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state-affects
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Abstract
Over the last decade, geographical research has documented how digital technologies are changing ex-
periences of (im)mobility into and within Europe. For irregular migrants in the European context, the
smartphone has become a vital digital tool for mediating everyday experiences of hostile environments that
have become characteristic of mobility landscapes. Building upon novel work in Social Media and Media
studies, which explores the entanglements between smartphones and mobility, this paper aims to bring
forward a geographical research agenda that centres everyday smartphone practices as a central object of
inquiry in work on irregular migration and broader work around everyday life: specifically in the context in
which hostility has become one of the main affective experiences of mobility governance throughout
Western Europe. Introducing the concept of living (digitally) like a migrant, this paper highlights how we can no
longer conceptualise irregular ‘migrant life’ without consideration of the way in which life, in a biopolitical
sense, is productive of and enmeshed within, everyday digital practices. This paper thus offers an agenda for
geographic research concerned with forms of the everyday: demanding we can no longer conceptualise the
everyday, nor experiences of irregular migration, without serious consideration of the digital – specifically of
everyday smartphone practices. We must, therefore, take seriously the forms of digital agency or experience
that (re)mediate encounters with state-administered hostility, whilst remaining open to the affirmative forms
of living or flourishing that may emerge through everyday engagement with the digital.
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I Introduction

In this article, I chart a conceptual path towards a
geographic research agenda which directly considers
the increasingly central role that everyday smart-
phone practices have in (re)mediating experiences of
increasingly hostile environments across Europe.
Through the concept of living (digitally) like a

migrant, I propose that geographic research must
take seriously the everyday digital practices that
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animate asylum seekers’ and refugees’ lives: spe-
cifically in their affective, imaginary, or material
encounters and (re)mediations of state-produced
hostility. In doing so, I aim to emphasise that we
can no longer collectively work on irregular ‘migrant
life’ within the geographic discipline – and beyond –
without a direct engagement with how life transpires
through, and within, smartphone screens.

The focus on smartphones in this paper aims to
draw attention to the centrality of this specific tech-
nology in current everyday living (Miller and
Matviyenko, 2014; Nemer, 2018). Although exact
numbers of how many refugees or asylum seekers
own or use smartphones are difficult to establish,
Casswell (2019) suggests that over two-thirds of
refugees living in camps across Jordan were active
mobile phone users, whilst Latonero et al. (2018)
reports that over 94% of men and 67% of women
in a migrant camp in Greece [unnamed] owned a
mobile phone. Both academic and non-academic re-
search has highlighted the unprecedented demand for
smartphone infrastructure such as sim cards and data
access (Gillespie et al., 2018; Latonero and Kift,
2018). Moreover, we must acknowledge that, in the
context of irregular migration, the smartphone has
become a highly controversial technology: one that
often elicits doubt and mistrust of claims to sanctuary
(see: Leurs and Ponzanesi, 2018). Questions around
legitimacy usually accompany discussions of smart-
phones in popular media – especially when they are
used directly in mediating journeys to Western states,
or in helping subjects navigate increasingly complex
laws or regulations (see: Zijlstra and Liempt, 2017).

In the everyday context of asylum, smartphones
have thus become indispensable technological tools
for living in a new place: from completing mundane
tasks such as making hospital appointments, to sub-
mitting evidence for asylum claims (Dieter et al.,
2019). Yet, smartphones are also mobilised for an
ever-expanding range of everyday tasks including
managing social networks (Alencar et al., 2019;
Borkert et al., 2018; Gillespie et al., 2018; Leurs and
Smets, 2018; Twigt, 2018), creative pursuits
(Gillespie et al., 2018), self-tracking (Lupton, 2018;
Rose et al., 2020), finding love or companionship
(Koch and Miles, 2021), completing bureaucratic
tasks (Dekker et al., 2018), political organising

(Ekman, 2018) or simply distracting from boredom. In
sum, the smartphone has become the one distinct
technology through which ‘everyday’ life now gets
lived through. In the aim of this paper, it is important
to note from the outset that it is what users do with
smartphones, not the technology in itself, that is of
theoretical and empirical interest. The smartphone is
not a pre-given technological object (Miller et al.,
2021). Instead, what makes smartphones smart is how
they are curated, mobilised and used for particular
aims or purposes by their users. Although it is im-
portant to recognise that digital divides do exist within
Western liberal democratic societies (Ash et al., 2016;
Zijlstra and Liempt, 2017) – and that access to owning
or using a smartphone among irregular migrants is
also unequally distributed – it is crucial to acknowl-
edge that the current context in which smartphones
have become central to everyday life.

Smartphones are thus changing how the irregular
migrants across Europe are navigating the everyday
lived realities of increasingly hostile border regimes
(Coddington, 2020; Diminescu and Loveluck, 2014;
Mayblin, 2019). There is a wide range of geographic
work that focuses on the digitalisation of mobility:
mainly focused on bordering practices (see: Minca
et al., 2021; Amoore, 2011; Vaughan-Williams,
2008) and the role of digital data in surveillance
(see: Tazzioli, 2021, 2015; Erel et al., 2016;
Engbersen and Broeders, 2009). Very little work,
however, has focused on explicitly exploring or
conceptualising the everyday context of digital
technology use: specifically, the central role that
smartphones play in the everyday lived realities of
migrants, both in relation to state-related practices of
governance (Tazzioli, 2022; Tazzioli and De Genova,
2021) and more broadly in the everyday context of
living within hostile environments across European
states. Centring everyday smartphone practices in
this paper, I aim to draw attention to how the affective
experience of living in hostile arrangements is now
almost always digitally (re)mediated. With this in
mind, I propose that the everyday lives of migrants
can no longer be theorised without explicit consid-
eration of the entanglements between and within
everyday smartphone practices. In this context, the
spatio-temporal geographies of everyday smartphone
use demand attention – how subjects are using them,
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for what ends (if any), and the subsequent effects of
these practices. In paying attention to the smartphone
and its use in the everyday context, we thus enable
the opportunity to engage critically with how state
affects are translated, refracted and remade in the
(digital) everyday encounter.

Mobilising everyday digital practices as an area of
inquiry, I aim to build upon a rich array of work that
has traced the intensified effects of hostility – as a
specific affective experience of mobility governance
regimes – across European states. Hostility has be-
come, as I outline in the ((Digitally) encountering
hostility) section of this paper, one of the main af-
fective impacts of European migration controls in the
legacy of the 2015 ‘migrant crisis’ (Allsopp et al.,
2015; Coddington, 2020; Tazzioli, 2020). Primarily
enacted as a form of anticipatory action (Amoore,
2013; Baldwin, 2012; Smith and Vasudevan 2017),
hostility is manifested and encountered through
forms of risk governance: where ‘risky’ migrants,
asylum seekers, or refugees are slowed, situated and
controlled through specific governing apparatuses
(Griffiths, 2014; Weheliye, 2014). Whilst a vast
range of work identifies specific impacts of hostile
policies and legislation across the European context,
I suggest geographic research must also consider
how hostility is increasingly encountered or (re)
mediated through everyday digital practices: par-
ticularly that of the smartphone. As I outline in this
paper, the everyday smartphone practices of irregular
migrants living in and through hostile environments
can provide novel ways through which we might
theorise subject formation or agency – where af-
fective atmospheres of state governance get (re)
mediated or (re)distributed through everyday inter-
actions with digital technologies.

As I will discuss in the (Towards everyday
smartphone geographies: living (Digitally) like a
migrant) section, we as geographers must remain
open-minded to what this may look like theoretically
and methodologically; smartphones are simulta-
neously technologies that compound experiences of
hostility and (re)mediate them through an ever-
expanding range of mundane, routine or habitual
practices: some of which may be intentional or
prolonged, whilst others may be fleeting, ephemeral
or unconscious. Paying attention to everyday digital

practices and their subsequent (re)mediation(s) of
state-administered hostility becomes a lens through
which we may be able to (re)conceptualise, or (re)
imagine, an affirmative form of biopolitics that exists
in everyday engagement with the smartphone.

Developing the concept of living (digitally) like a
migrant, I thus aim to position an approach to re-
searching everyday contexts that takes seriously the
forms of digital agency (even if fleeting or temporary)
that change or mediate encounters with state-
administered affects, whilst simultaneously remain-
ing open to the affirmative forms of living or flour-
ishing that may emerge through everyday engagement
with the digital. Working with the broader demand for
tackling issues of methodological nationalism (see:
Tazzioli, 2020; Huysmans and Pontes-Nogueria,
2016; De Genova, 2013), I aim to trace a geo-
graphic research agenda towards a feminist approach
to everyday digital practices: one which traces the
complexity of digital intersectionality and subjectivity.
Bringing geographical work on irregular mobility and
experiences of hostility into conversation with novel
smartphone practices, I therefore ask, how might
hostility be encountered and (re)mediated through
everyday smartphone practices?

II (Digitally) encountering hostility

Over the past decade, increasingly hostile policies
have been developed across European states to
manage, prevent and deter illegitimate migrants from
European territory (Coddington 2020; De Genova,
2018). The thread that unites many recent European
policies is the clear hostile nature of them: the in-
tention to either deter, or if unsuccessful, create
conditions of non or bare livability (Darling, 2022).
No longer insidious or subtle in their intention, pol-
icies across Europe – particularly those concerning
smartphones or other digital technologies – now
mobilise hostility directly as a normalised form of
mobility management that prioritises creating and
sustaining hostile environments for those seeking
sanctuary outside of ‘legal’ 1or recognised routes
(Mayblin, 2019). Geography has been at the forefront
of documenting the shift towards the hostile effects of
governance (see: Scheel, 2021; Zampagni, 2016; De
Genova, 2013; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013).
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From externalised and internalised borders (see:
Yuval-Davis et al., 2018; Scheel, 2013), to increased
and intensified surveillance (see: Aradau and Blanke,
2017; Erel et al., 2016), across the European context,
states are continuously developing governance
frameworks that reduce their obligations towards
helping or providing sanctuary to irregular migrants
(Almustafa, 2021; Coddington, 2020). Forms of vi-
olence can be simultaneously visible or fast – images
of lifeboats and dead bodies on the shores of South
East England, France, or the Mediterranean – whilst
being slow or habitual – such as the increasingly
extended periods of waiting in asylum application
systems (Hyndman 2012; Tazzioli, 2021) or in de-
tention centres (Stoler, 2013; Vaughan-Williams,
2008). Both forms of violence (in their spatio-
temporal intensities) can be mobilised to think
about how hostility has thus become a specific af-
fective mode of mobility governance that burns in the
background of everyday existence for illegalized or
irregular migrants across Europe: not entirely char-
acteristic of migrant lives, but that which conditions
the possibilities of it in the everyday context.

What must be explicitly recognised is that hostility is
neither administered nor felt equally. As Coddington
(2020) argues, processes of racialization must be central
to charting shifts in migration policies over the past
decade. Mobility regimes and the attachment of risk to
certain kinds of mobilities (irregular, illegal, suspicious)
are always already radicalised (see: Coddington, 2020;
Davies and Isakjee, 2019; Howell and Richter-
Montpetit, 2019). Hostile policies – most explicitly in
the UK, but increasingly so in other European contexts –
firmly situate irregular migrants and asylum seekers as
‘bad circulations’ (Foucault, 2007: 18) and thus forms of
risky mobility that must be secured against (Amoore,
2013; Burrell and Schweyher, 2019; Tazzioli 2021). In
this context, hostility serves as a specific affective effect
of governance, aimed at gradually eroding the risks that
racialized subjects pose to the state (in relation to the
nation, population and citizens).

Such racialised effects of hostility might be
found in the visually immediate experiences of ir-
regular migration across Europe: perhaps the
headlines of floods, swathes or masses of non-white
bodies arriving at European borders (see: Danewid,
2017; Anderson, 2017; Seiler, 2016). Or, it may be

found in the everyday, mundane and often slow
forms of violence that animate the everyday lived
realities of migration governance regimes. For ex-
ample, if we turn to the experience of bureaucratic
application processes, hostility might be found in
the active confusion or disorientation of subjects
(see: Tazzioli, 2020, 2021). With the aim of de-
terrence, subjects are slowed and suspended through
forms of exhaustion (Darling, 2022). This experi-
ence of exhaustion is a specific affect of hostility
administered through state-led governance: forms
of anticipatory governance that seek to minimise,
slow and diminish ‘risky’ subjects based upon na-
tionalistic ideas of borders, territory and difference.
Hostility has, therefore, become a specific form of
tempo-spatial governance through which radi-
calised individuals are gradually slowed and situ-
ated: through enduring the lived realities of
European mobility governance in everyday life.

Yet, what has yet to be carefully considered are
how hostile state affects are now increasingly digi-
tally administered and (re)mediated. What might
change in our current understanding or con-
ceptualisation of the everyday lived realities of
hostility if we re-centre digital everyday experi-
ences? As previously stated, everyday digital
technologies – particularly smartphones – have be-
come novel ways in which the hostile effects of state
governance can both reach individuals and be (re)
mediated and (re)negotiated through everyday
practices. As a discipline, we can no longer aim to
develop theoretical accounts of the everyday without
an engagement with the digital entanglements (often
complex, messy and contradictory) that characterise
the everyday. In charting a geographic research
agenda towards the relevance of smartphones for
mobility studies, there are two main touchpoints of
governance we might consider.

1 Administrating hostility through
the smartphone

AsDiminescu and Loveluck (2014) suggest, all aspects
of the (irregular) migrant experience are now impacted
by the almost omnipresent existence of digital tech-
nology (Alencar et al., 2019; Leurs and Smets, 2018).
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In the European context, the state is almost always now
digitally mediated, with the smartphone now becoming
one of the most significant touchpoints of digitally
encountering the state. From border control (Amoore,
2013), to application portals, to bureaucratic govern-
ment communication (Tazzioli, 2020, 2021), smart-
phones have become central technological objects
through which the state mediates the everyday lived
realities of subjects.

In the background of hostile policy development,
the smartphone has become mobilised with the ob-
jective to obtain truth or evidence of (il)legitimacy
from subjects. Across Europe, there is a growing
trend of locating the truth, or legitimacy, of the
subject in lives lived online: in digital traces of social
media, contacts, or applications used on the device.
An array of reports now identify how the mobile
forensic industry is currently booming across
Western states, as a means to obtain and extract
smartphone data (Pieterse, 2020). In most states
across Europe, smartphones are now commonly
confiscated at borders or recalled by the government
for inspection. Although a vast range of research
addresses the nature of surveillance (see: Skinner,
2020; Vaughan-Williams, 2008, Lyon, 2001), the
dynamic(s) that the smartphone now plays in this
form of everyday surveillance remains largely
unexamined – particularly how this technology is
changing the nature of ‘truth’-seeking. For example,
it is now common practice in both Germany and the
UK for governments to use smartphone data to cross-
check claims made by individuals seeking asylum.

Data in the form of messages, social media in-
teraction and location history are now commonly
assembled and used, in many cases, to interrogate the
legitimacy of claims to sanctuary. Echoing Browne’s
(2010, 2015) work on digital epidermalization, lives
lived through the smartphone screen are increasingly
extracted as data: collated, merged and assembled to
serve as evidence of the subject themselves (Amoore,
2011, 2013). Truth is now located in the digital traces
of the subject: from biometric traces (Maguire, 2012;
Wevers, 2018) to, more recently, traces of the subject
that exist in and through smartphone data. Moreover,
more than just simply extracting smartphone data,
states are simultaneously embedding smartphone
capacities in the wide range of processes used to

govern subjects. In the specific context of asylum and
refugee experiences, the smartphone is now used in
the process of submitting evidence for claims and
communicating with subjects about the status of their
claim: from emails to apps accessed through the
smartphone. Although the digitalisation of the state is
often justified through discourses of efficiency,
scholars such as Tazzioli (2021, 2020) have high-
lighted how the integration of everyday digital
technologies like smartphone messaging apps have
become primary means through which asylum
seekers and refugees are disoriented and dis-
empowered through state communication. Tazzioli
(2021, 2020) outlines how in camps across European
states, mobile apps such as Whatsapp, Telegram and
Viber are used to communicate government advice or
messages – particularly distributing health advice
during COVID-19. Here, Tazzioli (2021) outlines
how the smartphone has become a technology of
obstruction: where changing rules, controls or advice
administered through smartphones result in difficulty
navigating the already hostile landscape of Western
states.

In such instances, we can see how digital devices
have now become a key part of the technological
assemblage of governing irregular mobility. If part of
administering hostility can be found in the experi-
ence of slowness or suspension, then smartphones,
and their accompanying affordances (such as social
media, web messaging, emails, video calling etc.),
are thus becoming increasingly weaponised by Eu-
ropean states as a way of administering hostile af-
fective experiences of governance. Exposing the
myth of seamless connectivity (see: Nguyen-Thu,
2021), the digital affordances offered by the smart-
phone are now increasingly mobilised for gradually
wearing down subjects in the everyday context:
accumulating and compounding experiences of
hostility through the smartphone itself. In this con-
text, the role that the smartphone plays in state ad-
ministration of hostile effects must be an ongoing
area of geographic focus, where the role of the
smartphone in state governance is centred as an
object for geographical enquiry. When considering
the role that the state plays in controlling mobility, we
must pay attention to how this is now digitally
mediated. This raises important questions about how
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we conceptualise the state in, and through, its digital
encounters and mediations.

2 (Re)mediating hostility through
the smartphone

Despite the increasing incorporation of smartphones
into hostile governance practices, I suggest that we
must also pay close attention to how these hostile
practices of state governance are felt, (re)mediated
and (re)circulated among smartphone users. Yes,
smartphones are becoming technologies of the state:
used to control, surveil or identify subjects. However,
we must also remain open (conceptually, theoreti-
cally and methodologically) to the possibilities that
everyday smartphone practices enable outside a di-
rect relationship to the state. If we are to genuinely
aim to expand current understanding of the everyday
lived realities of irregular mobility regimes and
commit to undoing forms of methodological na-
tionalism that continue to be insidiously embedded
within forms of geographic knowledge production
(Cresswell, 2010; Huysmans and Pontes-Nogueira,
2016; Scheel and Tazzioli, 2021), I suggest we must
turn our focus to the everyday (digital) lived realities
of subjects themselves.

Whilst this means taking seriously the negative,
harmful or damaging role that smartphones play in
the lives of subjects, it also means looking beyond a
state-centric lens of irregular migration: to begin to
identify how lives lived on, off and between
smartphone screens may be productive of subject
formation processes that exist outside of state-centric
accounts – expanding our current understanding of
everyday life in its messy, grounded and con-
textualised forms. Contributing to work within the
geographical discipline, being aware of the forms of
control and power that emerge through the smart-
phone is critical, but we simultaneously might find
insight into how lives continue to live, form, or
flourish through a multitude of digital practices that
are part of this everyday experience of governance
effects.

Current contributions to the role of digital devices
within everyday experiences of irregular mobility are
important (see: Tazzioli, 2021), but can, at points,
open up tensions of (re)producing subjects as non-

agentic figures, (almost) completely answerable to
the state through digital touchpoints. As noted, this
element of digital life is crucial to understanding the
everyday experience of irregular migration in
Western states. However, navigating this tension, I
argue that in the everyday context – beyond a the-
oretical framing that limits conceptualisation of the
subject to their material conditions – smartphones are
also mobilised in a much broader sense than only
simply navigating regimes of mobility governance
through actions such as uploading documents in
online portals or setting up digital financial flows. My
purpose here is not to dispute or negate the increasing
role that smartphones play in surveillance, control
and data collection. Smartphones are indeed be-
coming one of many technologies through which
states can control and harm subjects (Tazzioli, 2020,
2021). Instead, it is to ask what might happen when
we consider how smartphones are used, and what
they are productive of, when we conceptualise their
use in a broader sense: beyond a narrative of com-
plete control or exposure to hostility (see: Greene,
2020; Wynter and McKittrick, 2014).

Mobilising Mckittrick’s (2011) work on the for-
mation and development of Othered subjectivities, I
suggest we must look beyond the limits of state-
produced categorisations of irregular migrants
(Scheel and Tazzioli, 2021), towards a broader sense
of the affective, imaginative and material realities
that are productive of everyday (digital) lives. This is
not to romanticise the experience of irregular mo-
bility. Instead, to broaden our current con-
ceptualisation of migrant subjectivity, opening up the
question(s) of how subjectivity emerges through
alternative (in this case, digital) formats outside the
framing of the state. What might come to light when
we expand the current scope of what smartphones
can do in relation to irregular migrant life? When we
look at the broader, often habitual, mundane or
routine, use of smartphones, how might novel ways
of theoretically tracing the realities of forms of life
within the asylum system come to light when we take
seriously the digital entanglements that animate the
everyday?

Drawing uponworkwithin geography that draws upon
the affective, ephemeral and often habitual elements of
digital everyday practices (see: Haber, 2019; Hartman,
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2017; Handyside and Ringrose, 2017; Chun, 2016),
I thus aim to highlight how, as geographers, we no
longer contribute to the discourse of everyday lived
realities of irregular migration within liberal-
democratic societies without careful consideration
of its digital entanglements. Of course, hostility
burns in the background of those going through the
asylum application process (Anderson et al., 2019;
Smith and Vasudevan, 2017; Weheylie, 2014), but
how might forms of administered hostility get (re)
mediated by users of smartphones, or indeed, other
digital devices? What happens to the deeply af-
fective experience of waiting or suspension (Bissell
and Fuller, 2010; Greene, 2020; Griffiths, 2014;
Omar, 2022) when it is mediated by the ever-
expanding possibilities of smartphone use? In the
remainder of the paper, I outline how geography as a
discipline may be able to contribute to these
questions, tracing a pathway to geographic research
on the digital everyday.

To be able to move beyond state-centric accounts
of technology use, the first thing we must consider is
how we are framing the smartphone itself. As
mentioned at the beginning of this paper, the interest
here lies less in what smartphones are as a techno-
logical object, but more in what they are productive
of when subjects use them. Thinking with the con-
cept of smart from below (Miller et al., 2021), I
propose that we begin with the simple question of
what subjects do with the smartphone: how they are
organised, what is on them, how they are used in the
everyday context. By engaging with the everyday –

the habitual, repetitive, mundane or experimental –
we have the opportunity to explore how users
themselves are productive of [smart]phones and,
therefore, how hostility (that which burns in the
background) gets (re)mediated through these very
practices in complex and often contradictory ways.

Smartphones are used in an ever-expanding range
of practices in the everyday context: from scrolling
on social media (Kutscher and Kreß, 2018), con-
suming popular culture (Smets, 2017), contacting
family (Longhurst, 2013) or tracking personal data
such as exercise or menstruation (Lupton, 2018;
Trnka, 2016). Highly individualistic, smartphones
have become extremely personal and often intimate,
devices that animate everyday life. Although

smartphones can support highly specific uses such as
asylum application interfaces or third-party apps –

many of which support particular kinds of practices
such as accessing finance, resources or legal
knowledge – I also suggest it is equally important to
consider the other, more general, uses of smart-
phones in the everyday context. If we are interested
in understanding the everyday, this means casting
light on those practices that often fall into the
background of everyday living: the mundane, routine
or habitual. Although in this paper these practices
may seem of less importance than those directly
involved with mobility control, I argue that paying
attention to the broader practices that animate ev-
eryday smartphone use offers important insights into
how state affects are digitally (re)mediated by
individuals.

This is not only important for rethinking the
current scope in which we frame the ‘everyday’ in
geographic research, but also equally important for
engaging critically with the underlying assumptions
that are embedded in how users mobilise specific
technologies. For example, echoing long debates
around the vulnerability/agency dichotomy (see:
Illiadou, 2019; Danewid, 2017; Gilson, 2016), Smets
(2017) argues, assuming that certain subjects do not
use digital devices in ways that are similar to Western
preconceptions (binge-watching TV shows, for ex-
ample) can be equally dangerous for (re)producing
irregular migrants as distinct from the citizen. Be-
yond characterising irregular migrants through a
state-centric lens – which may get (re)produced if we
only ever focus on the role of smartphones in direct
relation to foms of mobility themselves – we must
instead consider genuinely everyday digital use: from
the specific to, often, the highly mundane or familiar.
Without consideration of both uses, our under-
standing of the entanglements between the digital
and lives lived off screens will only ever be partial:
framed through the nationalistic binaries that con-
tinue to characterise mobility research within ge-
ography (Scheel and Tazzioli, 2021).

Looking at everyday smartphone practices, what
might we find in scrolling on social media, sending
photographs, or video calling friends – particularly
when thinking about the context of the hostility that
animates and characterises forms of life? I suggest
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that when we shift our lens to focus on the imag-
inative, affective and material geographies that are
produced through such everyday actions, we can
begin to understand how hostility – as a direct and
intended effect of state governance: felt in different
ways – gets (re)mediated through digital practices.
The administration of hostility no longer becomes
an asymmetric power relation between state and
subject as often imagined in the public sense, in-
stead its intended and unforeseen impacts on the
everyday realities of subjects in the asylum system
become (re)mediated through everyday smartphone
practices.

III Towards everyday smartphone
geographies: living (Digitally) like
a migrant

In the final section of this paper, I wish to outline an
approach to researching the (digital) lived realities of
irregular migrants in Western liberal democratic
states: in the everyday, mundane and often ephemeral
experiences of everyday smartphone practices. If re-
centring everyday experiences within geopolitics is a
genuine aim of geographic research, we must move
beyond a state-centric account of irregular migration
and digital practices. The digital everyday exists as
one element of everyday experience wemay turn to if
we are to engage in the question of what it means to
live (digitally) like a migrant in the cumulative ef-
fects of hostile governance across Western states. I
introduce this concept here – living (digitally) like a
migrant – as a means of emphasising an epistemo-
logical shift of what it means to live through actively
produced hostility: centring the embodied, imagi-
native and affective ways in which hostility perco-
lates the spatio-temporal experience of simply
existing.

The concept I propose here builds upon the work
of scholars such as Tazzioli (2015) and Kalir (2013)
who emphasise the importance of an epistemological
shift in geographical ways of seeing the world: of
seeing forms of mobility. As a discipline working
towards a more nuanced understanding of everyday
migrant life, we must be acutely aware of the
practices and theoretical positioning that may inform
this kind of research. Previous work within critical

geography has outlined the importance of actively
undoing forms of methodological nationalism which
have become prevalent within the discipline – par-
ticularly those focused on irregular forms of mobility
(Huysmans and Nogueira, 2016; Scheel and Tazzioli,
2021). Emerging from this line of thinking, scholars
such as Tazzioli (2015) and Kalir (2013) have sug-
gested that we must employ the approach of ‘seeing
like a migrant’ (Kalir, 2013: 312). If methodological
nationalism is embedded in a particular mode of
seeing the world – as one of naturalised border re-
gimes, nation-states and inherent differences be-
tween modes of citizenship (Mezzadra and Neilson,
2013) – then it is a radical shift in this practice of
‘seeing’ that is suggested as a way of beginning to
grapple with geography’s long history of naturalising
particular modes of organising world(s). To see like a
migrant is to destabilise and de-naturalise the theo-
retical framing of what constitutes ‘migrant life’:
learning from below, as opposed to naturalised
legacies of colonial Othering that continue to shape
mobility discourse(s) and practice(s) in the West
(Davies et al., 2017; Davies and Isakjee, 2019; Häkli
and Kallio, 2021).

Tazzioli’s (2015) and Kalir’s (2013) seeing like a
migrant approach thus centres how people who
become categorised as migrants constitute them-
selves in ways that are not (re)productive of
Western fetishisation (Mayblin, 2019; Tazzioli,
2015). Moving beyond the mainstream discourse
of ‘irregular’ migration upheld across the Euro-
pean context, the active conceptual and/or meth-
odological practice of seeing like a migrant aims to
move beyond framings of irregular migration that
are not constrained by Western imaginaries, nar-
ratives, or theories. Instead, shifting the focus onto
how those subjects who come to be named as
‘migrants’ live in ways that are suggestive of
‘alternative political [relations]’ (Tazzioli, 2015: 2)
in the everyday context. This move to re-centre the
everyday experiences of asylum is integral to the
argument put forward in this paper. In the fol-
lowing paragraphs, I develop this concept in two
ways. First, in a shift from ‘seeing’ to ‘living’ in
both a conceptual and methodological sense and,
second, in centring the digital within ‘everyday’
life.
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First, I argue that, for geographic research to be
able to conceptualise the everyday (albeit always
partial), we cannot do so by simply ‘seeing’ like a
migrant in our conceptual or methodological posi-
tioning. We must push this concept even further if we
are to genuinely re-centre everyday experience:
particularly through the lens of an increasingly
digital context. ‘Seeing’ has a particular epistemo-
logical framing which ultimately works towards
reproducing the migrant subject as Other: as posi-
tioning lived experience as secondary to ‘geo-
graphic’ knowledge of everyday life. The move from
seeing to living signals a shift towards embracing
everyday lived experience as already-geographic
knowledge: in its messy, complex and often con-
tradictory forms. Beyond simply ‘seeing’, we must
move towards an understanding of what it means to
live (materially, affectively, imaginatively…) in ever-
increasing hostile environments; where the specific
affective modes of hostility seek to percolate into
almost all aspects of everyday life. The move from
‘seeing’ to ‘living’, may perhaps seem like mere a
lexical change in the concept, but if geographic re-
search is aiming to genuinely re-centre everyday
experience in the geopolitical (see: Pain, 2015), we
cannot do so without prioritising the lived and em-
bodied experiences of the mobility regimes we aim to
include in academic research. This means we must be
ready to encounter forms of everyday (digital) life
that do not fit neatly with preconceived notions of
digital practices. From the temporality of digital, use
to the wide and complex interactions between digital
and non-digital spaces, geographic researchers must
be willing to start, and learn from, these practices
themselves. The move from seeing to living thus
signals a move to prioritising everyday lived expe-
rience as geographic knowledge: in its messy,
complex and often contradictory forms.

Second, beyond the shift from seeing to living, I
argue that embedded within this concept must exist
an appreciation of how this ‘living’ is now, almost
always, digitally mediated. A re-centring of the
everyday experience of mobility – particularly within
the Western context – can no longer be achieved
without a nuanced understanding of the digital forms
of living that are now enmeshed within everyday
experience. To conceptualise the everyday means to

engage critically with forms of living that exist with,
between and through the assemblage of digital in-
teractions: of which the smartphone has become a
clear central component. Without a nuanced en-
gagement with the entanglements between irregular
migrants and digital devices, we cannot work to-
wards any sense of what it means to live or exist in
hostile environments. Understanding what it means
to live (digitally) like a migrant therefore creates
opportunities to contribute to ongoing discussions
within critical geography about affirmative forms of
living (see: Koch and Miles, 2021; Negri and
Esposito, 2017; McKittrick, 2013). As discussed
in this section, the ‘digital’ is not a pre-given egal-
itarian space to be romanticised here. The lived re-
alities of subjects are, in multiple and compounding
ways, reproduced through online practices (Nguyen-
Thu, 2021). However, there are simultaneously ways
in which digital technologies are used to develop
forms of living that are more closely aligned with
flourishing life (and thus forms of life that are as-
sociated with citizens: valued populations) than not.

Taking both propositions into future geographic
work on everyday migrant life, this signals that our
research design, practices and methodological ap-
proaches must also be embedded in the overall aim of
learning from below and de-naturalising legacies of
Othering. Beyond ‘seeing’ which, methodologically
and conceptually speaking, is steeped in historical
legacies of geographic practices (see: Bejarano et al.,
2019), we must be committed to developing holistic
approaches to research that allow lived experience to
be centred – conceptually and practically – in our
work. This means thinking carefully about how
methodological approaches can be mobilised to
enhance our theoretical aims, since the two are never
separate (Tazzioli, 2020). We must therefore be
committed to methodological design(s) that both
centre and are able to express ‘everydayness’.
Methodological choices are not simply a ‘tool’ to
uncover or reveal aspects of everyday (digital) life,
but to create spaces for participatory forms of
knowledge production about the value of the framing
of the everyday within academic work.

To achieve this, we must be enabling our
[participants, co-producers, co-researchers] to
shape geographic research agendas of everyday
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life – without this participatory engagement,
geographic research continues to produce knowl-
edge about Othered populations rather than with
and for. Geographic research agendas must be open
to creating space for taking seriously individual
expertise and knowledge of the (digital) everyday.
This is particularly important when we consider
the nature of everyday digital life – an array of
practices that are often habitual, routine or even
nonconscious (Awad and Tossell, 2021) – where
language or discourse, relied upon heavily in many
areas of geographic research, can limit possibilities
of knowledge production and representation.

We must, therefore, think carefully how we can
create the space within academic work to genuinely
centre alternative political relations: and the conse-
quences of how we end up doing so – how they are
produced, circulated and represented. In the context
of irregular migration and digital practices, we must
be willing to incorporate participatory elements to
our research design: prioritising individual experi-
ence of everyday smartphone practices. This doesn’t
mean abandoning ‘traditional’methods, but thinking
about how they can be adapted or changed to engage
with the everyday lives of irregular migrants and how
this shapes the questions we ask, or research agendas
we develop. For example, ethnography is perhaps
one of the best suited methods to capture everyday
experience: but the design and implementation of
which must be carefully thought through if it is the
match-up with the aim of challenging knowledge
production about Othered populations (see: Bejarano
et al., 2019). Geographers may equally be well-
positioned to embrace newer, creative methods
within this wider research agenda. Either way, the
focus must remain on learning from everyday ex-
perience first, and developing methodological and
conceptual aims second.

In the final section of this paper, I aim to propose
two ways in which we might take the concept of
living (digitally) like a migrant forward into a geo-
graphical research agenda: aiming to fold the cen-
trality of everyday smartphone practices into
accounts of everyday lived experience. These two
pathways, intersecting more often than not, outline
how we might conceptualise the affective, imagi-
native and material geographies of everyday (digital)

life and, furthermore, how the specific governance
effect of hostility is (re)mediated through this in-
teraction with the smartphone. Hostility and other
affective mediations of the everyday must be held in
tension with one another: not collapsed into the
binary mode of thought that is often characteristic of
geographic knowledge (Hinger, 2022; Pinelli, 2018;
Pain, 2015). Both the affective experience of hostility
and its (re)mediations work together in experiences
of the everyday – blending into various modes of
living (debilitated, suspended and affirmative) for the
subject.

Moreover, what is crucial to acknowledge at the
very beginning of this section is that the digital
cannot be separated or disentangled from ‘off-screen’
life (Coleman, 2018; Karpf, 2020). Any attempt to
capture the spatio-temporal experiences of smart-
phone use (or other digital devices), must be ready to
deal with the messy, and often contradictory, reality
of lives lived online. Although digital spaces may
offer the opportunity for affective, imaginative or
material change, we must not forget that digital
spaces are not inherently egalitarian: where subjects
are relieved of their precarity, disadvantages or
systemic oppression (Nguyen-Thu, 2021). Instead,
such prepositions are created, sustained and com-
pounded through the digital (Browne, 2010; 2015;
Nguyen-Thu, 2021; Witteborn, 2015, 2018). If we
are attempting to theorise how state affects are ex-
perienced and (re)mediated through everyday digital
practices, we must not automatically assume that the
subjectivities of individuals are radically changed,
nor homogenous among users of, and within, the
digital realm. Instead, we must remain open to the
complex, and often messy, entanglements between
subject and screen(s).

1 (Re)enforced hostility

Mobilising the living (digitally) like a migrant approach
within geographic research demands a (re)con-
ceptualisation of what counts as geopolitical – re-centring
the everyday experience of those governed by the state.
Learning from the work of digital feminist scholars, we
must move away from the Western-centric idea that
modernity is equal to speed or forward momentum, and
begin to engage with alternative experiences of digital
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temporality that form everyday experience (Awad and
Tossell, 2021; Nguyen-Thu, 2021). Working towards a
grounded account of digital everyday experience, I
suggest we might benefit from centring work that
questions the intricate and complex questions of how
subjectivity becomes digitally mediated. In this case, we
must move beyond the narrative of an uncritical cele-
bration of seamless connectivity or speed that we find in
Western geographic accounts of digital experience
(Duclos, 2017). Instead, we must work to situate the
specificities of everyday digital practices (Rose et al.,
2020, 2017).

Returning to the argument made in the ((Digitally)
encountering hostility) section of this paper, we must
question how temporal experiences are formed
through everyday smartphone practices and how this
might be productive of (re)enforcing hostile effects
ofWestern state governance. Learning from Nguyen-
Thu (2021), we may find value in centring slowness
in the digital as an area for meaningful research. If we
take the characteristic experience of slowness as a
specific affective experience of hostile governance
regimes (in waiting, suspension, uncertainty…), we
might find multiple ways in which being online or
using smartphone devices compounds this experi-
ence; affectively, imaginatively, or practically.
Turning towards how digital devices are used in the
everyday context may reveal to us how this specific
experience of hostility (in this case, as slowness) has
the potential to be (re)mediated, or simultaneously
(re)enforced, through the specific temporalities that
emerge from being online.

Hence, one example we might re-examine might
be the increasing digitisation of the state in relation to
communication. Whether in migrant camps across
Europe (Tazzioli, 2020) or in the everyday experi-
ence of relocation for asylum seekers (see: Darling,
2022a, 2022b), the smartphone has now become one
of the central touchpoints for the state to reach in-
dividuals and communicate information. Whilst
being chained to conditions of slowness in everyday
(non-digital) life (Griffiths, 2014; Mbembe, 2019;
Weheliye, 2014), owning or using a smartphone has
become one of many technologies where slowness
can get compounded. One clear example that illus-
trates this experience is the UK Home Office’s
current position on the role of smartphones within the

asylum application process. The use of text messages
and emails to communicate with individuals about
asylum-related issues has now become common-
place. From outsourced organisations dealing with
housing problems, to maintaining contact with im-
migration lawyers, the smartphone has become one
of the most central technological objects in the
process of claiming asylum: enabling connection,
communication and knowledge – even if often sparse
or infrequent. Although this contact with the state
and governing institutions is not exclusive to the
smartphone (many asylum seekers rely on an as-
semblage of digital infrastructure(s)), the temporal
experiences of smartphone use are unique. Infor-
mation is accessible, most often, at an individual’s
fingertips: almost instantaneous. In such cases, the
anticipation and uncertainty that gravitate around
waiting for information become characteristic of
everyday experience.

Waiting for information such as text messages or
email updates thus becomes a specific digitally in-
duced spatio-temporal experience that emerges
through the state’s engagement with the smartphone.
Waiting is not an empty process nor indication of
absence. Waiting is a highly affective experience
(see: Turnbull, 2016): one filled with multiple tem-
poral experiences – from (re)living the past, being
paralysed by uncertainty in the present, to attaching
hope or fear into projections of the future. Waiting
thus is an exercise of power (ibid).

In mobilising smartphones as part of the asylum
application process –whether that be through contact
with various state actors, or in direct contact with
state departments – the smartphone becomes one
technology within the wider assemblage of admin-
istering hostility. Here the smartphone is uniquely
positioned as a technology through which the illusion
of the state being closer through immediate access or
contact – an experience often associated with digital
interactions (Koch and Miles, 2021) – gradually
realised (Tazzioli, 2015). Digital practices become
part of the spatio-temporal dimensions of everyday
life: refreshing emails, waiting for phone calls and
updating online portals. Although not all elements of
the process are digital – for example, in the UK
communication about interview dates are still often
sent via physical letters – the blending of (non)digital
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forms of contact with the state amplifies the anxieties
and suspension that were already produced through
non-digital processes. The smartphone thus becomes
a technology embedded in the assemblage of state-
administered hostility. Now, Hostile state affects are
thus encountered through the smartphone screen. As
geographers, we must take seriously the role that
everyday digital practices are playing in com-
pounding uncertainty or anticipation of encountering
the state. To live (digitally) as a migrant is to live in
anticipation of everyday smartphone encounters with
the state: through the text message, email or digital
interface.

Moreover, we must remember that this specific
form of hostility is administered through the same
technological object where other forms of living
(what we might call everyday life) continue. What
results is an inseparable distinction between the two:
where individuals are constantly exposed to the
ability to check on portal statues, refresh commu-
nication chains, or check if their WhatsApp has two
blue ticks. The infrastructure of the smartphone
becomes part of a digital assemblage that produces
and contains individuals within hostile tempo-spatial
arrangements. The contrasting temporal experiences
of digital subjects also play into a digitally produced
affective condition: where the gap between expec-
tations of digital connectivity (fast, rapid and
seamless) stand in stark contest to that of digital
contact with state actors (slow, irregular, delayed and
asymmetric).

Working towards a research agenda for geo-
graphical knowledge, we must therefore be open to
exploring how our current understanding of geo-
political assemblages of mobility governance are
now, almost always, digitally mediated: in the very
sense of the everyday geopolitical experience in how
the state is encountered, often in mundane or habitual
ways. To gain a deeper insight into how hostility
works – both as an object of policy development and
the experience of such policies – we must be open to
integrating and re-situating the material, affective or
imaginative spatio-temporal experiences of everyday
smartphone use into our examination of surveillance
or control. At the same time, we must remain open to
how the experience of hostility reverberates through
everyday experience of digitally mediated lives.

Exposure to waiting or slowness through digital
interactions with the state is not necessarily exclu-
sively productive of negative material or affective
experiences: we might find boredom, detachment or
space/time made otherwise in the same practices. Nor
is slowness the only spatio-temporal digital experi-
ence where hostility is administered. When we begin
to trace the complexities of what it means to live
(digitally) as a migrant, or more broadly to imagine
the imaginative, affective or materiality of what now
constitutes the ‘everyday’, we must be ready to
accept the messy reality of everyday life.

2 (Re)mediated hostility

Taking this one step further, I argue that when we
interrogate what it means to live (digitally) as a
migrant, we must also pay close attention to how
lives lived digitally are productive of (re)mediating
hostility. More specifically, how everyday smart-
phone practices animate everyday spatio-temporal
experiences of mobility that exist outside (at least
partially, momentarily or ephemerally) of state
control. The question I raise here is: in the expe-
rience of prolonged waiting, how might we re-
centre the mundane, habitual or fleeting digital
practices as ones which work towards (re)mediating
the hostile effects of mobility governance? In the
momentary checking of social media, prolonged
binge-watching of TV shows, or weekly family
calls, what happens to the experience of hostility
(affectively, imaginatively or materially) – in its
various forms – that are administered by various
state actors? In shifting the lens of what we consider
the smartphone to be, or what is it used for beyond a
state-centric account, we might be able to find
moments or experiences of (re)mediating the hostile
effects of governance.

Here, I suggest we might learn from the contri-
butions of black feminist scholars like Mckittrick
(2011, 2013) who caution against (re)producing
dominant narratives that confined Othered forms of
life to negative forms, processes or existence. In the
case of irregular migration, if we only ever concep-
tualise this form of living in terms of death, injury or
control, what might we miss in the everyday lived
realities of different governance regimes? I argue this
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conceptual move is important for geographic research
which aims to capture the everyday context of digital
migrant life. In place of state-centric narratives, we
must instead work towards developing contributions
of the everyday, both in its constraining and life-
affirming aspects. Indeed, extended or prolonged
periods of waiting can be debilitating for irregular
migrants suspended within this form of spatio-
temporal control. However, how else might we rec-
onceptualise everyday digital practices as part of pe-
riods of waiting that are, as Tazzioli (2015: 2) prompts,
‘suggestive of alternative political [relations]’? Where
might we find alternative forms of living within such
experiences: of connection, community or detach-
ment? In this case, I suggest we start with those very
practices to understand alternative political relations –
once again, prioritising knowledge of the everyday
from those who are living it.

If we stay with the affective experience of hostility
through waiting, considering how smartphones are
used in the everyday context can indicate how
hostility gets (re)mediated. For example, we might
consider Smets’ (2017) work that found irregular
migrants spend a large amount of time using
smartphones to consume popular media such as TV
shows. Smets (ibid) found that these actions – al-
though highly mundane and banal – allowed indi-
viduals to both connect to a sense of ‘home’ and
enable them to distract or distance themselves from
material conditions of mobility governance. By
immersing oneself in popular media, both practically
and affectively, the temporal experience of waiting is
disrupted: it blends into the background, forgotten,
even if only momentarily. Similarly, we might
consider the impact of digital transnational con-
nections on individual users. When connecting with
family or friends online in different places across the
world (Greene, 2020), what might the act of
connecting – of messaging, calling or even sending a
GIF – allow subjects to navigate the often violent
(even if invisible, slow or encroaching) conditions of
their existence? Such practices may be productive of
alternative spatio-temporal arrangements that enable
individuals to continue living (in an affirmative
sense) despite the overriding subjection to hostility:
time-spaces of care, connection, distraction,
mundaneness.

For geographic research, those everyday smart-
phone practices that often fade into the background
of everyday life have profound impacts on the spatio-
temporal experience of (im)mobility. Paying atten-
tion to these practices provides important insight into
the experience of the everyday lived realities and
how the effects of such governance get (re)mediated
through digital entanglements. In a context where
temporality becomes a form of control, the novel
ability to alter, distract or disrupt forms of waiting
through the smartphone offer exciting insight into
examining the relationship between the state and
Othered subjects.

In attempting to capture these affirming everyday
practices with the smartphone, we must be ready to
re-think the relationship between forms of state
control and biopolitics: specifically the conditions
under which life is made to flourish (Foucault, 2008).
In hostile migrant environments across the European
context, it is clear that irregular forms of migrant life
are subject to necropolitical regimes (Davies and
Isakjee, 2019; Mbembe, 2003, 2019) – actively
produced as unvalued life (Butler, 2006) – where to
conditions to flourish are practically eradicated. And,
yet, when we re-centre the everyday lived realities of
lives lived digitally, we can identify moments – even
if only temporary, fleeting or ephemeral – of affir-
mative flourishing: in connection, distraction or
distancing. Such moments have serious implications
for thinking through the space-time arrangements
that are produced: altering, changing or becoming
productive of alternative modes of everyday life
within the wider background of hostility. Modes of
hostility are transformed and (re)mediated in ev-
eryday digital practices. For example, spaces of care
and connection are often sought through a variety of
mundane digital practices – in connecting to local
communities through Facebook, using WhatsApp
groups to keep in contact with friends of family or
using specifically designed apps to access services or
resources in the local area. Moreover, we must re-
member that such practices don’t necessarily have to
be radical for there to be a (re)mediation of hostile
governance: the affective experience of hostility may
be forgotten, unattached from, held at a distance
through a range of digital interactions: from playing
games with friends online to scrolling through online
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dating apps. These everyday practices are still im-
portant for understanding the affective everyday
experience of digital subjects.

As geographers interested in the framing of ev-
eryday life and/or irregular mobility, we must
therefore remain open to developing theoretical or
methodological approaches that are able to account
for the messy and complex realities of what it now
means to live (digitally) like a migrant. We must
remain attuned to the often hidden, slow or
ephemeral implications of everyday smartphone use
that can enable, or sustain, alternative ways of
making life live against a background of ever-
increasing hostility.

IV Conclusion

This paper has argued that geographic research can no
longer claim to be working on irregular ‘migrant life’
without clear and nuanced considerations of how
everyday life is now lived digitally. Centring everyday
smartphone practices as one element of this digitally
assembled ‘everyday’, I have argued that we can no
longer conceptualise the state, nor state encounters, as
separate from the assemblage of digital technology
that is part of, and formulate, everyday life.

Building upon geographic work that aims to tackle
methodological nationalism and whiteness that exists
within research around the everyday experiences of
mobility (see: Tazzioli, 2020; De Genova, 2013), I
have proposed living (digitally) like a migrant as a
concept that future geographic work in this area might
take forward: emphasising the value in digitally em-
bodied knowledge about tempo-spatial experiences of
hostile environments. Turning to the digital everyday, I
have outlined how we may be able to (re)imagine or
(re)conceptualise what it means to biopolitically exist,
live or flourish under conditions of state-administered
hostility. The focus of this paper has primarily ex-
plored this argument through the lens of Western
irregular mobility governance: particularly in the
context of European asylum governance, where
smartphones have become mobilised as key tech-
nologies throughwhich hostility – defined as a specific
affectivemode of state governance – is simultaneously
administered and (re)mediated in a wide range of
everyday smartphone practices. This context has been

important for holding the set of arguments made
throughout this paper about the specificity of Euro-
pean migration governance. However, it is important
to signal here that the arguments made in this paper are
applicable to other geographies of the digital everyday
and offer a conceptual and methodological template
for how we might conceptualise encounters with state
governance.

Taking this forward as a discipline, we must re-
main open to the messy, grounded and complex
nature of digital everyday lives: creating the con-
ceptual spaces and methodological innovation for
these elements of everyday life (slow, fleeting,
ephemeral and momentary) to come to the surface of
geographic knowledge production.
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Note

1. The discussion around ‘legal’ or ‘recognised’ routes to
European countries is now a highly contentious topic,
with some states such as the UK largely reducing any
‘legal’ routes to asylum that will be recognised as
legitimate.
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