, June 2018. Source: 
Author. 

 
City Plaza's structure plays a fundamental role for cohabitation. Being a hotel, it 
is by definition a space to accommodate people in transit. With a kitchen 
equipped for cooking for hundreds of people, and an adequate dining room and 
spaces for conviviality, the building was already designed to be self-sufficient.15   
The entrance is one of the most peculiar spaces of City Plaza. It does not 
function as a mere place of transit, but is instead a place of encounter, both 
among the inhabitants of the occupation and with the outside. Once through 
the main door of the building, and before climbing the stairs leading to the first 
floor, you find yourself in a small space, where, behind a table, there are those 
in charge of the security shift. Access to the squat is not allowed to anyone and 
in order to enter it is necessary to show the key of the room, or a card that 
proves to live in the squat. In this sense, the key functions as a tool of 'porosity 
regulator' (Stavrides 2016) of a threshold space. The concept of threshold 
characterises the space of City Plaza as the theoretical 'spatiality of passage 
which connect while separating and separate while connecting' (Stavrides 2016, 
5), defining an 'open common space'. However it is simultaneously an actual 
threshold – the entrance door of the building – that functions as a boundary, a 
filter that selects who is allowed inside the building, placing City Plaza in a 
tension between open common space and closed common space (ibidem). 
 
                                                                    
15 In the cases of almost all other migrant squats, the buildings occupied are schools or public 
buildings (offices), so spaces where it is more difficult to obtain private areas and that are not 
equipped with adequate sanitary or cooking facilities. 
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FIGURE 8 – The balconies of City Plaza. Athens, May 2017. Source: Author. 
 
Then there are the spaces of transit inside the building – the stairs and corridors 
– whose function changes during the day, becoming, especially in the evening 
and at night, places where residents seek solitude from family members or 
roommates, to call on the phone or watch movies, or simply to talk. These 
places of casual encounters act as 'spaces of daily multiculturalism' (Cancellieri 
2013, 65) inside City Plaza, where the inhabitants meet face to face but without 
the social pressure of the common areas. The café represents one of the focal 
points of the squat. A resident in charge of its management describes the space 
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stressing its pivotal importance as a meeting point, as well as defining it a 
'public place' inside the building. 
 

The bar is like the information point at City Plaza somehow. People 
sit in the bar, drink a coffee and talk about everything; their 
problems, their feelings, their projects. It’s a meeting place too. It’s 
where we meet before we go out to play football or go to a 
demonstration and it’s also where the co-ordination and volunteer 
meetings are held. For sure the bar is the most active and public 
place in the building. ... So it’s not a real ‘bar’, no alcohol (laughs). 
We serve coffee and tea. But it works, we have a good team, good 
people. It runs like all the shifts here but it’s more open. Volunteers 
and refugees can choose whether they want to work here. 

 

 
 

FIGURE 9 – A moment in the bar, August 2018. Source: Author. 
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FIGURE 10 – Banner of the feminist group in the bar. Source: Author. 
 
 
 
The café houses a small self-managed library, where the residents can find 
books in almost all the languages spoken in the squat. It is also the place where 
it is easier to hear people speaking "Plaza English", a variant of English 
characterised by a mixture of words in the different languages spoken within 
the occupation. It is not difficult, especially among the younger inhabitants, to 
hear someone starting a sentence in English, then continuing in Arabic, 
alternating words in Farsi to exclamations in Greek. The Plaza English appears 
as one of the many prisms to analyse the multicultural encounters that take 
place daily within the occupation. 
 
The kitchen is one of the most important spaces of City Plaza, both for the 
practical management of the occupation and for creating a sense of community. 
Moreover, it is also one of the most conflicting spaces of the squat, since the 
harshest disputes among the residents concern food, in terms of its quality and 
the choice of recipes based on national preferences. As a resident chef describes 
it, 
 

There are 400 people living at City Plaza and there are three meals 
daily, so that’s 1,200 a day. It’s a big operation. We use what we 
have as best we can. ... All the refugees living at City Plaza have to 
do one shift a week in the kitchen. But the kitchen is always open 
to everyone. Some volunteers come to help from outside, some 
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volunteers who are living at Plaza help. In the kitchen everyone is 
equal. No matter where you’re from or which language you speak, 
in the City Plaza kitchen is equal, we do everything as one team. ... 
Working in a kitchen has always been a part of my life. I never 
forget the fact that since I left the war and came to Europe I hadn’t 
had a home or security until I came to City Plaza. I feel that I’m in 
my second home. I do all that I can to help. And cooking is the best 
way I can. 

 
The rooms of City Plaza are peculiar and many-sided spaces, used for varied 
functions: classrooms for lessons, playrooms for children, exclusive meeting 
place for women, warehouses, etc. But above all they are the 'homes' of the 
residents of the squat – an aspect that brings the narration to the most intimate 
scale of people's private life. After the experience of travel and, for most people, 
the camps, City Plaza welcomes its inhabitants like a home, guaranteeing safety 
and decent spaces, and the possibility of occupying private accommodation with 
exclusive access.16 About this aspect, comparing the life in the camps to City 
Plaza a resident commented 
 

Recently I visited a friend and her family in a camp and I was 
reminded of the contrast between here and there. It’s so sad to see 
children living in the camps, without good food, in the cold, with 
no safe or clean place to play. ... Here my family and I can live 
independently. Having our own room makes such a difference to 
our day to day life. I can sleep at night in our room knowing that 
we are all safe. (Resident, February 2017) 

 
The rooms have a specific importance in the production of privacy and security, 
thus helping to recreate an environment that comes close to the domestic one, 
stressing the link between use of space and symbolic narratives of identity. Very 
often, and especially in the case of residents who live at City Plaza for a long 
time, the rooms are transformed into proper flats, where, as one resident says, 
it is pleasant to invite guests. 
 

I like to invite friends here in my room... It reminds me of when I 
was in [her hometown] ... We sit, we chat, we tell each other 
stories of before. Sometimes we cook, but don't say it! [she laughs. 
Cooking is not allowed in the rooms for safety reasons] I like it here 
in Plaza, but the rest... it's too difficult. Sometimes I think I want to 
stay in Plaza forever. After all that happened, the journey... I know 
it's not my home here, but in some moments I feel like it [is]... and 

                                                                    
16 Access to the room floors is permitted only to the inhabitants of the City Plaza for 
security and privacy reasons. 
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I don't know what's expecting me after (Resident, interview, May 
2018). 

 
Driven by the need to recreate a domestic context, people move the furniture, 
hang photos of the family or hometowns on the walls, more generally decorate 
the space of the room so that it resembles as much as possible what they have 
left. In addition to the functional and emotional aspect, the re-appropriation of 
private space and transformation into domestic space has a fundamental role 
for City Plaza as a political project. People feel part of the project and at the 
same time perceive City Plaza as their space, making people feel less uprooted 
and contributing to create good memories of the period of transit. 
 

 
 

FIGURE 11 – Pictures of residents on the wall of a room at City Plaza. Athens, June 2017. 
Source: Author. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 
 
Occupied by a group of activists and migrants on April 22, 2016, and now in its 
third year of age, City Plaza Refugee Accommodation and Solidarity Space is 
part of a wider panorama of struggle, both in Athens and translocal.  
The project contributes in articulating a wider demand for migrants' social and 
political rights, including proper housing and provision of basic needs, as well 
as free access to healthcare and education. At the same time, these rights are 
also produced in City Plaza from below.  
In this sense, City Plaza is not just a counter-example contrasting the dominant 
policies around the “refugee crisis”, but 'an example of how self-organisation 
can function and produce social rights from the ground up, thus exemplifying 
emancipation and solidarity, while creating a powerful sense of community 
between its inhabitants' (Lafazani 2017). 
The transformative power of City Plaza manifests itself at different scales: from 
the transnational networks of people who took part in the project, to the more 
personal memories that the experience at City Plaza generates in the people 
who lived there. Similarly, the occupation draws various geometries of relations 
that influence social interactions within it, while political practices transcend 
the walls of the building encroaching on the neighbourhood and the city. The 
building itself interacts with the practices that take shape inside it, in a process 
of daily appropriation and renegotiation of spaces – both collective and private 
– practiced by its inhabitants. 
 
City Plaza implements its resistance to the migration policies and struggle for 
the recognition of migrants' rights through the political form of cohabitation 
between migrants and activists. Sharing the space and time of everyday life 
between different groups of people set the ground for constituting spaces and 
moments in which otherness can manifest itself in an equal and non-
hierarchical way, while fostering a sense of belonging between its inhabitants. 
As the residents themselves declared in the interviews, in fact, the rooms of the 
squatted hotel are perceived as their own flats, where they can invite people 
over, and, most importantly, where they feel safe. 
 
One of the most important political aims of City Plaza is not to victimise 
migrants as poor people in need of help. This goal is pursued with daily 
practices; the idea behind the squat is that everyone contributes to managing 
the spaces of everyday life, while taking part in its activities. In fact, the idea of 
self-organisation is central in the construction of both the squat as a shared 
political project and for the empowerment of the migrant residents. In this 
article, Butler’s concept of ‘cohabitation’ is deployed to analyse City Plaza as a 
space where everyday life is shared as an embodied form of political action.  
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When applied to the empirical case, however, this concept presents problems. In 
fact, City Plaza is not an abstract and perfectly working community. Within and 
across groups, during meetings and everyday interactions, conflicts and 
contradictions constantly emerge. Despite attempts to develop a non-
hierarchical and horizontal project, critique of any form of racism, sexism and 
authority, contradictions exist in the space that should be extensively reflected 
upon. 
Moreover, as specified in the article, not everyone lives in the occupation 
because they are political activists, in the case of residents the reason is linked 
to the contingency of the moment and the necessity of having a shelter. This 
discrepancy between activists and residents results in an evident power 
imbalance between one and the other, which is manifested every day within the 
occupation. In everyday life, in fact, not all subjects participate in the same way 
and do not have the same importance within City Plaza, and this was clearly 
manifested when the decision to close the squat was communicated. 
 
On the other hand, living together is certainly a factor of strength and security 
for the inhabitants of the squat. As evidenced in the interviews, residents of City 
Plaza implement a process of ‘making home in displacement’ (Brun and Fabos 
2015). During their stay, they perceive the squat as a dignified and safe place to 
live, and make use of common spaces as meeting spaces. The very images of the 
"big family" or the "home" used by many residents give the idea of the 
occupation as a sort of replacement of what they lost or left with their 
departure. 
This discourse also refers to the idea of the ‘alliance of body’ (Butler 2016). The 
fact of living together is undoubtedly a strength, as well as it plays a role in 
overcoming precarity through mutual support. Moreover, being in the center of 
the city, in a safe place, having access to health care and education, and 
freedom of movement within the space of the city symbolises the conquest of 
rights to which migrants would not have had access otherwise. And this 
conquest is made possible by the strength that comes from cohabitation. In 
other words, migrants individually, in the street or in the camps, cannot enjoy 
the same rights (or advantages) enjoyed by the residents of City Plaza, who 
collectively participate in a political occupation. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 
Migrant challenges to the European border 
regime. Disrupting borders, reinventing 
citizenship 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT  
The article elaborates on the concept of citizenship, adopting a 
multidimensional perspective. Through a reflection on migrant squats as 
instances of border struggle rescaled in the urban context, the article seeks to 
articulate a critique of the concept of citizenship as a legal status linked to a 
state-centred liberal political subjectivity. The article emphasises the urban 
dimension as a strategic space for transformative activist politics, providing the 
ground for the enactment of migrant subjectivities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 

The border is a hostile enemy for us 

Makes narrow the wideness of the world 

Down, again down with the countries 

Kostìs Palamàs, The Twelve Lays of the Gypsy (1907) 

 

 

The European 'migration crisis' has led to repeated attempts to implement 
migration policies by the member states, that have failed in facing the crisis and 
created dangerous and unbearable conditions for people in transit. On the other 
hand, with their movement migrants keep challenging the European border 
regime. Supported by a powerful solidarity network, they put in practice forms 
of resistance and everyday struggle against the EU migration policies, both on 
the borderlands and inside the cities (Ataç et al 2016; Casas-Cortes et al 2015). 
Accounts from Calais (Van Isacker 2019), Amsterdam (Dadusc 2019), Rome 
(Montagna and Grazioli 2019), Madrid (Martinez 2017), Serbia (Mitrović and 
Vilenica 2019), Bruxelles (Depraetere and Oosterlynck 2017), Malmö 
(Nordling, Sager and Söderman 2017), and Athens (Lafazani 2018a; Raimondi 
2019) just to mention few of them, narrate of solidarity, resistance and joint 
struggles for rights, while they illustrate the repressive role of the institutions at 
different levels. 
These studies also highlight how the city is the place where vulnerable migrants 
tend to gravitate, and claims to rights and belonging are made (De Genova 
2002). As such, cities are important strategic locations for transformative 
activist politics, constituting a terrain of dissent where disadvantages groups 
can ally with each other (Bauder 2016). 
In the urban context, solidarity to migrants takes several forms – i.e. 
demonstrations, the creation of 'welfare from below' (such as autonomous 
health care spaces and canteens), sanctuary projects, and housing occupations – 
constituting a way to temporarily overcome migrants' illegalised status. 
Moreover, they represent claims for rights usually associated to citizenship, as 
well as a demand for those rights to be accessible to anyone regardless their 
legal status (Dadusc, Grazioli, Martinez 2019). In particular, I argue that the 
presence of illegalised migrants in the cities contests the foundational logic of 
national citizenship, as it challenges the idea that the legal status of citizen is 
imperative to membership in a polity. In order to do so, I combine ethnographic 
research and conceptual elaboration, drawing specifically on experiences of 
housing occupations shared between migrants and local activists, and connect 
them with theoretical critiques of the concept of citizenship. I contend that 
migrant squats as instances of struggle offer a new gaze to look at citizenship, 
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no longer as a status but as a space of conflict, and to rethink the concept of 
citizenship outside the frame of the nation-state. 
Along with other practices implemented in the cities, migrant squats are 
intended here as experiences that question normative discourses and practices 
of citizenship as they challenge the assumed primacy of the nation-state as a 
key 'guarantor' and 'container' of rights. While they counter the institutional 
reception system providing a dignified life to people in transit in the hearts of 
cities, they are aimed both at contesting citizenship as an exclusionary feature, 
and at claiming the migrants' presence in the urban space. It is precisely this 
latter claim that potentially opens up new horizons of political invention and 
innovation. Moreover, these autonomous spaces of struggle challenge the 
control of the state as well as they reject humanitarian forms of assistance, 
giving the possibility of political enactment to migrant subjectivities.  
In this article, the occupations of migrants and local supporters are considered 
active elements of the rescaling of migrant struggles at the urban scale (Bauder 
2016; Darling 2017). In a context where migration and asylum have become 
ever more politically charged (Rigo 2019; Klepp 2010), this article seeks to 
examine the political potentials of thinking beyond the nation-state to address 
the challenges and opportunities posed by contemporary mobility. Moreover, as 
I stated above, it aims to theoretically link the experiences of migrant squats to 
a reflection on the language of citizenship released from strictly legal 
constraints, going beyond the dichotomy that contrasts citizen and non-citizen 
(Bauder 2014; Nyers 2011). 
 
After an initial framing of the role of the border and of border policies as 
generator of hierarchies of status between citizens and non-citizens, I proceed 
to frame migrant occupations as practices of struggle against those policies. The 
following section is devoted to the analysis of urban forms of citizenship and 
claims of rights and belonging. Finally, drawing from the rich archives of critical 
literature on the concept of citizenship, this article focuses on the analyses that 
rethink the language itself of citizenship, to the point of assuming its failure or 
even neglecting it. 
 
As the Greek poet Kostìs Palamàs wrote over a hundred years ago, the border is 
characterised by an intrinsic hostility that manifests itself mainly in the attempt 
to restrict the world by hindering people's freedom of movement. In his poem, 
Palamàs interpreted the thought of the Gypsies – migrant peoples par 
excellence – constantly engaged in challenging the borders as 'hostile enemies', 
for no reason but the need to move freely. From this perspective, the border is 
responsible for the de-limitation of the idea of belonging to a defined territory. 
 
Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson interpret the border not merely as a 
research object but also as an epistemological device – as a method – 
highlighting the constant redefinition of power relations by the conflicts 
between border governance and migrants' attempts to practice movement as 
well as settlement (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). Moreover, as Mezzadra 
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argues, the border is materially constitutive of citizenship as it is an essential 
place for 'the production of "irregularity"', generating subjects whose freedom of 
movement is drastically limited by their legal status (Mezzadra 2011b, 40). The 
border is therefore responsible for the constitution of citizenship, and thus for 
the production of irregular migrants, or 'subjects who are created as excluded 
from citizenship' (ibidem, 33, my emphasis). Nicholas De Genova (2002) frames 
it in terms of deportability, contending that one of the characteristics of borders 
and migration policies is that they create vulnerable subjects, as they render 
certain people governable by changing their status within the territory of a 
nation-state. Investigating the exclusionary nature of citizenship, Kim Rygiel 
(2010) puts the emphasis on the concept of desirability of migrants, 
highlighting the specific role of citizenship in neoliberal regime in producing 
populations that are 'desirable' or 'undesirable' for the economic system. 
Redefinition of power relations, constitution of citizenship and irregularity, 
deportability, managing the boundary between desirability and undesirability of 
migrants: these are important features of the operations of borders that we will 
have to keep in mind in the following pages. Through the control of borders, 
states clearly manifest the potential of citizenship as a legal mechanism 
generating hierarchies of status (Bauder 2006), legitimising the distinction 
between citizen and non-citizen, between person entitled of moving to (and 
staying in) a certain territory, and the outsider. Thus, borders do not only have 
a direct impact on people's right to movement, instead they determine also the 
rights related to their status, such as access to housing, health-care, education 
and employment.  
Borders function as forms of domination, to the extent that they exist in tension 
with human rights and they can always negate them. At the same time, 
however, they represent spatialisations of struggle and resistance, triggering the 
production of insurgent subjectivities (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). An 
approach that is particularly useful from my point of view is the Autonomy of 
Migration approach. This approach allows to look at migratory movements as 
social movements motivated by specific stances of freedom and demands for 
citizenship or citizenship associated rights (Mezzadra 2004, Karakayali and 
Tsianos 2005, Papadopoulos et al 2008, Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2013, 
Bojadžijev and Karakayali 2010, De Genova 2009; Hess 2010, Mezzadra and 
Neilson 2013, Mitropoulos 2007, Papadopoulos et al. 2008, Squire 2011). In 
this sense, migrants' political and social struggles are not mere dependent 
variables of a model of access to 'commercial' citizenship, but forms of political 
mobilisation (ibidem). As citizenship cannot be considered a fixed frame of a 
supposedly socially and geographically discrete society which grants a series of 
rights to the 'citizen' (Butler and Spivak 2007), migrants' presence in Europe 
can challenge the policies that would make Europe a "fortress" while creating 
the possibility for 'alternative' frames of (non)citizenship. Even if the two 
discourses might seem in contradiction, the migrant challenge can be carried 
out both in the sense of an enlargement and a redefinition of citizenship and of 
its criticism as as the second discourse can be part of the first. In this 
perspective, through their illegalised movement, migrants become destabilising 



 115 

subjects for the European order, as well as they are targeted as 'unwanted 
invaders' in the space of the EU. However, migrants do not contest borders 
solely with the actual crossing, but also with daily attempts of normalising life 
as illegal citizens. In other words, migrant struggles represent practices put in 
place by migrants on a daily basis to 'come to term with the pervasive effects of 
the border' (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 13), both on the borderlands, during 
their journey, and in the places where they settle. In the urban contexts, one of 
the forms that practices of struggle take is that of migrant occupations. 
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MIGRANT SQUATS AS URBAN STRUGGLES 
 
 
 
 
Interpreted as border struggles rescaled in the cities, migrant squats constitute 
urban and transnational networks of political contestation and experimentation 
(Dadusc, Grazioli and Martinez 2019). As acts of solidarity between people who 
have and those who are denied the status of citizen, they constitute spaces 
where, through cohabitation and self-organisation, everyday life and socio 
spatial relations are arranged to counter the construction of the vulnerable and 
undesirable subject performed by the migration policies.  
Migrants living in squats have access to an alternative welfare, while at the 
same time they have the possibility to be active in the urban space, creating a 
not-yet existing subject identity that includes those who are normally 
categorised as 'illegal' migrants. Moreover, solidarity between citizens and non-
citizens is important 'not because the citizen speaks for and acts on behalf of the 
non-citizen but because participation by citizens creates a shared political 
sphere in which both non-citizens and citizens speak and act' (Bauder 2016, 
264). It is precisely this 'shared political sphere' that allows migrants to 
experiment modalities of everyday sociality that are in contrast with the spatial 
and temporal impositions of the institutional reception. These include 
countering the segregation and marginalisation they are forced in when living 
in refugee camps, usually understood as the polemical target and even the 
'other' of migrant squats. In fact, the same logic of control over bodies 
perpetrated on the borders by EU migration and citizenship policies is 
replicated also on an urban scale, reflected in the limitation of the access of 
migrants to some areas of the city. If on the one hand space is framed on the 
various scales according to logics of control of bodies, on the other the bodies 
(migrant or antagonistic) have the power to subvert this logic and make a 
political asset out of space. Through confinement in refugee camps, migrants' 
access is limited to some peripheral areas of the cities, as well as the access to a 
wider range of rights is partially or totally denied. In this sense, the camp 
constitutes a spatial materialisation of broader practices aimed at controlling 
both the mobility and (political) agency of non-citizens. Moreover, the temporal 
dimension of borders investigated by Mezzadra and Neilson (2013) adds a 
further point of view to the analysis of detention facilities and camps. According 
to the authors, migrant detention facilities do not only serve as means of excluding 
migrants, but as devices for regulating the time and space of their movements 
(Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 132). This perspective allows us to draw continuity 
between the temporality of detention and the ongoing experiences of migrants in 
urban areas, with a panoply of heterogeneous borders in urban areas.  
On the other hand, migrant squats as egalitarian political experiences represent 
places where the citizen/non-citizen divide becomes blurred (ideally 
meaningless) and where the different subjectivities of which they are composed 
theoretically possess the same transformative agency. In this sense, the citizens 
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lose (on purpose) their preferential position of unique legitimate agent, and the 
figure of the activist – able of speaking and acting – embraces also the non-
citizen component. According to this view, migrant squats represent strategies 
for migrants to resist the techniques of sovereign border control that impose to 
them a legal categorisation, imposing as new imaginaries, that take the form of 
'antithetical spaces' (Raimondi 2019) enacted by antagonistic subjectivities. 
 
The squats' political aim is to undermine fixed classifications of citizen and non-
citizen, to contrast the idea of the migrant as an 'empirical anomaly' in discourses 
around citizenship (Soysal, 1994). Accepting people in transit without distinction, 
migrant squats instantiate an expansive definition of the term 'refugee' that includes 
migrants fleeing any war, political persecution, extreme poverty, and 
environmental devastation, migrant squats; in doing so, they materially perform a 
rejection of the legal distinction between different kinds of need for migration. 
Moreover, these practices of struggle aim at overcoming the divide between 
'economic migrant' and 'asylum seeker', recognising all migrants as legitimate 
inhabitants of the city. The idea is not to let migrants fall into an established and 
fixed category of citizens, but to reconsider the very concept of citizenship in a 
multidimensional perspective. Thus, migrant squats become sites for contesting the 
restriction of mobility as well as for reaffirming migrants' 'rightful presence' (Squire 
and Darling 2013). As strategies to claim rights, their struggles exceed the existing 
framework of citizenship and counter the politics of borders and their operation at 
the level of everyday life and encounters. In this vein, migrant squats can be 
considered 'spaces of insurgent citizenship' (Holston 1999) as they constitute 
instances of grassroots political processes aimed at countering the exclusion of 
illegalised migrants from both the space of the city and the rights entailed in formal 
citizenship. 
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URBAN CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
 
 
As Étienne Balibar famously contended, borders no longer exist only 'at the 
edge of territory, marking the point where it ends' but 'have been transported 
into the middle of political space' (Balibar 2004, 109). In this section I assume 
the urban context as the political space par excellence, and I look at how 
enactments of citizenship at the city scale render possible to reframe citizenship. 
In conceptualising the 'migrant metropolis' Nicholas De Genova (2015) starts 
from the assumption that transnational migrations provide an indispensable 
lens on contemporary urban studies. He argues that 
 

The migrant metropolis is the premier spatial formation in which 
we witness the extension of borders deep into the putative "interior" 
of nation-state space. ... Simultaneously, the migrant metropolis 
epitomises the disruptive and incorrigible force of migrant struggles 
that dislocate borders and instigate a rescaling of border struggles 
as urban struggles (De Genova 2015, 3).  
 

Moreover, he claims that 'transnational migration is a central and constitutive 
dynamic in the contemporary social production (and transformation) of urban 
space' (2015, 4). With their movement across space migrants bring the borders 
with them, and contribute in the production of new spaces. 
The presence of migrants in the cities highlights a tension between the urban 
and the national scale, due to the fact that the 'illegal' character of migrants, as 
a result of a process that occurs at the national scale, defines the lives of 
migrants in the city (Dauvergne 2008). Following what previously said on 
borders, the 'illegalisation' of migrants does not occur only at the moment of 
their crossing but it happens mainly in cities, in times and spaces where people 
can be easily identified as 'other' – a subject that does not belong to that space 
(Balibar 1998; Vaughan-Williams 2008). On the other hand, the city functions 
also 'as an important site of political action and revolt' (Harvey 2012, 117-118), 
constituting an essential critical space for the politics of dissent (Darling 2017). 
As such, it provides the physical and social ground for developing new spatial 
imaginaries where the practices of migrants merge and intertwine with 
specifically urban struggles, putting the question of claims to rights and 
belonging on a more conflictual level.  
 
Lefebvre's right to the city framework (Brenner et al. 2011; Purcell 2013) might 
be mentioned here as an important conceptual tool to begin to grasp the 
interrelation between migrant squats as spaces of struggle and the production 
of urban space. As the right to the city is not just a right to ownership, but of 
presence in the city, it includes the everyday practices of all residents and users 
of space, regardless of their citizenship status (De Sousa 2011), oriented 
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towards needs and aspirations rather than formal rights. The right to the city 
can be even understood in material terms as a right to the production of the 
urban space, which necessarily leads to confront the role of borders. As Marc 
Purcell (2013) claims, it is not the belonging to a nation-state that entitles a 
person the right to the city, but the presence in the urban space, which also 
happens through the daily experiences of that space, regardless of the legal 
status. Similar to this is the 'domicile principle' of belonging (Bauder 2014), 
which implies that all persons residing in a given territory must be recognised 
as citizens. Purcell (2002, 105) further suggests that the urban could be centred 
as the scale of formal belonging, replacing the national scale and creating a new 
system of political membership. In this way, the city would become for 
illegalised migrants an 'opportunity to both develop and express a sense of 
belonging that is denied to them at the national scale' (Allon 2013, 254).  
A possibility in this sense comes from the experiences of 'city of sanctuary', 
which can be understood as an attempt to work the aforementioned tension 
between the national and urban scale. Mainly spread in the United Kingdom, 
Canada, and the United States, the sanctuary-city movement is based on the 
principle that the legal status should not be a factor in access to services and 
rights. As such it deploys several strategies to allow urban inhabitants to take 
part in the everyday life of cities, including access to health care, education, and 
the transformation of the urban space itself (Bauder 2016; Darling and Bauder 
2019). These projects, however, do not challenge the political status quo – both 
in terms of policies and centrality of legal citizenship status. Instead, they 
reproduce state discourses and practices, constituting strategies for 'granting 
illegalised migrants de-facto membership in the municipal polity' (Bauder 2016, 
261).  
In her exploration of the connections between city and citizenship in reference 
specifically to the status of undocumented and illegalised migrants, Monica 
Varsanyi (2006) analyses the concept of urban citizenship. She categorises it in 
three groups – normative, rescaling, and agency-centred. The first two 
typologies elaborate from within the institution of citizenship, assuming that 
people are already citizens, and considering urban citizenship as 'in addition' to 
the nation-state one. The third approach, instead, considers the city a physical 
space and social context in which citizenship can be practiced. Migrants' 
practices of struggle at the city scale can be read through the urban citizenship 
framework, and brought back to the third approach proposed by Varsanyi. The 
agency-centred approach, in fact, is based on an understanding of citizenship as 
a process, opposed to the static dimension of the legal status; moreover, in this 
approach city and citizenship are considered as mutually constitutive, due to 
the emergence of inclusive concepts of urban struggle and goals of spatial 
justice (Varsanyi 2006). In general, the concept of urban citizenship is strictly 
connected to the possibilities of urban belonging and the multiple 
manifestations of those possibilities.  
Picking up again the more general line of our argument, the city offers the 
ground for conceptualising possibilities of a rescaling of formal state 
membership, as the urban scale unveils the schism between de jure citizenship 



 120 

policies and the de facto belonging and participation of non-citizens in the 
territory itself of the nation-state. When it comes to illegalised migrants, Marc 
Purcell (2002) highlights how the idea of urban citizenship generates a tension 
between urban and national scales. As we underscored above, while the 
illegalisation is designed by state institutions, the urban scale can become 
hegemonic in the system of urban membership (Purcell 2012), as urban 
citizenship offers illegalised people the possibility of belonging to a specific 
territory.  
As Harald Bauder (2016) acknowledges, however, these forms of urban 
citizenship based on the domicile principle represent contingent possibilities, 
conceivable only through specific territorial polities and still within the frame of 
formal citizenship. In fact, migrant protests are mainly aimed at claiming the 
acquisition of rights by illegalised migrants in order to obtain rights associated 
with existing understandings of citizenship. Instead of claiming the destruction 
of the nation-state, or of the entity that frame their identities as non-citizens 
and exploit them, migrants' goal is to be formally recognised as official 
members of that territory (Bauder 2016). On the other hand, 'The overarching 
goal of many activists in ... cities is to bring about the real possibility in which 
categories such as the nation-state, citizen, or migrant are obsolete' (Bauder 
2016, 262). 
Thus, we should start from here to imagine a different system that is not 
embedded in the concept of nation and territory (a 'no border' world), where 
the belonging of a political subject (and her access to rights) does not derive 
from being a citizen in a legal sense, but from her everyday experience of 
inhabitance. 
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ALTERNATIVE FRAMES OF CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
 
 
Critical citizenship scholars have conceptualised citizenship through different 
frameworks, proving how it is more than a status of those who are 'full 
members of a community' (Marshall 2009 [1949], 149) as defined in the 
literature on formal citizenship. 
Engin Isin (2002) outlines citizenship as 'a way of being political' through which 
subjects continuously reconstitute themselves. Through acts of citizenship those 
subjects formally excluded from the status of citizens disrupt established 
frameworks of citizenship, and open up possibilities for new political 
subjectivities (Isin and Nielsen 2008). In the same vein, Peter Nyers and Kim 
Rygiel (2012) contend that citizenship is more than a legal and political 
institution as 'it includes moments of political engagement such that those 
lacking formal citizenship status, by acting and claiming rights to citizenship, in 
effect practice citizenship' (Nyers and Rygiel 2012, 2). Drawing from 
experiences of migrant activism and solidarity in different parts of the world, 
the authors explore how citizenship exceeds the frame of the state highlighting 
how through the practice and experience of mobility new forms of citizenship 
are produced – such as the 'migrant citizenship from below' (ibidem). Moreover, 
investigating illegalised migrants and migrant struggles, they emphasise how 
restrictions on mobility are generative not only of new forms of inequality and 
social exclusion, but also of new forms of political activism and citizenship 
identities. On the other hand, Jonathan Darling (2017) reflects on the 
ambiguous nature of citizenship claims while studying acts of citizenship, 
suggesting to explore how forms of contestation are continuously incorporated, 
co-opted and managed by established and normative models of citizenship, as 
they continue to 'make citizens'. 
 
Citizenship is not conceived here as a precondition for any form of political 
subjectivity. According to literature and debates on acts of citizenship (Isin and 
Neilsen 2008; McNevin 2011; Nyers 2015) those formations are rather a result 
of performing and prefiguring citizenship despite the exclusion from the 
normative citizenship. 
Moreover, the dominant rhetoric wants citizenship as 'a given legal and political 
framework within which migrants should integrate (and/or be integrated)' 
(Mezzadra 2011, 29). Opposed to the rhetoric of integration, the 
conceptualisation of migrant claims for rights as acts of citizenship focuses on 
the contested politics of citizenship, contending that migrants collectively 
mobilise to claim rights they are not entitled for their illegal status, and that this 
collective mobilisation is generative of new forms of political subjectivity (Nyers 
2015). From this perspective, citizenship is not conceived as a 'property' or an 
identity, but as a practice that is created and produced through social and 
political action (Isin and Nielsen 2008). Conceptualised in this way, citizenship 
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overcomes the principle of national belonging and becomes a terrain of 
struggle. In her analysis of citizenship through the perspective of migration, 
Enrica Rigo (2011) provocatively proposes the concept of 'illegal citizenship' to 
address unauthorised human mobility. This perspective is a way to shed light on 
the contradictions entailed in a legal understanding of citizenship (ibidem, 
201), while it emphasises how human mobility challenges the territorial order 
of citizenship. The author conceptualises 'acts of illegal citizenship' defining 
those acts that do not focus on the character of legality, 'but rather on the 
ruptures and contradictions that this inflict upon the institutional definition and 
codification of citizenship' (ibidem, 200). In this way, those who are formally 
excluded from citizenship, and from the 'right to have rights' (Arendt 1951) 
subvert the field of politics by expanding its boundaries. Rigo stresses the 
importance of viewing migrants' political struggles for claims to being free and 
equal subjects (in the European territory) as constituent of the very core of 
citizenship, as well as considering irregularity through migrant mobility as a 
part of a conflicting order of citizenship. 
Isin proposes a sociological definition of citizenship:  
 

Rather than merely focusing on citizenship as legal rights, there is 
now agreement that citizenship must also be defined as a social 
process through which individuals and social groups engage in 
claiming, expanding or losing rights. Being politically engaged 
means practising substantive citizenship, which in turn implies that 
members of a polity always struggle to shape its fate. This can be 
considered as the sociological definition of citizenship in that the 
emphasis is less on legal rules and more on norms, practices, 
meanings and identities (Isin 2000, 3). 

 
However, we are still in the category of formal citizenship, which does not 
include 'peoples whose actions may not necessarily be framed this way' (Nyers 
and Rygiel 2012, 10), such as no-border activists or subjectivities that choose to 
'opt out' of citizenship as legal status (McNevin 2012). However, the claims for 
rights entailed in the status of citizen, even if expressed in a conflictual manner, 
still have the effect of legitimasing the idea of citizenship, and its excluding 
character. Thus, a tension is produced between attempts to reframe, expand 
and even reinvent the notion of citizenship and the positions that decide to ‘opt 
out from that very notion. 
 
Barry Hindess (2004) discusses citizenship as part of a supra-national regime of 
government, stressing how it promotes the rule of the nation-states, dividing 
humanity into the citizens and the migrants, refugees, and stateless persons. In 
his view, citizenship operates as a divisive practice, separating the citizens of a 
state not only from the citizens of all other states but also from the non-citizen 
residents who occupy a lesser status within the state itself (Hindess 2004, 309). 
Mezzadra argues that 'it is the same language of citizenship that is founded, 
both historically and theoretically, on the distinction between an inside and an 
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outside. And it is not easy to avoid this distinction by remaining within the 
language of citizenship itself' (Mezzadra 2011b, 33). An example in this sense 
may be the practices and interactions implemented within migrant occupations. 
Although in the squats the divide between citizen and non-citizen is supposedly 
meaningless, it still plays a role and affects the meaning and practice of 
citizenship as acts, especially for the illegalised counterpart.  
Within the autonomous spaces, an implicit hierarchy persists between activists 
who have legal status and irregular residents. This is manifested, for example, 
during the organisation of specific types of political activities, in which the 
participation of illegal citizens is considered too dangerous and might therefore 
be precluded to them. Similarly, in the case of forced eviction by the police, the 
fate of citizens and non-citizens is totally different, as the latter would most 
probably face deportation or imprisonment. These, together with the risks that 
illegalised migrants face in moving freely in urban space (and the obvious 
impossibility of moving to other countries), are some of the issues to be kept in 
mind when talking about the blurring boundaries between citizens and non-
citizens in the practices of migrant solidarity. 
At this regard, Varsanyi importantly acknowledges that if the critique of 
citizenship makes sense for those who have this status, for undocumented 
residents it can become an 'elite exercise' (2006, 237), showing the watershed 
that Isin (2000, quoted above) traced between members and non-members of a 
polity. Even if in Isin's view the emphasis of citizenship as a social process is less 
on legal rules leaving the ground to political engagement, that same 
engagement is conceived as implicitly practised by members of a polity, which is 
not the case for migrants as illegal citizens. 
However, while criticising the concept of formal citizenship, we should 
acknowledge and keep in mind that for some subjects it still constitutes a goal.  
And it is in this sense that the issue of privilege comes into play, as the 'opting 
out' of citizenship (even ideally) is a totally different condition than that of 
being forcibly excluded. 
But how can we imagine other ways of belonging and being an active political 
subject regardless of the institution of citizenship? And how can we envision 
alternative political configurations that transcend the categories of migrant and 
non-migrant, citizen and non-citizen freeing migrants from the excluding 
language of citizenship and the imposition of integration? 
 
Feminists have made a strong point in criticising the liberal conceptualisation of 
citizenship, refuting liberals' claims of universalism and gender blindness, along 
with the role of the state as the sole institution granting citizenship rights. 
Starting from the assumption that the discourse and practices of citizenship are 
deeply gendered and racialised (Ackelsberg 2010), feminist perspectives stress 
the importance of everyday forms of activism, resistance to exclusion, and 
dissent in challenging citizenship in a state-centred perspective. 
In her book 'Resisting citizenship. Feminist essays on politics, community and 
democracy' (2010) Martha Ackelsberg explicitly addresses the issue of the 
language of citizenship, enriching the debate on citizenship as a framework of 
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resistance. She explores practices of citizenship as they are enacted in everyday 
life of women's communities as new social movements, arguing that 'we must 
recognise, and value various forms of resistance, or direct action, as, 
themselves, important expressions of citizenship' (Ackelsberg 2010, 6). 
However, she acknowledges citizenship as an ambiguous terrain, as it is based 
on exclusions while, at the same time, it provides a space for contesting those 
same exclusions. Around this acknowledgment she builds the main argument of 
her analysis, namely that struggles over a more inclusive notion of citizenship 
(whether in terms of membership or participation) must keep at their centre the 
ambiguities of exclusion and inclusion that have structured their practices, and 
impelled resistances to them (Ackelsberg 2010, 130). 
Faranak Miraftab (2004) focuses her research on how resistance is implemented 
in the different spaces of women's grassroot activities, arguing that a feminist 
expanded notion of politics challenges what qualified as practicing citizenship 
in a state-centred perspective. In her view 'grassroots' oppositional practices 
invent new spaces of citizenship practice and offer a significant force 
transcending legal civil citizenship to achieve substantive citizenship' (Miraftab 
2004, 4) as they contribute in fostering citizens' achievement of socio-economic 
rights and social justice. 
In a similar vein, Holloway Sparks (1997) frames the actions of activist women 
in terms of citizenship, focusing on the role of gender and political courage in 
shaping what she calls a dissident citizenship. Sparks conceptualises dissident 
democratic citizenship as 'the public contestation of prevailing arrangements of 
power by marginalised citizens through oppositional, democratic, non-
institutionalised practices that augment or replace institutionalised channels of 
democratic opposition when those channels are inadequate or unavailable' 
(Sparks 1997, 83). Grounding her analysis on the dissident practices of activist 
women, she develops a more expansive conception of citizenship that 
'recognises dissent and an ethic of political courage as vital elements of 
democratic participation' (Sparks 1997, 76). Drawing on the story of Rosa 
Parks, she illustrates how this perspective on citizenship recasts and reclaims 
women’s courageous dissidence. 
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‘REFUSING’ CITIZENSHIP 
 
 
 
 
The common line of the different approaches presented above is that citizenship 
is understood as constructed by action, 'as the building of relations of belonging 
and inclusion and the claiming of politics' (Anderson et al. 2012, 81) theorised 
by Isin with the concept of acts of citizenship. However, as William Walters 
(2008) has brought to light, this theoretical approach entails a critical aspect as 
it does not take into account forms of politics that entail a refusal of citizenship. 
In this sense, Walters suggests to further develop the idea of acts of citizenship 
by putting into doubt the merits of citizenship. In his effort to do so, he 
develops the notion of acts of demonstration as a conceptual supplement to acts 
of citizenship, in order to make sense of certain political situations where the 
subjects who take part in different kind of protests are left 'relatively open' 
(Walters 2008, 194) and do not act in the name of citizenship, or explicitly 
refuse a political commitment to citizenship.  
Before Walters, Hindess criticised the ‘enchanted’ view still prevailing in 
writings about citizenship stressing the need to take into account the idea of 
refusal, referring to people who might prefer 'a way of life that did not involve 
citizenship' (2004, 307). Hindess (2004). Although recognising the benefits 
which citizenship does confer to many of its bearers, he suggested to consider 
cases where citizenship is not sought, and sometimes explicitly or tactically 
refused. 
On this line, Anne McNevin (2012) reflects on the importance of imagining a 
mode of resistance that entails the possibility of opting out of citizenship as a 
political practice. 'Such a practice would expose the limits of citizenship in 
prevailing or altered forms, to reflect the range of political subjectivities and 
practices that are possible and/or desirable' (ibidem, 178-179). Moreover, 
opting out as a mode of resistance would also mean rejecting the justification of 
a person's political subjectivity only in the terms of the existing socio-spatial 
vocabularies. While focusing on the reading of citizenship through migrant 
agency, also Nyers and Rygiel interrogate on the possibility that the notion of 
the citizen subject might not be the 'desirable subject position' (2012, 10) for 
migrant activists. They further recognise how the categories of citizenship 
subjectivity could be possibly be imposed on them, as on other subjects that 
refuse to be framed as citizens. McNevin question of vocabulary, and Nyers and 
Rygiel's issue of desirability vs imposition, lead back to the central question of 
rethinking the concept of citizenship in new terms, changing its language so 
that it is inclusive of active, dissident, and 'other' subjectivities, through an 
'innovative reconfiguration of citizenship' (Shapiro 2000, 80). Or to cancel it.  
In the last decade of the twentieth century, with the Sans Papiers struggle in 
France in 1996, a contemporary politics of No Borders emerged. The notion of 
'no border' entails a demand for abolishing national borders and challenges at 
the same time 'the idea of the territorial nation-state and the contemporary 
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capitalist order' (Bauder 2016, 262). Within other politics for migrant rights 
and solidarity, the No Border politics present a peculiarity, as they see border 
control practices of nation-states not only as reflecting people's unequal rights, 
but as productive of those inequalities. This results in a simultaneous request 
for people to have freedom of movement and freedom to not be moved (to 
stay), that entails the necessity for social movements to confront and reject 
borders. Moreover, far from reaffirming the significance of citizenship, the No 
Border movement calls into question the legitimacy of the global system of 
national states itself (Anderson et al. 2012). However, while acknowledging the 
impossibility of imagining in concrete terms a no border world, Bauder (2016) 
brings back the confrontation to the scale of the city arguing that, if there is a 
possibility for this transformation to take place and replace the old obsolete 
system of citizenship and nation-state, the battlefield will be the urban space. 
Finally, a contribution to the critical citizenship studies can also come from 
anarchist thinking, as many anarchist theorists are engaging in critical 
citizenship studies (Newman 2010, Ince 2014, Vodovnik 2013, Bookchin 1998, 
Heller 2013, Holland 2011). Despite the debate on the concept of citizenship 
has not yet been formally articulated among anarchist theorists (the only 
attempt in this sense is Smith 2019), the main discussion revolves around the 
possibility or not to salvage and repurpose the concept. Once opted to 
rehabilitate the concept of citizenship instead of denying it tout court, anarchist 
theorists have started to propose alternative models of citizenship. Mainly based 
on principle of mutual aid and belonging, these conceptualisations are aimed at 
reclaiming citizenship and defining it in opposition to the state. The 
'rehabilitation' happens at different scales. Chaia Heller suggests that 'we must 
develop a new understanding of citizenship that is not defined in relation to 
capital or to the nation-state but is instead defined in opposition to capital and 
the nation-state' (2013, 179). Holland (2011) proposes the concept of 'nomad 
citizenship' opposed to the 'death-state citizenship', in an attempt to redefine 
citizenship including and legitimating 'allegiances to such groups' while 
depriving the state to 'its claim of any master-allegiance' (ibidem 146). 
Vodovnik (2013) takes the discourse to an urban scale, drawing attention to the 
fact that citizenship originally indicated political membership in a city and as 
such it constituted a specific urban relationship. He suggests a model of 
'translocal citizenship' that draws on Bookchin's municipal citizenship (1998) 
implying that political power should be returned to small communities and 
replacing principles of participation and equal differences to those of identity 
and equality (Vodovnik 2013, 55). Drawing from Hardt and Negri's reformation 
of the citizen into the commoner (2012), Bollier (2014) points to the 
transformation of the practice of citizenship based on changes of authority and 
governance. He argues that we should start 'thinking like commoners', in order 
to become joint members of public space instead of mere activist-citizens. In 
general, new anarchist theorisations aim at actively reclaiming citizenship and 
defining it in opposition to the nation-state. The ways that some of the critical 
scholars mentioned in this article have challenged the traditional notions of 
citizenship may be consistent with anarchist ideas of 'citizenship in practice' 
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(Smith 2019, 435) as they both attempt (even though from different political 
positions) to re-theorise citizenship in ways that challenge classical, state-
centred formulations.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 
The occupations of migrants and activists represent a continuation of wider 
migrant struggles in the European context, as well as they represent 
opportunities to articulate rights, citizenship and political subjectivity beyond a 
reference to the nation-state. 
As a social and political response to restrictions on mobility, migrant activism 
can be conceived as a key site for reconceptualising citizenship as they provide 
a non state-centred perspective on the spaces where citizenship can be practiced 
and enacted. 
Migrant squats are considered here as practices and sites for contesting 
citizenship as a category of political status. In this sense, they are interpreted 
with the theoretical frame of acts of citizenship, for then reconsidering 
citizenship provocatevely as 'illegal' (Rigo 2011). As a 'contested site of social 
struggle' (Isin and Nyers 2014), the concept of citizenship offers the possibility 
of being reconsidered on different scales and in different territories. The 
'alternative frames of citizenship' might include theorisations such as the acts of 
citizenship, while sanctuary city projects and claims to urban citizenship are 
seen as the expression of the need to experiment with the enactment of rights in 
a way that challenge the nation-state on an urban scale. 
While acknowledging the limitations of conventional citizenship circumscribed 
by the territoriality of the nation-state, the theories presented in this article are 
further expanded. They include theorisations of activist citizenship from a 
feminist perspective. Feminist accounts on citizenship highlight the role of 
activist women in contesting mainly white male power, but their contribution 
can embrace all form of claim for citizenship as an expression of resistance to a 
system that is predominantly hierarchised. 
Moreover, the critiques embrace conceptualisations of positions that aim at 
‘opting out’ from, or ‘refuse’, the concept of citizenship itself. Between the latter, 
an important contribution, even if not yet structured, comes from the anarchist 
studies. 
The last point is a central one, as at the migrant squats as instances of struggle 
can be investigated through the tension between ‘refusal’ and mere critique. 
That is, the occupations stand in stark contrast to the state, deciding to 'opt out' 
from the reception system (and with it also from the institutional welfare 
system), denying the concept of citizenship, and building an autonomous 
system with migrants and alternative. However, if this system guarantees 
people in transit a worthy daily life (at least temporarily), it does not solve the 
problem of freedom of movement, and of staying. Moreover, the hypothesis of 
‘opt out’ presents a fundamental problem, as it remains a privileged action of a 
subject who is already entitled to the status of citizen. At this regard, the pursuit 
of activists may seem contradictory when they engage in practices of 
contentious politics of which migrant squats are an example, as migrant 
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activism in the struggle for rights often reaffirms national discourses of legal 
citizenship rather than challenging the concept itself. 
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GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 
 
The aim of this thesis has been to investigate the resistance that migrants put in 
the place within and against the European border regime, specifically 
addressing the experiences of squatting and militant occupations as instances of 
struggle. 
As the border regime extends deeper into almost all aspects of civil and social 
life, the appropriation of spaces outside its jurisdiction constitute one of the 
most powerful strategies of resistance. Solidarity along the territorial edges, as 
well as occupations within urban contexts, both facilitate unauthorised border 
crossings and assert the presence of so called non citizens in the heart of the 
city. These practices provide spaces for encounter, solidarity, self-organisation 
and contribute in developing a political praxis against the EU migration policies. 
  
The setting of the thesis is Athens, Greece. The reason behind this choice is 
twofold. First, Greece is one of the main arrival countries for migrants in 
Europe, and the one that is suffering the most for the EU migration policies. 
Second, Athens offers a peculiar socio–political landscape, where solidarity and 
antagonist practices take place, which are most visible in the neighbourhood of 
Exarcheia. Moreover, the City Plaza Refugee Accommodation and Solidarity 
Space in Athens, Greece, was the main case study from where to look at 
migrants’ self-organised reception. 
  
From a theoretical point of view, the thesis addresses the topic of migrant 
squats from the intersection of different disciplines – Critical Migration studies, 
Critical Urban theory, and Critical Citizenship studies. Further, the experiences 
of migrant struggle are looked at from the gaze of the Autonomy of Migration 
theory. 
This approach allows an understanding of migrant occupations as practices of 
struggle that challenge the dominant discourses around migrants and refugees. 
By rejecting the humanitarian and securitarian frames, they move the 
perspective from protection to autonomy and self-organisation, from 'forced 
inclusion' to dissent, through the creation of new social, political and urban 
spaces. 
The research aims at deconstructing the mainstream schemes which label the 
illegalised migrant as a dangerous subject, or a person in need – scheme that 
characterises the predominant imaginary of the people in motion – and to move 
beyond the paradigm of “inclusion” and the guest/host dichotomy it entails. 
Moreover, the analysis of migrant squats allows to place an emphasis on the 
subjective dimension of border struggle, offering a perspective to explore the 
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life trajectories and everyday experiences of people in transit through the lens 
of the production of political subjectivity and political agency. This means 
contrasting forms of de-humanisation enacted by humanitarian practices that 
leads to the erasure of the political subjectivity of those who receive help. 
  
The general research question from which this thesis originates is: 
  
How can we imagine another model for migrants’ reception? Is it possible to 
envisage alternative models to the mainstream institutional one – models that 
consider the migrant as a person and not as an objectified being to be 
redistributed, giving instead priority to her desires and wills? 
  
To answer this question, I looked at migrant occupations from different spatial 
and scalar perspective. More precisely, Chapter 1 sets the ground to start a 
reflection on the ‘new’ subjectivity of the migrant activist as a figure that is 
formed within the occupations, and from the close relationship (often in the 
form of cohabitation) with the activists. Migrant squats are analysed here in the 
framework of acts of citizenship. This theoretical perspective allows to articulate 
a reflection on the potential of the squats in the constitution of new political 
subjects. As I highlighted in the chapter, however, the new hybrid subjectivities 
are characterised by an ambiguous nature that pushes the occupations to a 
constant reconsideration of their internal dynamics. Moreover, it acknowledges 
that, when applied to the specific empirical context, the theory should be 
problematised in relation to the complications that arise from everyday practice. 
  
Chapter 2 provides a narrative of the neighbourhood of Exarcheia, that acted as 
a scenario for all the practices analysed in the thesis. Moreover, the political life 
of the neighbourhood constituted an important part of the fieldwork. 
  
Chapter 3 specifically addresses City Plaza, characterising it as a space of 
struggle. Moreover, the chapter raises the question of cohabitation as a way to 
overcome precarity for the migrant subjectivities, as well as self-organisation as 
a way to enact migrants’ political empowerment. As it emerges from the 
chapter, the practice of cohabitation – of sharing space and time between 
migrants and activists – plays a transformative role not only for the relations of 
solidarity that it generates and fosters, but because it creates a shared political 
sphere in which both activists and migrants (citizens and non-citizens) can 
speak and act. Moreover, the chapter also seeks to critically reflect on power 
inequalities and privilege within these spaces, as to build collective tools to 
subvert not only the state but also its embodiment in our everyday interactions 
and social relations. 
  
Chapter 4 develops a reflection around the relations between migrant struggles, 
borders, and the concept of citizenship. The politics of squatting and everyday 
living in conflict with state domination challenge and subvert citizenship 
politics and a state-centered liberal political subjectivity. By reflecting on how 



 133 

squats inhabited by people across status categories of (non)citizenship 
challenge the border and citizenship regimes of Europe, the chapter seeks to 
articulate a critique of the concept based on existing alternative frames of 
citizenship. Specifically, migrant squats as practice of urban struggle provide 
the ground to start a reflection on the concept of citizenship outside the frame 
of the nation-state, or to overcome the language of citizenship itself. 
In the context of migrant struggles there is both an empirical and an analytical 
importance in exploring migrants' reception beyond the institutional context of 
the state and NGOs. And this is precisely the major contribution of this thesis. 
Empirically, the thesis provides novel evidence of the politics of migration as it 
assumes a perspective that is not just beyond the nation-state, but opposed to it 
- the perspective of solidarity and of migrant struggle. Analytically, it 
contributes in exploring other forms of politics that are alternative (and 
opposed) to the state ones, and examines additional ways in which migrants, 
activists and people in solidarity are imagining and rethinking ideas of 
belonging and rights. 
  
As this thesis demonstrates, migrant occupations challenge the dominant 
discourses around migrants and refugees. By rejecting the humanitarian and 
securitarian frames, they move the perspective from protection to autonomy 
and self-organisation, from 'forced inclusion' to dissent, through the creation of 
new social, political and urban spaces. The thesis highlights how migrant squats 
rescale the border struggles in the urban context, acting as a creative force at 
work in the production of the urban space. Such lens opens up a unique and 
effective angle for investigating not only the neighbourhood scale, but the 
contemporary city scale as well. 
On the one hand, the city emerges as the main battlefields of political struggles 
in the contemporary era, where social and political claims take place and 
become substantial. The urban question, as stressed throughout the thesis, is 
fundamental for many reasons. First of all because, as underlined in Chapter 1 
and then taken up again in Chapter 4, cities constitute terrains of struggle, 
where social and political claims take place. Chapter 2 helped to see the issue of 
urban struggles not as a theoretical question but by framing it within a precise 
and defined space - the neighbourhood of Exarcheia. In the ‘anomic’ 
neighbourhood the struggle materialises – on the walls, in the streets and in 
buildings. 
Looking at the city from a 'transnational' perspective, one of the most important 
contributions of experiences such as the City Plaza becomes obvious, namely 
that of creating a network of activism and migrant solidarity that expands from 
Athens to Berlin, Barcelona, Rome, Madrid, Belgrade, London... With their 
movement, migrants connect these cities, of transit or destination, to far more 
remote places. From a certain point of view, City Plaza functioned as a 'hub', 
where people arrived after long journeys, and from where they left for Europe 
to be reunited with relatives. But many times waiting for them in the countries 
of arrival there were people known at City Plaza. 
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But it is not just people in transit who connect cities. At the base of these 
movements there is indeed a powerful network of activism and solidarity that 
works perfectly despite (and at the expense of) borders. I believe that one of the 
biggest shortcomings in this thesis is that this aspect has not been investigated. 
Focusing on the urban scale and on the everyday self-organisation practices in 
the occupied spaces, I have not adequately considered larger scales. 
While contributing in enriching the literature of Critical Border studies, the 
thesis also enhances the practice of militant research, considered as a way to 
support migrant struggles, overcoming the colonial approach often entailed in 
ethnography. At the same time, the thesis debates on strengths and weaknesses 
of this practice. Moreover, militant research is conceived here as a sort of re-
politicisation of ethnography as it acknowledges that there is not a ‘neutral 
knowledge’ when investigating migrations. 
Finally, the conclusion of this thesis coincides with the closing of City Plaza as 
an occupation and, shortly after, the evacuation of all the other squats in 
Exarcheia. It is difficult to predict how the situation will evolve in the future, 
but the current Greek government has evidently taken the direction of the 
criminalisation of migrants and solidarity. However, City Plaza continues to be 
an important experience, in the city, and in Europe as many other projects and 
experiences originated from this one and, most importantly, the community 
that composed the space during three years of struggle has not disintegrated, 
but has only changed its form. 
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