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Abstract 

This research focuses on unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls who have 

survived gender-based violence and have sought asylum in Greece. It seeks to explore 

the interpretations and identities that asylum and psychosocial professionals assign to 

the girls and to research whether and how the process of the asylum interview may 

shape the narrative of violence and victimhood of the girls and predefine their self-

representation.  

The research draws from different theoretical frameworks in exploring the power of 

the state as reflected in the official discourses on vulnerability and the legal processes 

of granting asylum; the stereotypical ideations of victimhood and the gendered 

character it often entails; the intersection of gender, age, migration, and the lived 

experience of violence.  

Two methodological approaches are implemented; semi-structured interviews 

conducted with five professionals and autoethnography. The data from the interviews 

were thematically codified and analyzed, while the autoethnographic data fed the 

construction of two case studies. The recurring themes identified commonly shape a 

set of concluding remarks and make apparent the need for further research in the field.   
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Background information and the “I” in the research  

In the recent history of Greece, the so called refugee crisis which burst out in 2015 but 

continues until today has been a thorny issue. It brought to the surface in an intense 

way a series of inadequacies and shortcomings of the Greek state and the whole 

European solidarity project. It is estimated that during that period (2016-2020) 37.366 

number of children have been identified as unaccompanied or separated and were 

referred for accommodation. It is estimated that approximately 8-9% among them 

were girls. It is estimated that there are currently 210 unaccompanied or separated 

girls residing in the country.1 

In this context and between 2016 and 2020 I worked for a period of four years as a 

legal counselor at an accommodation center for unaccompanied girls in Athens, 

Greece. The center accommodated girls from 10 to 18 years old, who have arrived in 

Greece from a variety of countries and were residing in the country as asylum seekers 

or beneficiaries of international protection. All the accommodated girls had arrived 

unaccompanied by parents or legal guardians or have been separated from them after 

arrival. The shelter where I worked was not a facility predesigned for girls-survivors 

of sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV). However, 9 out of 10 girls 

accommodated in the shelter, reported having survived some form of gender-based 

violence (GBV) which in most cases entailed sexual abuse.  

As a lawyer, my work at the shelter consisted of providing legal counseling to the 

girls, collaborating with them on their legal procedures, as well as preparing and 

representing them throughout their applications for international protection. Based on 

the profile of the accommodated girls and in addition to our collaboration on their 

asylum claims, I have on      many occasions collaborated with them on cases of 

domestic violence and abuse and cases against all forms of gender-based violence. 

During my work at the shelter, I have cooperated with more than 280 girls who 

presented different vulnerabilities such as being unaccompanied children, survivors of 

SGBV, of trafficking, survivors of torture, members of the LGBTIQ* community, 

young mothers.  

 
1 Statistics are provided in the official webpage of the Greek National Center for Social Solidarity 
(EKKA) and can be accessed here (in Greek): https://www.ekka.org.gr/index.php/el/rolos-skopos-tou-
ekka/statistika   

https://www.ekka.org.gr/index.php/el/rolos-skopos-tou-ekka/statistika
https://www.ekka.org.gr/index.php/el/rolos-skopos-tou-ekka/statistika


In this framework, I worked as part of a multidisciplinary team which consisted of 

social workers, psychologists, educators, and cultural mediators, and also entailed the 

external cooperation with psychiatrists, as well as with similar professionals from 

other NGOs and organizations. As per the usual process, the girls were referred and 

accepted to the shelter, after having been assessed based on the level of their 

vulnerability at the entry points (hotspots of Greece) or after being identified as 

vulnerable or in danger in the mainland. This process of assessing vulnerabilities and 

special needs was done throughout the years on the basis of different tools but since 

2019 those were assessed by officials of the European Asylum Support Office 

(EASO)2 by a tool designed specifically for this regard. 

Upon their request the girls would claim asylum in Greece, or apply for relocation to 

another EU country, or for a family reunification to another EU country. All of those 

processes entail different procedures of assessing the child’s psychosocial state and 

vulnerabilities and presenting their history and background. More specifically, the 

girls who requested asylum in Greece had to undergo an asylum interview which was 

a highly demanding procedure. It entails a full narrative of their life, the reasons that 

led to their fleeing their country of origin, the reasons that substantiate their non-

return, as well as other incidents and situations that adjourn to their vulnerability and 

their granting of asylum. In the case of unaccompanied girls, the latter usually include 

gender-based dangers or assaults. The asylum interview is conducted on the basis of a 

general questionnaire which is however, adapted by the caseworker who conducts the 

interview.3  

The Greek Asylum Service4, as well as EASO have further worked on guidelines on 

how to conduct interviews with children and interviews with vulnerable individuals 

such as survivors of GBV. Those guidelines are to be followed during interviews and 

inform the approach and additional questions raised by the case handler. A different, 

albeit similar in points process is to be followed in cases where girls submit family 

 
2 EASO is an agency of the European Union mandated to enhance EU Member States’ practical 
cooperation on asylum in Europe; to assist Member States to fulfil their protection obligations; and to 
act as a centre of expertise on asylum in Europe. Its official site can be accessed here: 
https://www.easo.europa.eu/  
3 The relevant guidelines provided by EASO to caseworkers can be accessed here: 
https://www.easo.europa.eu/practical-tools  
4 The Greek Asylum Service is the office responsible for registering, processing, and assessing all 
requests for international protection and the relevant processes. Its official site with information in 
English can be accessed here: https://migration.gov.gr/gas/  

https://www.easo.europa.eu/
https://www.easo.europa.eu/practical-tools
https://migration.gov.gr/gas/


reunification requests. Upon launching such a request, the professionals cooperating 

with the child are expected to submit a Best Interest Assessment (BIA) form which is 

a highly detailed report and includes questions detailing the journey of the child so 

far, the relationship to their family, the reasons for fleeing their home country, as well 

as any specialized needs or issues that are deemed of relevance.5 The BIA form is a 

precondition for a state to consider a family reunification request and is asked to be as 

detailed and in depth as possible.  

One can easily understand that all processes described are designed so as to highlight 

and analyze potential vulnerabilities of the child-applicant since those are considered 

to be strong arguments for the granting of international protection according to the 

current EU refugee system. Any traumatic or negative past experience that a child 

applicant presents seems to reinforce the grounds of their request to be granted safe 

accommodation or asylum or be accepted for a family reunification. It is important to 

highlight at this point, even though self-explanatory, that the asylum process is the 

most crucial one for the unaccompanied girls (as for all refugees); it determines their 

legal status and thus, their state of safety, accommodation, financial and psychosocial 

support and in cases their reunion with their family.  

Aim and research questions 

Working in this context, I came to realize that the legal process for asylum, as 

currently implemented, formulates in an extensive and authoritative way the 

experiences and narratives of the applicants who are called upon testifying on past 

traumatic experiences. The process seems to unwillingly acquire the character of a 

“trauma contest” where the winner, namely the one who appears to be the more 

traumatized and thus, persuades the officials of the Greek Asylum Service and EASO 

of their vulnerability, is granted refugee status and safe stay in Europe. Even in the 

cases of unaccompanied children who are a priori considered as vulnerable and in 

need of protection, those determining processes continue to be implemented strictly 

and thoroughly.  

 
5 The BIA form which is now a  precondition in order for a child to submit a request for a family 
reunification can be accessed here in Greek: https://migration.gov.gr/en/entypo-axiologisis-gia-to-
veltisto-symferon-toy-paidioy-neo-ergaleio-gia-tis-anagkes-aitimaton-oikogeneiakis-epanenosis-
asynodeyton-anilikon/   

https://migration.gov.gr/en/entypo-axiologisis-gia-to-veltisto-symferon-toy-paidioy-neo-ergaleio-gia-tis-anagkes-aitimaton-oikogeneiakis-epanenosis-asynodeyton-anilikon/
https://migration.gov.gr/en/entypo-axiologisis-gia-to-veltisto-symferon-toy-paidioy-neo-ergaleio-gia-tis-anagkes-aitimaton-oikogeneiakis-epanenosis-asynodeyton-anilikon/
https://migration.gov.gr/en/entypo-axiologisis-gia-to-veltisto-symferon-toy-paidioy-neo-ergaleio-gia-tis-anagkes-aitimaton-oikogeneiakis-epanenosis-asynodeyton-anilikon/


On the basis of this personal interpretation, the present research focuses on the 

unaccompanied or separated adolescent girls who have survived gender-based 

violence and have sought asylum in Greece and makes an effort to explore the ways 

that their profile and experiences are understood and interpreted by asylum and 

psychosocial professionals in the framework of the asylum process and specifically 

the asylum interview. The thesis seeks to study and report on the ways that the legal 

process of asylum seeking may intersect with the age and the experience of gender-

based violence of those girls in a way that subsequently forms the experiences, the 

identity-building but also the support services that the girls receive. My interest is to 

research and explore whether the legal process of asylum and specifically the asylum 

interview affects in a dominant way the violent experiences of the girls, shapes their 

narrative as survivors or victims and determines the orientation and the focus of the 

support services that they will receive, perpetuating the lived experience of violence 

and traumatization. 

Further on, the research seeks to reveal the way that the state narrative on victimhood, 

vulnerability, and the need for protection, as reflected in the official processes of 

granting a status of protection to asylum seekers may assign predefined shapes to the 

expressing of those identities. More specifically, I wish to explore how the adolescent 

girls who have survived GBV may narrate their stories as victims-survivors and as 

adolescents when called upon capitalizing those same experiences in the scope of 

acquiring a safe legal status; how the official and legal framing of those terms-

identities may be imposed to the girls through the asylum process in a way that pre-

defines the expression of those experiences; and whether the official and legal process 

of defining vulnerability can only approach it as an expression of weakness 

condemning thus, survivors to a re-traumatizing and violent process of showing and 

proving the aforementioned weakness.  

In order to adequately and effectively address this problematization, the research will 

draw specifically on the following sub-questions which will be studied in the Greek 

context: How does this necessity/obligation to capitalize vulnerability impact on the 

way that adolescent-survivors approach, understand and narrate their experience? 

How is this affecting the professionals who provide support services to the targeted 

population, specifically in the framework of preparing the adolescents for their 

asylum interview? And what is the role of state officials in interpreting thus, 



(pre)defining the expression of vulnerability that concerns a GBV experience of an 

adolescent girl? These are the questions upon which this research will develop.   

Methodological approach 

To explore the questions that were raised, I will turn to feminist ethnography and will 

employ two core ethnographic approaches in order to collect and analyze data; 

interviews with informants and autoethnography. The feminist approach in the 

implementation of the selected methodological tools will ensure my understanding 

and continuous revisiting of the power dynamics, positionalities, and privileges of all 

the actors involved in my research (Davis et. al., 2016); to the best of my efforts this 

will extend to include both the present parties (the professionals with whom I will 

discuss and approach my questions) and the absent ones (the adolescent girls who are 

the focus of the research but remain voiceless within it).  

Interviews with key-informants 

In what concerns the implementation of my methodology, I have conducted five semi-

structured interviews with key-informants who work/have worked either in the 

provision of support services to adolescent girls or as officials in the asylum services. 

In order to identify key-informants, I made use of the snowball method reaching out 

to professionals from my own network who have worked or are still working with 

adolescent girls.  

After a first contact with the identified informants on the phone or via email, I shared 

with them an information sheet which presented all necessary details on the research 

and the conduction of the interviews, along with a consent form for them to sign6. I 

made sure to provide them with at least three to five days after sharing the documents 

and before conducting the interviews so as to allow enough time to think over their 

participation, pose any questions they may have or even discuss it with other people. 

After they agreed to participate, we booked a date and time for our discussion 

according to their schedule. In all cases I made sure to adjust to their availability and 

create the minimum discomfort possible for their participation.  

 
6 See Annex 1 for the information document and consent form.  



Three of the interviews were conducted on zoom platform since the participants were 

residing in a different city than the researcher or had very heavy schedules and the 

remaining two were conducted face-to-face. One of them was conducted at the place 

of residence of the informant while the other one was held at an outdoors place where 

privacy and quietness was guaranteed. All interviews were recorded with the consent 

of participants and the restrictions mentioned in the signed forms.  

The interviews focused on discussing the experience of the professionals in their 

cooperation with the adolescent girls, exploring the effect that the legal asylum 

process may had on this cooperation and the provision of support services to the 

adolescents and researching similar concerns.7 Most interviews took approximately 

one hour and a half and given that participants had a preexisting relationship with the 

researcher, it was relatively smooth to establish a trusting atmosphere. During the 

interviews I kept sporadic notes, but all interviews were transcribed after and before 

their analysis. Given the small scale of the research, the collected data were 

thematically codified and analyzed to identify recurring themes that fall under the 

theoretical framework of the study.   

The thematic analysis provided the possibility to identify, recognize and interpret 

recurring themes or else patterns in the collected data (Braun et. al., 2006). Despite 

the vague framework that may be observed when discussing thematic analysis as a 

methodological choice (Braun et. al., 2006), it gave the possibility to bring together 

and relate under identified themes the various experiences and interpretations of 

different professionals. This methodological choice allowed to explore the connection 

between formal (state) discourse and the self-identification and self-presentation of 

adolescents-survivors with an eye on the power dynamics that are re-produced 

through the discourse and during the processes where this discourse applies, and 

which perpetuate the power of violence (or the violence of the power) that dominate a 

traumatic experience. 

Autoethnographic approach 

Having myself cooperated with adolescent girls who have survived GBV, especially 

in the framework of their asylum applications but also beyond, I stand biased when 

entering the field. However, my experience and the observations that I have derived 

 
7 See Annex 2 for the interview guide.  



during my cooperation with adolescent girls claiming asylum on the basis of their 

multiple vulnerabilities, as well as the interpretation of my own stand and strategy in 

approaching my professional relationship with the girls which primarily concerned 

their acquisition of a protective legal status, will feed my analysis through a secondary 

autoethnographic approach.  

Autoethnography as a research method emerged as part of an “alternative”, as 

Bochner framed it, ethnography which “only extends our understanding of and 

commitment to the multiplicity and plurality of legitimate goals for social science 

inquiry” (Bochner, 2000, p. 268). It stemmed from the need to include without 

hesitation personal narratives and self-reflections in the analysis of a field and reflect 

our values and subjectivities as researchers (Wall, 2008). Through this approach, the 

researcher may contribute personal lived memories and reflect on their own 

experiences within the context of their research.  

I have also cooperated as professional with adolescent girls who have survived GBV 

and were claiming asylum in the country and my role as a legal consultant signified 

that our cooperation concerned mainly their navigation through the asylum process 

and their participation in that in a way that would guarantee them as much as possible 

a safe legal status. I myself, have heard their stories, modified, and “corrected” them 

so as to fill the requirements of asylum processes, so as to be believable, relatable, 

heart-breaking enough to grant asylum. And it is time to also reflect on what cost this 

happened and whether the focus on them acquiring a legal status and navigating 

successfully the legal asylum process may have led to disregarding their needs and re-

traumatizing them.  

Autoethnography is an autobiographical genre of writing and research that displays 

multiple layers of consciousness” (Ellis, 1999, p. 673). Indeed, in employing this 

methodology I make an effort to re-visit and re-interpret my own experiences and my 

own choices in the framework of my professional role and my collaboration with the 

adolescent girls. By using the lenses of feminist analysis and with a sense of safety 

cultivated by the temporal distance from the experience, I want to re-negotiate my 

approach, my role and my responsibility in the field and the provision of support to 

adolescent girls. It would be not only irrational and impossible but also a poor 



ethnographic choice to exclude my own experiences from the collected data and 

analysis.  

Delimitations and ethics 

Despite the choice of combining research methods in an effort to produce more and 

enriched data to analyze (Denscombe, 2010), the research presents by default certain 

delimitations which should be identified and acknowledged at an early stage and then 

taken under consideration during the analysis. The first one concerns the scale and 

localization of the research; this is designed to be small-scale research concentrating 

on the Greek case. As such it is situated research that focuses on and exposes the 

sociopolitical dynamics of its context, namely Greece. Nevertheless, it still provides 

an indicative example of what happens when negotiating asylum protection and how 

state power is formulated when vulnerability becomes the key to open the European 

borders. Besides its small scale and situatedness, I hope that it can be part of exposing 

a pattern that is much wider and global and extends from the European asylum 

framework to the international human rights movement.  

Additionally, the fact that the interviewed professionals have all worked at some point 

along with the researcher, namely in the same work environment, should also be 

noted. Even though the experiences provide much interesting results and make visible 

similar impasses and struggles, it would be useful to also explore in the future if the 

approaches and interpretations of the researched themes, the challenges, dynamics, 

and dilemmas identified by the participants may be adjusted, shaped and interpreted 

differently in different contexts for example outside of shelters and within hotspots.  

Most importantly, given the research’s scale and time limitation, it will neither be 

possible to study in depth the variety of intersecting factors that form the experience, 

identities and support needs of adolescent girls who have survived GBV. Besides the 

focus on how gender and age intersect in such cases and are reflected in the 

conduction of legal asylum processes, additional and equally important factors may be 

left outside or in the margins of the analysis (Letherby, 2003). These include but are 

not limited to the lack or inadequacy of family/supportive environment, the sexual 

orientation of the girls, their gender identity, gender expressions, existing psychiatric 

difficulties, disabilities, cultural particularities, illiteracy, religious beliefs.  



In the same sense and again considering both the scale of this research and the 

complexity of the described processes and dynamics that emerge, the thesis is 

concentrating only on specific aspects of the experiences of adolescent girls within the 

asylum process and on some of the parameters that inform and influence the 

interpretation of their narratives. Important aspects of this context which came up 

during the data collection and analysis and which are considered of high significance 

in fully and holistically understanding the issues under discussion were necessarily 

thus, left outside of the analysis with the hope of revisiting and discussing them in 

depth in future initiatives. Those aspects include but are not limited to the important 

role of the interpreters or else cultural mediators in filtering and communicating 

power dynamics and the narrative discourse, the linguistics and language culture 

which changes and transforms from the country of origin to the reception country and 

the spatial and temporal context of the asylum procedures namely where and when the 

asylum interview may take place.  

Additionally, the methodological choice of interviews as a vibrant method of 

collecting data and one that allows for in depth discussions and analysis of certain 

aspects of the research presents as well certain constrictions. Indeed, the method will 

provide the liberty of insisting more on my matters of concern, while the rhythm and 

thought coherence of the informants will interestingly enrich the depths of discussion 

towards aspects which I may have not identified as crucial before the interview 

(Denscombe, 2010). However, the choice of interviewing professionals who represent 

a certain organization presents a set of challenges and limitations that cannot be 

denounced. The informants may be reluctant to further elaborate on issues that could 

expose the profile of the Organization they represent or may do so, because of the 

personal relationship with the researcher, but ask for this information to be excluded 

from the report.  

Furthermore, considering the topic of discussion, informants may become defensive 

or attentive so as not to expose themselves and to maintain their professional integrity. 

It is often very difficult for one to admit lesser provision of support services to the 

beneficiaries with whom they cooperate and also to recognize and identify potential 

reasons behind this. Focusing on anonymity and the building of a safe and trustworthy 

space of discussion will be a priority in order to address such concerns.  My own 

positioning within the research is crucial in this regard; by making a solid effort to 



share in the concerns, dilemmas, doubts, and hesitations that the informants may 

express and by revisiting my very own similar experiences, I hope to have overcome 

the fear of sharing uncomfortable thoughts and realizations.   

However, the most challenging limitation of this thesis stems from the realization that 

in the effort of highlighting the power of violence and restriction that adolescent girls 

who have survived GBV experience during the legal processes of asylum, I have 

failed to include in it the girls themselves. It becomes obvious that in a research with a 

feminist approach that seeks out to empower the network of protection for adolescent 

girls and to bring forward the intersecting factors that form their experiences of 

violence and re-traumatization so as to motivate relevant actors to address adequately 

and consistently their needs, the voices of the girls should not be absent (Davis et. al., 

2016). This was of course a deliberate choice, even though one that caused much 

contemplation.  

Severe ethical issues arise in this regard and were the basis of the decision to exclude 

the girls from the research.  Those include specifically concerns of whether such a 

small-scale research conducted in the framework of a masters’ program can assure 

that all safety networks and measures of safeguarding can be in place when inviting 

girls-survivors of GBV into the discussion, and of course whether the participation in 

such a research could further perpetuate the violence of narrating traumatic events and 

the fear and burden of presenting a relatable and believable story.  

It became clear that the research methodologies one chooses to implement, as well as 

the ways in which one chooses to incorporate such methods into the research design 

reflect in an evident way one’s view and stand towards important ethical issues, as 

well as one’s positionality in the researched topic. In my case this was highlighted by 

the dilemma I faced on including or not including the researched population that is the 

adolescent girls in the research scheme, and the subsequential ethical problems that 

came up in this regard. Such issues of positionality and participatory research 

methods have taken real dimensions and are calling upon not only concluding on my 

research methodology and design but also on my identity and standpoint as a 

researcher (Ramazanoglu, 2002). 

However, even in my efforts to voice these concerns that emerge as well form my 

own personal experiences and professional collaboration with the adolescent refugee 



girls, I sense that unintentionally I perpetuate the problem I am ironically trying to 

tackle. As a white Greek woman, educated in the law field and residing in my own 

country of origin, it is close to impossible for me to see beyond the certain privileges I 

hold over these girls. I not only fail to fully comprehend the experiences of the girls, 

but also fail to grasp and incorporate in my interpretation of the situation the power 

relationship I had with them (being an adult, appointed lawyer for their 

representation). I can only assume that I am not only missing crucial aspects of their 

experiences as I restructure them in my imagination, but also that the thoughts and 

experiences that the girls shared with me were - unconsciously and/or deliberately - 

filtered by them based on my identity as they perceived it.  

The effort to denounce these obstacles for myself and acknowledge my position in 

this narrative is part of the effort to better comprehend the issue at hand (Davis, 2014; 

Lykke, 2010a). To understand that I am located on the outside of the intersections of 

which I wish to speak about and that I am merely an observer and for what is more, an 

observer with a power-like relation to the survivors, is fundamental for denouncing 

the partial perspective of any research I may attempt in this regard. However, this 

effort of situating myself within the spectrum of my research and announcing my 

social location and positionings, besides its undeniable usefulness and importance, is 

just not enough. In this research complexity, I find comfort in the thought that despite 

this undeniable power disparity and the privileges I hold, I can still identify myself 

within the victimizing state practices and discourses and recognize my lived 

experiences as part of the suffering of femininities under patriarchal structures and the 

burden of gender-based violence as a normative reality. 

Previous Research and Theoretical Framework  

Legal anthropology and the anthropology of the state  

In the effort to approach the above problematization I will draw and build upon the 

framework of legal anthropology and the intercrossing discipline of the anthropology 

of the state. Legal anthropology stands at the intersection of anthropology, sociology, 

and legal studies. The term first emerged as a sub-discipline of anthropology in the 

late nineteenth century (Stiles, 2016). Considering that the focus of anthropologists at 

that time was on the study of the exotic Other who was still the major concern of the 



field, the anthropology of law first embarked on studying and understanding how 

order was maintained in societies that did not present a formal legal system, similar to 

the western ones (Rouland, 1994).  

 The emergence of the discipline also coincided with a movement of the 

anthropological field towards a cultural and social understanding of law. Many 

anthropologists have abandoned the idea of the “natural” and universal law (an idea 

by Webster) and have started exploring how culture, tradition and social conditions 

construct law and its systems of enforcement among different societies (Stiles, 2016). 

Focus was now given on the diversity of legal systems rather than their unity and 

similarity. Inspired by Montesquieu’s understanding of law as a social construct, the 

rules of law started being interpreted as an expression of social life, moral order, and 

the power dynamics they produced (Pieri, 2013).  

At the same time and slowly, the idea of a linear evolution of “primitive” societies 

into civilized or else “modern” ones was also abandoned and anthropologists started 

employing on ethnographic fieldwork to study law as a form of regulation and a 

controlling process in different contexts, taking distance from the official legal 

systems that were known until then (Moore, 2001). This shift of interest also meant a 

shift in the conception of law; how law was understood and what was considered to 

be law was now questioned since ethnographic field work revealed social norms, 

commitments and understandings that served as binding forces and imposed social 

order but resembled nothing to the western concepts of legal rules and legal systems 

(Stiles, 2016).  

These developments gave rise to the idea of legal pluralism which proposed 

encompassing all phenomena of normative actions and adopting an extended 

interpretation of law. First, anthropologists in the mid-1960s focused their interest on 

case studies researching law as a process of dispute resolution rather than focusing on 

the rules and norms (Moore, 1973; Griffiths, 1986). This approach led to the research 

and analysis of different procedures and processes, both formal and informal, which 

may govern social and legal order in different societal contexts. The concept of legal 

pluralism thus, emerged which recognized and sought to examine the multiple forms 

of law that may be present in a societal structure or else “the coexistence of two or 

more legal systems in one society” (Pieri, 2013, p. 39).  



Consequently, a lot of research focused on how state law and other normative orders 

coexist and interact (Merry, 1988) but also expanded beyond state and state-

recognized orders. The field met with many challenges in this new era which continue 

until today and concern the liberal and all-encompassing conception of law in order to 

include global and transversal phenomena and the criticism that such an approach has 

received in what concerns the vagueness and methodological discrepancies it includes 

(Merry 1988, Roberts 2005). However, in the interest of this thesis, we should not 

expand on this theoretical commentary but rather focus on how legal anthropology 

has highlighted the role of law as a form of state regulation and control (Pieri, 2013; 

Mertz & Goodale, 2012) and the exercise of power through recognized legal norms.  

The work in the field has demonstrated how legally-defined identities may be 

imposed to individuals, obscuring and obstructing their own sense of self and their 

personal experience of their own identities (Conley, 2008). The law seems to provide 

general categories to which personal experiences and self-determinations must abide 

when one takes part in legal processes (Pieri, 2013). When involved with the law, one 

seems obliged to follow the official and state discourses of describing and 

understanding social categories and rights; one must present relatable and concrete 

identities, and a coherent narrative (Conley, 2008); if not, one will run the risk of 

exclusion altogether. As Pirie interprets Dresch’s work in this regard “legalistic 

thought makes explicit use of generalizing concepts, addressing the world through 

legal categories and rules that stand apart from the flux of events and personalities” 

(Pieri, 2013, p. 221).  

Such dynamics of restriction and molding become even more evident in legal asylum 

processes. Asylum applicants most often find themselves in different cultural settings 

than the ones they are familiar with, as well as within estranged legal processes whose 

operational rationale may not be clear and apparent to them. At the same time, their 

very experiences of persecution are also localized and strongly linked to the social, 

political and cultural context of their own country of origin. They are tasked thus, 

with the obligation to translate their stories. This is not an easy task; on one hand they 

must persuade officials about the uniqueness of a personal/individual (and thus true) 

story and on the other hand their story must present a recognizable storyline so as to 

be transnationally understood (Bohmer & Shuman, 2010). 



This burden seems to be on the asylum seeker and even though human rights and the 

reasons for persecution are global terms, they continue to be interpreted in a local 

context by locals and state-specific officials. Consequently, both international human 

rights discourses and state ones determine such processes and asylum applicants must 

conform by adjusting their stories according to the national and international 

institutional demands. 

Unaccompanied adolescent girls within the generic categorization of the 

unaccompanied minor 

In the framework of this thesis, these parameters must also be seen through the lenses 

of adolescence and the gender-based violence experience. These intersecting 

characteristics (gender, age, violence, victimhood, and the migrant identity) provide 

for a very unique context which must be seen in its totality in order to be understood. 

It is in this necessity where the scope of this research lies; the present thesis seeks 

particularly to bring forward and put under discussion the specialized needs and 

specialized obstacles that unaccompanied adolescent girls who have survived GBV 

and have applied for asylum face.  

There is indeed, extensive research in what concerns the unaccompanied and/or 

separated children who arrived in Europe in the last decade (See indicatively Cemlyn, 

2003; Kohli & Mether, 2003; Kohli, 2006; Kohli, 2007; Shreeves, 2016; Mishra et. 

al., 2019; Buchanan et. al, 2020).  Research has mainly focused on the challenges that 

unaccompanied and/or separated children face when on the move and during their 

journey to European territory, as well as the difficulties and harsh conditions they 

meet when in Europe.  

Research in the Greek context is also extensive given that the country has been one of 

the main entry points of refugee population during the last decades. The issue of 

unaccompanied minors and the inadequate systems of protection in Greece has been 

repeatedly brought into light with the state being accused of inadequate provision of 

services, exposing children to high risks of abuse, lack of accommodation schemes, 

and lack of educational and integrational programs. Local NGOs and international 

organizations and bodies have been reporting a lack of protection for this vulnerable 

category of children, from the moment they enter Greece.  



Discussions have focused on them being denied the appropriate reception procedures 

and also suffering “off-the-grid” deportation (pushbacks), as well as high levels of 

arbitrary detention8: “all the while, they lack both effective knowledge of the reasons 

for their exposure to such diverse and punitive-like measures, as well as access to 

crucial, for their wellbeing services, such as healthcare or education”.9 

Despite the important research in the field, unaccompanied and/or separated minors 

have been systematically treated as a generic categorization and only minor efforts 

have been done and little research has been conducted in order to highlight the 

different needs and special characteristics of different groups of unaccompanied 

minors. Previous research mainly entailed discussions on children who have been 

forced to survival sex, children who have experiences in the armed-forces and girls 

(Galante, 2014; Freccero et. al., 2017; Digidiki, 2018).   

In this sense the intersecting vulnerabilities of adolescent girls who have survived 

GBV have not been systematically brought to light. The needs and experiences of the 

girls are either seen through the lenses of age and thus, child protection or the lenses 

of GBV survival, and the points of their intersection are subsequently lost. In such a 

context, it becomes crucial to turn to intersectionality so as to fully grasp the power 

dynamics of the legal processes as experienced by this specific group of adolescents.  

 
8 See indicatively: ICJ and GCR. (2020b). Joint Submission on Immigration detention of children in 
Greece, available at https://www.icj.org/joint-submission-on-immigration-detention-of-children-in-
greece/.  
UN Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner. (2019). Working Group on Arbitrary Detention: 
Preliminary Findings from its visit to Greece, available at: 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=25421&amp;LangID=E  
United Nations Children’s Fund (2019). More than 1100 unaccompanied refugee and migrant children 
in Greece need urgent shelter and protection. New York: United Nations Children’s Fund, available at:  
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/more-1100-unaccompanied-refugee-and-migrant-children-
greece-need-urgent-shelter-and 
Human Rights Watch (2017) Greece: Huge Rise in Detention of Migrant Children, available at:  
www.hrw.org/news/2017/08/02/greece-huge-rise-detention-migrant-children  
9 ECHR, The European Court of Human Rights in Facts and Figures, 2017, available at: 
https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Facts_Figures_2017_ENG.pdf,  
UNICEF, Children on the Move in Italy and Greece,  Report (June 2017), available at: 
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/system/files/resource-
documents/reach_ita_grc_report_children_on_the_move_in_italy_and_greece_june_2017.pdf,  
Council of Europe, Child-Friendly Information For Children In Migration, (2017), available at: 
https://rm.coe.int/child-friendly-information-for-children-in-migration-roundtable-
confer/168078b512. 
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Intersectionality  

An intersectional approach is indeed deemed necessary when considering GBV 

experiences of adolescent girls since such an approach allows for a recognition of all 

oppressions that exist simultaneously and equally (re)define a violent experience for a 

survivor. It provides for an identification of how gender intersects with other 

oppressions (age, race, class, religion, social status, migration, age, sexual orientation 

etc) in the inflicted violence which creates unique and different experiences of 

violence for each survivor and as a result differentiated identities and needs. It is 

important thus, to first try to formulate the concept and meaning of intersectionality 

and then reflect on how it interlinks with the legal processes of granting asylum to 

adolescent survivors.  

The term “intersectionality” was established by the Black feminist activist Professor 

Crenshaw who spoke of how African-American women were subjected to both 

gender and race discrimination but were forced to rebut these discriminations as being 

mutually exclusive (Crenshaw, 1989). In her 1989 article, Crenshaw discussed that 

even though victims of both race and gender discrimination, African-American 

women’s experiences were not taken under consideration in either case (Levine-

Rasky, 2011). Crenshaw further highlighted how the oppressing experiences of Black 

women should not be viewed as a sum of the race and gender discrimination since the 

way these two domination systems interacted was far more complex and profound 

(Crenshaw, 1989). Crenshaw’s analogies used in her text (the traffic at an intersection 

and the additive effect of multiple oppressions, otherwise the “but for” rule) have 

colorfully conceptualized the need to focus on an intersectional interpretation of the 

experiences of multiply oppressed people.  

The term of intersectionality may have been coined for the first time by Crenshaw, 

but it was not a novice idea or a breakthrough. Instead, it was built upon the insights 

and outrage of many African American and Third World scholars in the past; an 

outrage that was at the end conceptualized in their denouncements of how they have 

been dominated, overlooked and silenced by white feminists who have been ignoring 

or faulty interpreting their experiences as women of color. Even before that though, 

one can find proof of how women of color have battled for the acknowledgment of 

their experiences (Lorde, 1981). In her 1851 speech at the Women’s Rights 

Convention in Ohio, Sojourner Truth has voiced the multitude of oppressions she has 



been subjected to as an enslaved black woman. Similar examples can be discovered 

even deeper in the past by a motivated researcher (Brah & Phoenix, 2004). 

In order to better understand the development of the concept of intersectionality, one 

must fully turn to the literature of Black feminism where it becomes clear that the 

simple addition of variables of oppression (race, class, sexual orientation, migration, 

age, religion etc) to the one of gender can only lead to sterile conclusions and myopic 

theories (Adib & Guerrier, 2003). Instead, these variables should be seen as a system 

of overlocking and interconnecting oppressions, or else “a matrix of domination” as 

Collins put it in her 1990 article “Black Feminist Thought in the Matrix of 

Domination” (Collins, 1990). 

The idea of a matrix of domination builds on the affirmation that feminist scholars 

should abandon any sort of additive, ranking and categorizing system and should 

focus on approaching the different variables of oppression as interlocking. In 

following this approach, one becomes able to understand different systems of 

oppression in an inclusive way (Ibid). At the same time, it allows for different groups 

of people to discuss the systems of oppression that may have forged their experiences; 

systems that may very well be different dimensions of the matrix and not the race-

class-and-gender systems which have been found in the core of intersectional 

feminism theory in the past.   

The intersectional approach of this thesis allows for a recognition of all oppressions 

that exist simultaneously and equally define a violent experience for a survivor. On 

one hand, the sexual violence suffered by adolescent girls cannot be seen separately or 

merely additively to the other systems of oppression that are dominating each girls’ 

life and experiences. The immigration status, the age, the social and economic 

circumstances of the girls, their race, their religion, their situation of being distanced 

from their family- “unaccompanied or separated”, their language are all factors that 

intertwined in configuring the identity and lived experience of each girl.   

On the other hand, the participation in official legal processes, as well as the 

experience of being assessed by the state is one predominant and systemized 

oppression which plays a crucial role in the way that each girl experiences an incident 

of violence, interprets her lived experience and narrates her story. Such an 

understanding and such an interpretation of the legal processes in which adolescents 



are involved can be acknowledged and recognized to their full extent, taking under 

consideration the multiple variables of oppression and structural violence to which a 

survivor adolescent may have been or may be subjected. 

Victimhood and the violence of the state 

In the framework of this research, the concepts of vulnerability, violence and 

victimhood are predominant and must be explored and analyzed with an eye on the 

specificities that adolescent survivors of violence present. When embarking on such a 

discussion, it is useful to first consider how the power of the state may formulate the 

legal discourses on victimhood and how the official framing of vulnerability may 

intersect with the actual experiences and narratives of survivors. The work of Veena 

Das is an important guide during this effort.  

Das has extensively researched the concept of violence and the multiple ways in 

which it may intersect with the concept of state (Das, 2004; Das, 2007; Das & Poole, 

2004). In her work she has highlighted the practices of the state in the scope of 

consolidating control over the lives of its subjects. Such practices formulate identities 

and guarantee (or not) rights through the form of written rules and written documents 

(Das, 2004). This is especially relevant in the case of refugees who experience on one 

hand the desire of identity documents, and on the other hand the exclusion and 

violence both from their state of origin and their host state (Ferme, 2004; Asad, 2004). 

For them the pathway to be legitimized entails the persuading of the officials and an 

adequate narrative of refugee, a convincing performance of a victimized individual.  

There is a pattern here that is hard to miss, and which reflects the ways through which 

the state indirectly assigns identities and then grants rights based on those same 

identities. There is also a pattern of the State emerging as the protective authority who 

supports and safeguards the Victim denouncing thus, any responsibility or 

participation in the violence imposed to them. The internal migrants in Colombia and 

their identity-building as victims of guerilla violence and persecution (Sanford, 2004; 

Tapia Navarro 2019) is quite indicative of the issues discussed in the context of 

Greece; the State acts as the savior rather than the perpetrator or at least the 

accomplice of the exerted violence towards the victimized population. Similarly, the 

Greek state denounces its responsibility of the violence exercised over the refugee 

population focusing on their vulnerability as the basis for the protection It will offer.  



Victimhood in this sense must be experienced in a way that makes sense for the state 

discourses. State officials use specific worlds and understand identities in specified 

ways (Asad, 2004). The very process of asylum granting is based on suspicion, on the 

suspicion that not all applicants deserve the refugee status, on the suspicion that many 

asylum seekers are sharing false stories. In that sense and within this context the legal 

representations of victimhood, vulnerability and violence are applied from the outside 

to define what is what and to answer to the suspicions raised.   

Coming from the outside, from beyond the lived experience, from the source of the 

objective law those legal representations authoritatively define how the lived 

experiences of victims must be expressed in their bodily and linguistic narration. How 

can state officials decide on the validity of the narrated experience during asylum 

processes? Pain is the symbol of victimhood and can attest to the need of protection. 

Pain thus, must be expressed, seen, and acknowledged during the legal process of 

asylum. If not obvious in the bodily expressions of the applicant, then it must be 

understood through the narrative; the language of pain and despair must be evoked for 

the violent or traumatic experience to acquire subsistence (Das, 2007). A violated 

woman must show shame and despair, an abused child fear and discomfort; if one 

desists from those, how can they persuade the state of their story? 

When asylum officials are called upon deciding on the legitimacy of the story shared 

by a child applicant specifically, they are given the authority to determine what 

constitutes an original and truthful expression of child victimhood; their power of 

validity and their power of interpreting the expression of a true violent or traumatizing 

experience may silence the voice of the asylum seeking child in the same way that 

Das describes how social workers in India were considered to know better than the 

women themselves what would be helpful for their recovery (Das, 2007). The 

appropriate narrative and the fitting sentimental expression may thus, be coercively 

but obliquely imposed to the asylum-seeking child.  

The powerless child 

In the effort of understanding and interpreting the state approach towards vulnerable 

individuals and specifically vulnerable unaccompanied minors, it is of essence to 

consider as well how childhood is understood and approached in western societies and 

specifically Greece. Children are mostly seen as lesser adults, as subjects who exist 



and navigate legal systems always in relevance and in relation to an adult. The 

discussion on their rights has brought forward important progress in the field of child 

protection but it seems that less importance is given to their empowerment and active 

and equal participation in the processes that concern them (Fili et al., 2017).  

The need of social adjustment (and adjustment of legal procedures) to the age and 

special characteristics of children may have been recognized but any such effort 

continues to be fueled by a paternalistic view of children as subjects who may not 

understand, assess, or comprehend as well as an adult (Eriksson, 2012), but are rather 

always in need of adult intervention (Fili et al., 2017). A swift towards their 

participatory and empowering engagement in legal and other proceedings seems 

necessary and resembles the very similar need that had emerged for survivors of 

gender-based violence in the past, leading to a more feminist and inclusive approach 

of the support services they receive and of their very identity-searching (Connell, 

1997).  

This understanding of childhood becomes even more challenging when age intersects 

with gender. Adolescent girls are found to be in high risk of polyvictimization; their 

intersecting characteristics become intersecting risks of being exposed to dangerous 

and harmful conditions (Finkelhor et al., 2007; Guedes et al., 2016). The vulnerable 

status attributed to children becomes even more evident for the researched adolescent 

girls namely girls who have survived GBV experiences. In the nexus of childhood and 

gender-based violence, the researched girls seem to reside in the core of vulnerability 

as the concept is coined in official state discourses. A migrant identity and the status 

of being unaccompanied or separated from family members renders the subjects of 

this research even more complex and their needs and inhabitance of the legal 

processes of asylum quite challenging to interpret.  

As already discussed, despite the important research in the field, focus has not been 

given on the intersecting characteristics that the adolescent girls, survivors of GBV 

and asylum seekers present. Additionally, the role of the regulating State has not been 

explored in what concerns the self-presentation and the understanding of experiences 

of the child asylum seekers. The focus of researchers is usually turned to the cases 

where the legal processes of asylum are not adequately implemented as for the needs 

and prerequisites that must be in place for unaccompanied children.  



Instead, the ways that the children themselves are seen, understood, and treated on the 

basis of their vulnerabilities has not been explored. The weight is given on what the 

state must do and does not; importance is almost never given to what adolescents 

themselves do in reaction to the state’s authoritative violence. Even in our efforts to 

enhance their framework of protection, we continuously place adolescents in the 

margins of state processes and through this research we are making an effort to move 

towards a different direction.   

Victimizing the Other: The European savior 

When the discussion focuses specifically on migrant vulnerable children seeking 

asylum in a European country, the colonial concepts of global motherhood and 

western saviors become as well all too relevant in the attempted interpretation of the 

researched phenomena. The concept of global motherhood builds on the obsolete 

stereotype of Western people rescuing non-white people from poverty, war and 

misery (Briggs, 2003). The visual representation of the concept is one that we have 

vastly seen; from the narratives of international NGOs to official governmental 

campaigns images of “white Western women saving, rescuing, or adopting 

international children from underprivileged parts of the world” are now all-so 

common (Shome, 2011, p. 394). The white woman undertakes the role of the savior, 

the representative of white civilization who steps in and rescues the most vulnerable 

amongst a nation of poor and persecuted and for that she is eternally admired.  

Following the power of these images, the very idea of global motherhood has 

acquired a strength of its own, carrying various implications and messages and hiding 

by effect alternative interpretations of the very same reality it claims to depict. The 

politics that this representation carries concern firstly the historical and political 

dimensions of the relation between the global South and the western nations. The 

colonialist and imperialistic narrative is perpetuated through such a discourse and the 

focus is once again given to the Western rescuer.  

Gayatri Spivak has meticulously analyzed how the colonizer hides behind the mask of 

the protector of the “uneducated”, “primordial”, “backwards” colonized Other. She 

has famously exemplified her argument with one sentence: “white men saving brown 

women from brown men” (Spivak, 1988).  The discourse produced concerns the need 

and efforts of the Western people to interfere and salvage the vulnerable - still 



imagined as less civilized/primordial, and hence in need of being educated and 

“protected”. Facts can be thus, washed away and an oppressor can easily become a 

savior in the public mind (Briggs, 2003).  

The colonial representation of the relation between the West and the Global South 

may seem at first glance non-relevant to the Greek context given the history of the 

country and its political position globally. Besides, the concept of global motherhood 

applies first and foremost in the political and socioeconomic reality of the USA and 

thus, all relevant bibliography is contextualized in this framework. However, there are 

significant similarities and analogies within the Greek and European reality following 

the so-called refugee crisis of the last decade. The concept of global motherhood and 

the connotations it produces become not only relevant but crucial for the research at 

hand, if one considers the European politics vis-a-vis the influx of refugees and 

migrants in European countries-points of entrance, as is Greece.  

When the inadequate and unsuccessful response of the European Union to this 

challenging reality which has sentenced an insurmountable number of people (and 

children alike) to terrible living conditions within European camps is seen along with 

the European narrative on solidarity, humanity, and justice as grounding values of the 

Union, the discussion on global motherhood, the history of coloniality and the 

coloniality of gender becomes crucial (Mohanty, 1984; Lugones, 2010). The global 

mother aka the European Union is called upon rescuing the refugee child who has 

arrived in the lands of human rights asking for a better life. Such an image can be 

powerful and persuasive and the role that the EU has played, its potential involvement 

in the current political scenery that has forced people to migrate and has forced 

children out of families and out of their homes becomes thus, futile. 

This idea “mobilizes ideologies of rescue while pointing away from addressing 

causes” (Briggs, 2003, p. 180) but it can only be accepted within the current narrative 

on migration (Bansak et. al., 2016; Goodman et. al., 2017) when the subject that seeks 

protection is a very vulnerable one. Age and gender are the first factors to persuade on 

one’s vulnerability (Kofman, 2019), two characteristics that historically can be 

dressed in the mantle of helplessness, weakness, and the need of protection, while 

those same characteristics can make forget the dangerous Other who distort 

civilizations and must be kept outside the European borders.  



The aged and gendered interpretation of vulnerability is operationalized in this sense 

which is also reflected in the legal terminology and the implementation of the official 

processes of assessing vulnerability and granting refugee status. In this way the 

European narrative on rescue and salvation can be perpetuated along with the 

continuous cultivations of the fear, and hence the legitimate de-humanization of the 

Other. Such approaches govern both the European asylum politics but also the legal 

processes of granting asylum and providing support to asylum seekers and will be 

considered in the analysis that will follow. 

Data analysis 

Autoethnographic materials  

The choice of this methodological tool has been quite liberating for me in the process 

of writing this thesis. During the conduction of the research, I have struggled a lot in 

my effort to continuously acknowledge my own biases, assumptions and perspective 

when discussing the issues at hand, conducting the interviews, and analyzing the data. 

As much powerful and useful it is to have been part of the dynamics and dilemmas 

you are seeking to unravel, it is also a sort of a burden for the researcher, a burden that 

you carry along with when thinking, writing, and interpreting your empirical 

materials. It is easy to slip away to the sentiments and thoughts that you make, when a 

person shares an experience that is similar to your own and, in that sense, you may 

fail to grasp and echo in your writing the feelings and contemplations of your 

interlocutors.  

In this perplexity, the autoethnographic writing becomes a methodological anchor. 

For me as a researcher, this has been my safe heaven, the part where I am free to 

express my thoughts, doubts, problematizations, guilts and proud moments. In writing 

this part, not only have I given voice to the raw contemplations that initiated this very 

research and profoundly shaped me professionally and personally, but also, I came to 

better comprehend the positionalities and understandings of other professionals; I feel 

that having had the chance to analyze and contemplate extensively on my role, my 

standpoint and my trajectory in approaching and understanding the issues at hand, I 

became more alert and receptive to the thoughts of others and grew more aware of my 

own limitations.  



A very challenging task in this regard has been to choose the autoethnographic data 

for this research. I have thought a lot of what I should use and how I am to select the 

cases that present the highest interest for the research. During my work as a legal 

counselor at the shelter for unaccompanied girls I cooperated with almost 200 girls on 

their legal cases. For each of the cases I have been keeping personal notes in the form 

of an informal and sporadic journal of the difficulties and challenges I encountered 

while working on their cases. Scrolling through my files I left aside the cases of girls 

who were already granted asylum or an acceptance to their family reunification 

request when we first met and started cooperating. I then thought of how to select my 

materials among the rest of the cases.  

My first plan with which I progressed for in the beginning was to select and include 

the cases that were the most difficult to handle meaning the cases where the reasons 

for granting asylum were not evident and a lot of effort had to be done according to 

my view at the time in order to present a convincing story. However, going through 

all my case files, contemplating on the girls I have met and cooperated with, going 

down to memory lane, I came to realize that the selection criteria I have initially used 

were limiting and would impede my reflections and the research outcome. I slowly 

realized that I have indeed interfered in the way that all those girls shared their story 

before the asylum authorities10; in each case, even the ones that I considered 

characteristic examples of ‘a refugee story’ I have discussed with the girls their 

experiences before they underwent the asylum process, I have counseled them on 

what they should definitely share and how, prepared them for the questions they may 

be asked and how to respond. I have co-constructed with them their own narrative as 

if I knew better how war, persecution and life-threatening situations look like in their 

country of origin.  

 
10 At this point I feel obliged to declare that when discussing my interference and my (and other 
professionals’) effect on the story and narrative of asylum-seeking girls, I am in no case referring to a 
distortion or a falsified version or an inflated or fake story that we co-construct with the girls. By the 
term “interference” I am merely referring to the work done by lawyers and other psychosocial 
support professionals when they work along with minors in order to prepare them for the asylum 
interview or collect the necessary information for their needs’ assessment in regards to a family-
reunification request. This usually entails the narration of the story by the girls- to the professionals in 
order to better remember it or understand how much detail they may provide, their information on 
how the process will take place, which questions will be asked first and which next, what level of 
detail is needed and what follow-up information may be asked.  



The irony of this realization fills me up and it is an irony that runs through the whole 

system of asylum. Evidently, it is the reception country that undertakes the task, the 

power and obligation at the same time, of deciding whether a person fulfils the 

preconditions to be granted asylum. However, how are asylum officials supposed to 

know better what constitutes a threatening situation? How are they supposed to decide 

on the truthfulness of a narrative of persecution and oppression? With what power and 

based on what knowledge and experience do they decide whether an event described 

could have indeed taken place in the city of Kabul or Damascus in the midst of 

political turmoil? How can they be in authority to judge the experience and the 

narration of this experience by a refugee? How can we know better than them?  

It becomes evident that in the European asylum system the expert is always the 

European state, and its authority may always overshadow the lived experience of the 

refugee. This signifies in practice that a European asylum expert who often has no 

experience of political, religious, ethnicity-based persecution may decide on the basis 

of their education, training, and asylum guides (guides on how to conduct interviews, 

guides on the information about third-world countries etc) on the true or false claims 

of the asylum seekers. Having considered the above, I then decided to include all the 

remaining 132 cases in the data that I would analyze.  

As part of the methodology I followed to collect my ethnographic materials, I went 

through all my files and notes at the time and made thematic comments for each 

which concerned a. the general reasons (in the form of categories-political 

persecution, persecution based on ethnicity, persecution because of their gender etc) 

for each girl to be granted asylum as I recognized them and documented them at the 

time when listening to their story and reading their files and documentation, b. the 

number and length of sessions we held in preparation for the asylum interview or in 

preparation for their needs’ assessment report that would be submitted for their family 

reunification cases, c. my points of concern and alertness as I documented them at the 

time and before the asylum interview, d. my notes on what does and what does not 

work well on the cases, e. the professionals with whom I cooperated closely when 

preparing each case and any notes on our meetings and communications we had at the 

time, e. the outcome of each case and finally i. some personal notes and comments on 

my relationship with each girl with whom I cooperated, how their story made me feel, 

the tone and style with which I had written down their stories four years ago, and my 



overarching feeling when I concluded my contemplation and remembering of each 

case. 

I feel the need to document here how difficult and disturbing this process was. It 

entailed the effort of re-approaching your past self and understanding the mistakes 

and the discrepancies you may have done, your wins and moments of excellence, the 

misinterpretations and slippery-slops to which you may have fallen, the compassion, 

solidarity and empathy you may have felt and shown. What distinctively came out 

was that in the same way the European state is considered the expert and has the 

authority to decide who is worthy of asylum, I, in my capacity as the Greek lawyer, 

was considered the expert too. In other words, I was at the same time the living 

representation of the legal and Greek/European authority, a woman of the global 

North who was holding the secrets and the power for the legalization of the girls 

(Mohanty, 1984).  

In the 200 cases on which I have worked for a period of four years only three girls 

have ever openly questioned my expertise and authority. In all of the other cases, the 

girls have carefully listened to my advice, followed my lead, and adjusted their 

narratives based on my guidance. This was at a time when I did not fully understand 

my authority and thus, I do not consider myself as trying consciously or deliberately 

to enforce such authority over the girls. Rather my effort was to create an alliance 

with them and consolidate a trustful relationship which could guarantee a good 

cooperation before the Asylum Service. Despite my good intentions though, and the 

indeed powerful and trusting relationships that we built with some of the girls during 

our cooperation it would be both naïve and insulting not to showcase and bring 

forward my overarching and symbolic power and authority.  

In this process of thematically organizing the collected materials I observed a pattern 

in my collaboration with the girls and the progressing of the cases I researched. There 

are two stereotypical ideations that are unfolding in all those cases which are based on 

the stereotypical understanding of the refugee identity and its stereotypical separation 

from a migrant (Goodman et. al., 2017). The significance that this representation 

carries, the symbolic power it exercises is well grounded on a process of stereotyping 

the idea of a refugee in its core (Hall, 1997). “Stereotyping deploys a strategy of 



splitting […]. It symbolically fixes boundaries and excludes anything which does not 

belong” (Hall, 1997, p. 258).   

When the discourse on who is the refugee is clear and powerful, it echoes who as well 

is not the refugee and at its juxtaposition, we find the migrant. Very much in the same 

sense that O’Connell Davidson approaches the dichotomy constructed between people 

forcibly moved or else trafficked and the voluntary migrants who travel through 

smuggling, this dyadic ideation of migrants which is promoted and enhanced by states 

of reception serves a very specific political construction, creates a similarly specific 

collective fantasy around people in move and thus, formulates relevant policies 

around asylum and reception (O’Connell Davidson, 2013; Reneman, 2021). 

Similarly, the official discourse of the victim, the one who is in need of and is worth 

saving, does not concern only the one represented by this discourse and the official 

and stereotypical ideas it embeds, but by contrast it also includes the one who is 

absent. This legal and political distinction between who is worthy of asylum and who 

is not can be found embedded in the very foundations of refugee law and all of 

asylum processes; those are indeed put in place to distinguish real refugees, the ones 

worth saving, the victims and the poor of this world, from economic migrants, the 

deceivers, the imposters, the ones who cheat their way into Europe (Kotzur et. al., 

2017; Goodman et. al., 2017; Verkuyten, et. al., 2018; Wyszynski et. al, 2020). This 

same distinction or better the fear and concern of having a case categorized under the 

second ideation/characterization is what I think determines the pattern of which I talk 

about.  

Below I present two case studies which I constructed on the basis of this observed and 

recognized pattern. The two cases are inspired by the total of cases that I have worked 

on in the past and do not reflect the story of a specific, actual person, nor provide the 

history and specifics of one single case. They are rather based on common elements 

which are met repetitively in the researched stories and have the scope of focusing 

and highlighting my patterns of approach and work on the cases and the reasons and 

elements that brought forward such patterns. The first one concerns the a priori 

convincing stories that reach the Asylum Service and fit the stereotypical narrative of 

refugee. The second one entails a less-relatable narrative where a more intense 



investment on gendered victimhood is attempted. All names, nationalities, dates, and 

other specifics mentioned are fictional and do not concern actual cases. 

I am from Syria, I am the refugee-Still, you can tell it better 

Hala was from Syria. She arrived at the shelter in November 2018 and her interview 

was schedules after three months. When her interview day was approaching, we 

started our preparation. This meant a close and structured collaboration between Hala, 

the Arabic interpreter, Ms. Fatima and myself. Ms. Fatima was member of the 

shelter’s personnel. We had already established a good and strong collaboration and 

she was well-acquainted to the process of preparing a girl for an asylum interview; 

she knew how to use a child-friendly language and be exact and precise in her 

interpretation. She was also collaborating with Hala for quite some time now within 

the shelter; the existing familiarity between all three of us was a very helpful 

condition for starting our preparation.  

We did our first meeting with Hala where I reminded her that her interview was due 

in two weeks. I followed the process that I always do. Even though we have already 

discussed this information when she first arrived in the shelter, I once again explained 

what asylum is and what are the reasons for a person to be granted asylum. I used 

specific examples to explain what are the political, religious or ethnicity reasons for a 

person to be recognized as a refugee, what it means to be part of a specific social 

group, what persecution means, what danger, what is the humanitarian protection. I 

asked follow-up questions to make sure she understood what I was talking about and 

gave her time to think of and ask any questions. She had none. I also made sure to 

check with Ms. Fatima; did she see any hesitation? Are we good to continue? 

I then worked my way towards the asylum interview. What is the asylum interview? I 

always gave importance to specific and practical details because I imagined that such 

information may be reassuring in a way. I gave the speech so many times that I still 

remember it by heart: “I will come by the shelter and pick you up. We will go together 

to the asylum service, and I will be with you throughout the whole process. When we 

arrive there, we will show your asylum card and they will confirm that it is the day 

and time of your interview. Then, we will have to wait. I am sorry to tell you, but we 

may wait for some time even though we have a scheduled appointment. At some point 

the handler of your case will come along with an interpreter and call for us. We will 



show again your card and I will show the document that proves that I am your lawyer 

and I represent you. You have asked during your registration to have a female 

handler, but this may not be the case. If the handler is a man, he will ask us if we want 

to proceed even though he is not a woman as per your request. We can say that we do 

not wish to continue with a man, but this would mean rescheduling our interview. We 

can decide together beforehand what we will do in that case. It is totally up to you, 

and you should choose the option that makes you feel better. Let’s leave that aside for 

a while and come back after, ok?” 

“We will go into a small room, a bit smaller than this one” I would say showing the 

room where our sessions were usually held. “Inside the room it will be you, myself, 

the handler of the case and the interpreter. From the moment we enter the room the 

handler will inform you that your interview will be recorded. Everything we say in 

that room is recorded and this is done for the due-process and also for your 

protection-That way no one can doubt what you have said during the interview. The 

handler will speak to you through the interpreter, as I am doing now with the help of 

Mrs. Fatima. You know, as with any person you meet, you may like them instantly or 

not, they may be too strict or too friendly or seem distracted or too focused. Same 

goes for the interpreter. You should try to not get influenced by that. What I mean is 

that a strict handler who is too severe and never smiles does not mean that they are 

bad, or they do not like you or that they will give you a bad decision ok? This may be 

their style; this is their work. Similarly, if the handler is too friendly and relaxed, you 

should not forget that they are still judging your case, you should stay focused on 

your story. I am saying this because I know how we can get carried away by whom we 

are talking to. During the interview you should remain focused and concentrate on 

what you want to tell to the asylum service, about your story”.  

This would be my introduction in most cases. From that point on I would explain the 

structure of the interview but would not go into details. I would conclude the session 

giving time to the girl to think about what we have discussed and come back with 

questions. In our second session in preparation for Hala’s interview, I would ask for 

her story. In most cases I would follow the structure of the interview in the questions 

that I would ask but would also allow the girls to narrate freely their reasons for 

fleeing.  



Based on Hala’s history as it was documented by the social worker who was 

cooperating with her and the things she has reported before the Asylum Service 

during her first and second registration, things were quite simple; there was war in 

Syria, she was living at an area where conflicts were ongoing, so she had to flee. 

“Everybody was leaving” she told me, “There is war and there is nothing for us 

there.”. Yes, there was war, but it was not enough. We had to make sure that Hala 

would present a strong case and would receive a positive decision.  

I remember how awkward I would feel when pressing for details. Hala had a Syrian 

family booklet and evidence of where her residence was. There was news all over the 

world about the bombings and the insecurity and the danger that was governing that 

area but still I had to ask for more proof to prepare her for the same process that she 

would undergo at the asylum service. I told Hala that I knew there was war in Syria, 

everybody knew, and this is good for her case. But what the asylum service wants to 

hear is how the war has affected her personally. Why can’t SHE specifically no longer 

live in Syria. Has she experienced or lived something that made her understand she is 

in danger? Does she have specific examples? She had and she shared them. “Please 

make sure to explain whether you were present when this happened. This information 

was lost from Arabic to Greek”, I smiled. “Thank you Hala, thank you for sharing 

those experiences, I am really sorry that you went through all that, I understand it is 

difficult to narrate them.” 

The decision to leave was taken by Hala’s family. She was just informed about the 

decision and the specifics. During our next session, Hala was sharing contradictory 

stories about how her family contacted the smuggler and where they found the money. 

She had changed her story twice and was feeling very uncomfortable. “No, no, wait, 

now I remember it, I am very sorry” she told me when I tried to interrupt her. After 

her third attempt, I intervened and made an effort to give her a glimpse of how we see 

her or how we want her to be seen (O ’Connell Davidson, 2013) “Look, you are a 

child and also from what you have told me so far, you were not the one who decided 

to leave your country. It is okay to not know and not remember. Adults do not share 

everything with children or with the girls who are sending away, and the asylum 

officials know that”. She was concerned that they would not believe her if she said she 

didn’t know or didn’t remember. It took a lot of time and effort to persuade her that it 



would be okay and that it would be normal for the state authorities to explain that she 

didn’t know than provide a fragmented story that didn’t make sense.  

Going to the interview, we only submitted the Syrian documents Hala had with her. 

Hala followed all the instructions she was given. She talked in detail about her 

traumatizing war experiences and the dangers she underwent during her travel and 

explained she did not remember well or didn’t have the information on the questions 

to which she didn’t have a clear answer. She was calm but very timid during the 

interview and she never looked the interpreter in the eye. Her interview lasted one 

hour and 15 minutes and when we went out, she looked at me hopefully and said, “It 

went well, yes?” Following the interview Hala was granted asylum.  

In Africa there is no war—can’t you see my victimhood though? 

Arnal came in the shelter in September 2018. Her interview was scheduled for nine 

months after but every two weeks she would come to the office and remind me the 

date of her interview (Reneman & Stronks, 2021). The waiting was long but all those 

months she remained fixated on the interview. Even before starting our preparation 

for the asylum interview, I was already concerned about her case. At the time of her 

interview, she would be two weeks from adulthood, and she looked like it. She didn’t 

resemble to the traditional imagery of a child; she didn’t look vulnerable or lost or in 

need of an adult and I knew that this was bad (Stubberud et. al., 2019). Her asylum 

case was not a strong one and it would be helpful to have the looks of a fragile child. 

For what is more, she was a girl who didn’t make the best first impression. She would 

talk abruptly and interrupt you when talking. She always had difficulty concentrating 

on what you were discussing; she would easily get lost in her thoughts and had no 

coherence when talking.  

Her mother tongue was Lingala, an African dialectal and she also talked some basic 

French. Neither a Lingala interpreter, nor a French one was ever provided to us by the 

shelter administration, so our preparation was done in French and without an 

interpreter with high difficulties of understanding each other, me having studied 

French academically and her having gone to school only for four years.  

More importantly, during her registration at the island, she has stated that the reason 

she fled was that she was considered to be a witch because her father was doing black 

magic. Her village wanted to abolish the whole family, so she had to flee. Before 



starting the preparation for the interview but also during the whole process, I was 

cooperating closely with the social worker who was monitoring her. She would also 

meet with Arnal on an almost everyday basis to discuss the importance of the asylum 

interview, the need for her to cooperate as best as possible and any stress or fear she 

may be experiencing. 

Our preparation for the interview was very difficult; Arnal would repetitively turn 

back to the witch part and would talk long and theatrically about how her village 

people were afraid of witches and the bad things they would do to her if she ever 

returned. She indeed exhibited some fear when discussing the possibility of being 

returned. She would tell me that her father was involved in black magic but never her. 

During our second session I had to interrupt this narrative. It was becoming obvious 

that if we went at the asylum service with such a story and such an attitude, things 

would become very difficult for her.  

I thanked her for sharing her story so far and reassured her that I do not doubt or deny 

it. “But we must discuss if this is a story that will help you as much as we want with 

your asylum case. Youi see, in Europe, things that have to do with magic are not 

really common, people are not familiar with that, and the Asylum Service will most 

probably not believe that you will actually be in danger if you go back. Even if they 

decide that everything you are saying is true, they will most probably believe that you 

will not be in danger. So, this is what I suggest: we leave this story about the magic 

aside, only for now, and we decide after what we want to do with it, ok? Now, you 

told me in the beginning that you only went to school for four years even though you 

left your country when you were 16 and a half. This is very very important. Can you 

tell me some more things about this?” 

As it turned out Arnal was deprived of her education because she was a girl and her 

father thought that it would not be useful for her future life as a spouse. She was also 

a victim of child labor from the age of 10 working at the local market for long hours. 

She had fallen victim of sexual abuse multiple times when travelling alone towards 

Europe. During our fourth session, when I reassured her that she had a strong case and 

things would go well if she would discuss during her interview all those things we 

have discussed together and agreed were important, she told me that for one year 



before fleeing her country she was systematically sexually abused by her father. The 

whole village had found out and accused the family of black magic.  

Going to the interview, Arnal had no identifying document to share. We submitted 

however, a very detailed legal note on her case and the reasons based on which she 

was entitled to refugee status. We also submitted a very detailed psychosocial report 

by the social worker who was cooperating with her at the shelter, highlighting the 

distress and anxiety she was showing during her stay at the shelter which testifies to 

the traumatic events of her past. We also submitted a report by the educational 

specialist at the shelter who was presenting the low educational level of Arnal 

according to her age and her ignorance of educational methodologies. All this 

documentation was submitted to support her case before the Asylum Service. 

The day of her interview Arnal had put on a very short red dress. She had made her 

hair straight and shining and put on make-up when I arrived at the shelter to pick her 

up. She was very beautiful. I suddenly became afraid that this sexualized version of 

hers would be disadvantageous for her case. I was torn inside, and I remember feeling 

a bit of a panic-it would be despicable for me to shame her in any way for the clothes 

she had carefully chosen for this special day, but I was also certain that her looks, her 

image and the connotations it would produce, would be crucial for the outcome of her 

case. The farther away we were from the ideation of the vulnerable child (Stubberud 

et. al., 2019), the more difficult it would get to have a positive decision. I went to her 

room and told her that she looked gorgeous, but the asylum service was too dirty 

(which was true), the waiting area too uncomfortable (also true) and after the first 

hour of waiting she would wish to be in her jeans. “Why do you think I am always 

dressed like that?” I said showing myself with a theatrical gesture. She laughed and 

agreed. She also took off her make-up on her own.     

During her interview Arnal narrated all her victimizing experiences. The interview 

lasted for two and a half hours with self-repeating questions and insistence on futile 

details. She was cold and seemed bored the whole time. She would reply “I already 

told you that” to most follow-up questions she received. She talked about the magic 

making her flee despite our discussions on the matter, but she also talked about her 

abuse in her country of origin and during her journey, her deprivation of education 

and her child labor. Following her interview, she was denied asylum under the 



argument that she had now become an adult and the dangers against her life in her 

home country could no longer be considered severe. It was a badly written decision. 

We appealed and in addition to all documentation previously submitted, we also filed 

a report by the psychiatrist who had started monitoring her. Arnal was granted asylum 

at second instance.   

Analysis of interviews  

The Greek law on asylum procedures provides for specialized treatment to asylum 

seekers who are considered to be vulnerable (Law 4636/2019). The law further 

provides specific categories of people who are a priori considered to be vulnerable. 

Unaccompanied minors are the first category mentioned, while people who have 

survived GBV are also traditionally taxonomized under the high-vulnerable 

individuals. At the intersection of those three parameters, we find the focus group of 

our research.  

The analysis of the interview materials has been a quite revealing process and one that 

furthered my self-reflections and gave new light to the issues I was seeking to 

approach through this research. It was interesting not only to observe the different 

ways that a situation is interpreted by different professionals but also the different 

levels of personal involvement and sentimental participation that each informant 

allowed themselves. I can say that even among such a small number of interviews, 

interviews with people who have worked with unaccompanied girls in similar 

contexts, there were evident differences in the ways that each of my questions was 

understood and thus, answered, but also in the ways that those answers were 

articulated. Certainly, each professional brought into the discussion their role and 

professional capacity and their self-conception of that role, as well as a certain level 

of (dis)comfort and (un)easiness which I managed (or not) to create.  

Despite those differences which are themselves feeding the analysis that follows, 

there was also a set of patterns, commonalities and recurring issues that arose, and 

which provide a quite clear picture of the issues under research. I will make an effort 

to present and discuss those while in conversation both with my own agonies and 

dilemmas as I present them in the relevant autoethnographic part, but also with the 

theoretical framework upon which this study was built.    



As vulnerable as it gets 

“In the pyramid of vulnerability unaccompanied girls are at the very top”11, one of the 

informants characteristically declared during our interview when asked to reflect on 

how they think of unaccompanied girls. Indeed, their description seems to summarize 

and reflect in an absolute manner the way that adolescent unaccompanied girls are 

seen and described by all participants. The words “vulnerable”, “vulnerability”, 

“difficulty”, “traumatic” (events, experiences) were dominant and the most repeated 

ones when the participants discussed the main characteristics of the girls. The 

intersection of age, gender and the separation from their family seems to provide for 

an accumulation of vulnerabilities which become prominent and the key-identifiable 

for those adolescent girls by the professionals with whom they cooperate.  

In further discussing this identifiable vulnerability, 4 out of 5 respondents highlighted 

first the fact that the girls are separated from their family. “They are alone in such a 

foreign environment”, “they have no one to accompany them and are thus, exposed”, 

“there is an a priori weakness and vulnerability since the girl is alone here”, “a girl 

without a family is exposed to a series of dangers”; the quotes paint a quite clear 

picture of vulnerable and in need girls who are prone to victimhood and 

infliction of all sorts of malfortunes. This is quite consistent with the prominent 

western idea and collective understanding of children as dependent, vulnerable and 

lacking in agency (O’ Connell Davidson, 2011). In the case of unaccompanied girls, a 

similar fantasy of the dependent and vulnerable child is perpetuated but is also 

reinforced by their gender (which generates additional vulnerability) and the 

experience of migration.  

Indeed, what was further interesting was that in cases, the dependency and lack of 

agency ascribed to the girls was not attributed only to their age but also to their gender 

and was presented as further connected to their cultural background. Most 

respondents referred to the different origins and cultural backgrounds of the girls 

when commenting on the difficulties they may face. They indicated as a significant 

cause the gendered role that the girls have undertaken in their home countries and the 

ways they have learnt to understand and perform it.  

 
11 All quotes have been translated from Greek to English by the researcher. I have tried to provide an 
exact translation in all cases, considering the tone and formality of the words used as well, but 
language variations should still be taken under consideration.  



“(The girls) come from societies that are usually more patriarchal 

and the role of the woman is in the house, it is a subordinate role. 

So, the girls may think that going to school is not that important. 

[…] Or they would not be familiar with communicating with 

services because these were things that they would not do in their 

country of origin, and that can potentially an additional stress for 

them”. 

The lack of agency from the part of the girls, their dependency, their awkwardness 

when in face of a legal and official process, are seen thus, as the result of their gender 

role in their country of origins, one additional victimizing characteristic they carry 

along with their culture. The underlying juxtaposition between the modern and 

progressed west as the receiving land and the barbaric east/south as the land of 

persecution seems to echo in such observations (Mohanty, 1984; Lugones, 2010).  

Only one respondent commented, after referring to the ways that the cultural 

background may be reflected in the girls’ behaviors that “there is not much difference 

here [meaning in Greece] in how we understand and interpret gender, I want to 

highlight that”, while further during the interview they mentioned, showcasing in a 

way the role of professionals themselves in perpetuating this stereotype:  

“We [professionals] must stop behaving to girls differently from 

boys. In what sense I mean that? We must stop believing and 

showing them that it is more difficult for a girl to make it, that we 

expect their willingness and dedication to go to school and integrate 

and make something out of their lives to be lower than the one of the 

boys, that they lack agency and power. I think it is a mistake we 

make”.  

In building the profile and net of needs of the unaccompanied adolescent girls, the 

second (in priority and frequency) parameter that was introduced in the discussion by 

the participants is the experience of the girls of a violent and traumatic event; those 

were also always connected to their gender. All participants have related 

unaccompanied girls with traumatic and difficult situations and specifically with 

sexual and gender-based violence; some of them have partly attributed such an 

experience to the migrant condition of the girls while most of them to their very 



gender which in combination with the condition of migration has led to “violent”, 

“traumatic”, “difficult” or “compromising” situations. In this sense the experience of 

violence and the identity of victimhood acquire a gendered character and 

become a certain fate in the collective fantasy for the unaccompanied girls who 

“are exposed to a series of dangers” as three participants mentioned in the exact same 

words.  

It is important to explain at this point and for all the analysis that will follow, that the 

interest is not to claim that this imaginary does not reflect reality, nor that the stories 

of the girls do not actually consist of all that violence and vulnerability. The interest, 

however, is to showcase how those characteristics are ascribed by asylum and 

psychosocial professionals as the main identity of the girls, their core determinant. 

Every other identity obeys and follows as secondary. 

The asylum interview as a necessary evil 

In the discussion about the interview and the key-elements for a girl to be granted 

asylum, there was the underlying assumption that unaccompanied adolescent girls 

would in most cases receive a refugee status. “It would be difficult for the girls to not 

be recognized”, “in any case, most of the time there is not even the need to have a 

plausible claim for the girl to be granted protection. I mean that their profile alone, 

being an unaccompanied girl and all that this means, is strong”, “you end up thinking 

that there is no way she is not getting asylum with all those things she has been 

through”, while some participants would choose to highlight that same thing through 

a comparison with unaccompanied boys:  

“I have the impression that boys will be rejected far more easily 

than girls, I also have the impression that because of their gender 

boys are believed that can survive easier under adverse 

circumstances and thus, girls will be prioritized. Even in the essence 

of a story, a girl will more easily be imagined to be a victim of 

violence, will be more easily heard and taken care of”.  

Such an assertion was interesting coming from all participants, and it could also be 

considered reassuring for the girls themselves (if it was to depict reality). At the 

intersection of age, gender and violent experiences, unaccompanied adolescent girls 

seem to acquire the necessary distance from the identity of (all other) asylum seekers. 



Their de facto vulnerability and victimhood become the primary ideations under 

which they are taxonomized within the asylum context. The collective fantasy of 

the unaccompanied girl is conceptualized and shaped in such a way that it always 

generates emotionally charged discourses on the difficulties and the violence they 

have certainly survived from and in this sense, they become truly worthy of asylum- 

in the same way that O’ Connell Davidson describes how the trafficked child becomes 

the only child truly worthy of protection (O’Connell Davidson, 2011). 

However, when the same participants were asked directly whether they mean that it 

would suffice for a girl to showcase that she is an unaccompanied girl for her to 

acquire a refugee status, the answers were not so reassuring: “No, it is not enough”, 

“No, one must also prove or explain what is the danger exactly or show what they 

have been through”. I feel that the general sense is summarized in the quote of one of 

the respondents when asked what they feel is necessary for the asylum interview of an 

unaccompanied girl to go well: “Well, for the girl to look vulnerable. (They pause). It 

is like a ritual. The process itself signifies that the girl must show vulnerability, they 

must show how much they need this, how much they need the protection. If they do so, 

it will go well”.  

Even though I highlight this controversy, I also fully understand and share it. Indeed, 

the risky situations under which a girl will find herself if denied asylum and the 

accumulating negative experiences and vulnerabilities she may present, create a sense 

of assumed certainty, a feeling of an inevitable outcome which in those cases would 

signify a refugee status. However, the Greek reality of asylum, the exceptions that 

each professional may have seen and come across, the mere realization that if things 

were indeed that easy, the girls would not have to undergo the asylum process in the 

exact same conditions as adult asylum seekers, creates this crack of doubt that fills up 

the whole cooperation with the girls in light of the asylum interview. The severity of 

the consequences that the process carries along imposes in practice a similar severity 

and strictness in the way that the girls are prepared and participate in the process.  

This severity is lived in an even more intense way by the girls themselves, one can 

imagine, and the participants have confirmed. When discussing the effect of the 

asylum interview over the girls, the participants were certain in their answers. The 

sentiments of stress, anxiety and agony were the ones mostly used to describe how the 



girls may be feeling while waiting or preparing for their asylum interview; an 

additional outburst of symptoms in cases of psychological or psychiatric discomforts 

was also described. In the eyes of the interviewed professionals, girls do not feel well 

when called upon participating in this legal process. “You also see that older girls, 16 

or 17, they come, and their first concern is what will happen in the interview, they 

have heard things in their community, from other children... They carry the interview 

stress during their whole journey, along with all their trauma”.  

What is interesting though, is the reasons that explain according to the participants 

this negative effect of the interview over the girls. On one hand, the importance and 

cruciality attributed to the process is the first factor to which all interviewees referred; 

the asylum interview signifies the transition to a different status-its symbolic but also 

very practical and importance is real for all asylum seekers. On the other hand, 

though, all participants highlighted the stress of the girls for their performance; “there 

is a lot of stress about how the interview will unfold, whether they will do well, if they 

will say all those things they want to say, if they will say everything, that they will not 

forget to say something, they will say it in the right way, if it will be enough etc”. 

Three out of five participants compared the sentiments of the girls to the ones you feel 

when you are about to give an exam-only this one is an exam for your life.  

“I can, for example, refer to cases of girls either unaccompanied or 

accompanied who were terribly anxious and very stressed entering 

the interview, like a child preparing to take the national exams 

(laughs) and then when leaving, realizing that the interview was 

over they would smile and be more relaxed and it was as if they had 

received the best news they could take, as if they had passed those 

exams. So yes, there is stress, but I think they also understand the 

importance of the process”. 

Three of the participants also talked about girls whose sole and persistent interest 

throughout their whole collaboration in the framework of the shelter was the asylum 

interview. Indicatively: 

“Thinking of your question to be honest, my mind automatically 

goes to those girls who arrived in the shelter only in the scope of 

being supported and completing the asylum interview, girls who 



were automated in a way, they could only function around this event 

and were interested in nothing else. Such an agony, it was the A and 

the Z of their everyday life, before and after the interview. At times 

they could not even manage the fact of whether they had said 

something in the right way or not. I am imagining that in a way this 

process is related to all the anxiety and stress they have been 

through while trying to reach Europe-but this is only a fantasy of 

mine”.  

The effects of the interview 

In the words of one of the participants, 

“Τhe purpose of the interview process is for the applicant to be able 

to state the reasons they left their country of origin and cannot go 

back. The job of the case handlers thus, is to allow and assist 

applicants to make their claims in a complete and detailed manner 

so that a conclusion can be drawn as to whether they fall under the 

provisions of international law which determine whether a person is 

entitled to international protection”.  

In four out of the five interviews the participants unequivocally declared the process 

to be traumatic; “If this process is something, it’s traumatic” or “how can it not be 

traumatic? This is not even a question”. For the participant who was not so 

categorical, the process is not considered to be traumatic in itself but can be, if 

implemented by officials who do not do their jobs well, do not follow the guidance 

and trainings provided to all asylum handlers. In support of this, all participants 

highlighted the role of the handler, the asylum official who conducts the interviews, 

as being of high importance. The importance of their role is also thought to be 

understood by the girls themselves. One of the respondents mentions “There was 

concern about who this would be, the one who will assess their case and decide on it. 

They are a person who becomes very important to the child at that moment”.  

According to the participants, the handler has the possibility and thus, the power and 

the responsibility to adjust the process to the needs and vulnerabilities of the 

unaccompanied girl, to render it more friendly and less traumatizing for the 

participant and this seems to depend on the expertise, stand and approach of the 



handler/state official (Asad, 2004): “the role of the handler is that of a facilitator, they 

conduct the interview to facilitate a person to tell their story without judging them, 

making it more difficult or making them feel insecure or bring forward more 

difficulties than the ones they are already facing”. Going deeper into what is 

expected, one of the respondents explained that when dealing with children, one does 

not expect long and elaborate answers but still they must be given the time and space 

to tell their story. They mention: 

“One must be careful to balance between what you need to know 

and what you expect to learn. With minors you have to give space 

and time for them to express what must be expressed, to tell their 

story and for you to make sure that at the end of the interview you 

will not have a child who is more traumatized than before, so this is 

something to watch out for. Any references to traumatic events 

should be done carefully and from people who can also handle them 

in a way, otherwise a girl who has experienced a violent event will 

end up re-traumatized”.  

Whether the case handlers were capable to undertake this task without further 

traumatizing the participant is an issue to consider.  

“In such things there is no absolute certainty that the child has 

remembered what it is to remember and ok that’s their story, the 

end. There are sides that are difficult to approach, one should 

always keep in mind that the child may have not remembered or 

recalled everything. What will happen if during the interview they 

find themselves in a position of remembering something, opening 

something up? Is the handler the right person to handle an open 

trauma or are they only capable to talk about a very legal 

process?”  

Of course, the role of the handler is not important only in the conduction of the 

interview but also in assessing the stories that the girls will share. How are those 

stories assessed? The participants seemed divided in this regard, between the ones 

who feel that the girls may also be asked for details and information that they will 

have difficulty providing and the ones who understand that the girls’ claims are 



assessed in relation to their profile and with a supportive approach since the events 

that they share, and which will be assessed mainly concern victimizing and violent 

experiences. Their age and their gender once again become dominant figures of how 

they will behave during the interview. Indicatively:   

“Usually, given that the children come from countries where the girl 

or the woman has anyhow a subordinate role, this is also reflected 

in the way they behave in the interview. They will declare from the 

beginning for example, that they do not know a lot of things, do not 

have a lot of things to say, that their past was such that does not 

allow them to know information about their country of origin or 

anything, and in the same sense the level of information you expect 

to receive by children is lower, especially by girls who will say for 

example that they never went outside the house. So, it is a usual 

phenomenon for them to not be able to describe their neighborhood 

or other things which in usual cases you would consider basic”.  

In this framework, it seems that the identifiable characteristics of the girls, their 

recognizable features, and the recurring themes of their experiences (helplessness, 

violence, victimhood) become primary in the assessing of their claims (Lewis et. al., 

2021). One of the respondents says, “The claims made by unaccompanied girls mainly 

concern incidents of gender-based violence, so considering that these incidents are 

indeed quite common in some of the countries of origin you will not enter in the 

process of questioning whether this has actually happened”.  

Indeed, when asked about themes or patterns in the narrative of the girls all 

participants were positive; gender-based violence and abuse was the dominant 

pattern in the stories of all unaccompanied girls, all five participants declared. 

Some of them recognized further patterns and related the country or area of origin of a 

girl to specific forms of violence they most probably have suffered or to whether the 

violence occurred in the country of origin and acted as the catalyst for their journey or 

occurred during the journey or when in Greece. Syrian girls have suffered domestic 

violence, Afghan girls forced marriages, African girls were trafficked in Turkey and 

raped in Greece. All have been violated and victimized. Their gendered victimhood 

emerges as their play to be granted asylum.   



But where do the girls stand in this process of being assessed, assumed, and 

interpreted? Can their voices be heard? Can they articulate their self-determinations? 

It is difficult to imagine without asking them directly. But in the discussion with the 

professionals who work with them, the negative feelings seemed to prevail. When 

asked whether the asylum process could be empowering for the girls, some 

participants were shocked and others more positive. “It can be [empowering], if a 

person feels that they have completed something very difficult that they never 

imagined they could never do, but yet they succeeded, it can give you power to go 

on”. Only if the process has a positive result then-, I should add. However, in the 

words of one respondent: 

 “It is difficult to be empowered by a process where you are asked to 

prove something about yourself and where you are to give answers 

that will affect your whole life. It could be different so as not to be 

so traumatic, but I cannot imagine it as an empowering process.” 

With the girls absent from this research it is difficult to conclude on how they are 

affected, how they are interpreting and approaching the process themselves. However, 

when I contemplate on that I somehow come back to a characteristic example one of 

the respondents gave when we were discussing how the interviews may affect the 

girls:  

“It may be difficult for them if they go into a room with a male 

handler and a male interpreter. Typically, when there is not the 

possibility for women, they will be asked whether this is a problem 

for them. But it has never occurred that they say it is a problem and 

they want to reschedule… I guess that this very fact that no woman 

has ever objected is a strong indication that they actually have a 

problem with it.  

So, this may be one thing: that their position, this inequality they are 

experiencing may lead them to not expressing their needs during the 

process.”  



Concluding Remarks and Further Research 

Concluding on the analysis and contemplating on what was drawn both from the 

interviews and the autoethnographic research, it does not feel easy to mark 

conclusions that will give an end to the research; it rather feels as the very beginning 

of a complex and extended quest that one should embark on in order to try and 

understand the multifaceted effects that the asylum process as currently described and 

implemented in the Greek context has on the adolescent girls who find themselves 

trapped within it and defined by it.  

Despite the small scale of the research and its limited context, the thesis has exposed a 

series of patterns that link the Greek framework of asylum and the role of adolescent 

girls within it to internationally recurring themes of victimhood, state power and the 

violence of that power, the coloniality of gender and the gendered experience of 

refugees. For what is more, it has managed to reveal the ways that the intersecting 

factors of gender, age, separation from family and experience of violence commonly 

shape an expected narrative from the part of the adolescent girls from which is 

difficult to evade.  

Adolescent girls are vulnerable, have fallen victims of gender-based violence and 

need protection; this is a reflection of the collective fantasy of the professionals 

cooperating with them. As children and as girls, they lack agency, and they 

continuously need the protection and support of the State. This accepted narrative on 

the identity of the girls makes them different from other migrants and on the basis of 

their multifaceted and multileveled vulnerability, they can conquer a refugee status 

and a safe legal stay in Europe. Only to do so, they must embrace that narrative, dress 

in, and showcase their vulnerability running at the same time the danger of being 

trapped solely within it.  

This interpretation of the girls’ needs and experiences feeds from the powerful ideas 

that can be detected in the foundations of the European and Greek legal order; the 

state as a savior of the Other and protector of its citizen, the child as a non-agential 

entity in need of protection and guidance, the superiority of the modernized west and 

the incompetent and primitive global south, the distinction between the helpless 

refugee and the canning migrant. Those ideas are all too reflected in and perpetuated 



through the legal instruments implemented in the European states and secured through 

the imposing of the power (and/or violence) of the State.  

The girls are exemplified as de facto vulnerable and in need of protection. However, 

they cannot so easily evade the refugee/migrant dichotomy because in their essence 

they remain Others in the eyes of the state. In order to avoid landing on the wrong 

side of the fence, they are expected and led into narrating their vulnerabilities. Their 

intersecting gender and age and the connotations of violence, exposure, and 

vulnerability they produce are put in the forefront of their requests for asylum. Not 

without reason but certainly with a cost since the vulnerability of the girls may be 

assumed but it must also be articulated by themselves in a convincing manner.  

The research has further shown how professionals have absorbed this perceived 

understanding of unaccompanied adolescent girls (which is not said to be a wrong or 

untrue understanding) and how they build on it in their effort to prepare and support 

girls during the navigation through the asylum process. It has revealed the fear and the 

caution with which the professionals themselves approach the asylum process and 

how they have seen or how they imagine that said process may influence the girls. It 

has been interesting to observe how undoubtedly and physically the girls are 

vulnerable in their eyes and how this certainty may evaporate when discussing the 

asylum process.  

It became intriguing to also observe how they understand and report on the violence 

and the detrimental effects of the asylum process over the girls while at the same time 

they (we) become part and enforcers of that violence in our effort to support the girls 

and help them acquire a safe legal status. The impasse before which they find 

themselves becomes evident; they may recognize but cannot resist State violence and 

they thus, focus on the importance of a positive outcome following the asylum 

interview. 

Despite those conclusions drawn, there was also a multitude of issues that emerged as 

important, and which necessitate further research and discussion in order to provide a 

better understanding of the thematic at hand. As already discussed in the beginning of 

this thesis, when embarking on a research project as this one the absence of the girls’ 

voices is deafening. Despite that being a very deliberate and well-thought decision 

that stemmed from the principles of child safeguarding and protection and the 



obligation of ethical research, still the need to give voice and space to the target group 

of the research remains. It should be seen, how, in a different context and through 

meticulous planning and effort, adolescent girls could share their own thoughts, 

experiences and contemplations on the lived reality of the asylum process when being 

an unaccompanied adolescent, seeking asylum in Greece.  

For what is more, the role of cultural mediators is also to be studied and researched 

and specifically their contribution in perpetuating or smoothing out the violence of the 

process and the exertion of state power, as well as their symbolic and practical 

importance to the eyes of the girls being the first and most important filter of their 

narratives. Being either Greek citizens or refugees themselves it would be interesting 

to explore how they position themselves within the process and vis-à-vis both the case 

handlers and the interviewed girls. The linguistic differentiations that they are obliged 

to insert in their interpretation would also be an interesting issue to research in what 

concerns the discourse alterations it may provoke but it needs a specialized researcher 

to effectively address those questions.  

In order to fully capture the consequences of the asylum process on the adolescent 

girl, one should also focus and make visible the spatial and temporal characteristics of 

the process’ s implementation. How the interview rooms look like and are they ever 

different from the ones used for adults? How is the room structured and what this 

choice signifies? Who is sitting where and what scope does the distance between the 

interlocutors serve? How long does it take for a girl to be able to narrate her story? 

How many hours, weeks, or months of waiting, and how many times of repeating 

herself to satisfy the questions of the psychologist who may be monitoring her, the 

lawyer who is representing her, the new psychologist at her new shelter, the asylum 

service at her first and second registration? How does the narrative change from 

interview to interview? 

Finally, it would also be interesting to navigate those same question with an eye on 

the process of family reunification rather than the one of asylum interview; things 

may be forming in a different way through that process and through a very different 

timeline, but with similar patterns reflected and with the additional agony of reuniting 

with their family as the ultimate and final goal. 



In other words, there is still a grand field in need of research when discussing the 

experience of adolescent girls who have survived GBV and have sought asylum in 

Greece. However, it is hoped that this thesis has revealed to some extent how the 

experienced violence of the adolescent girls may be perpetuated by their participation 

in asylum processes that disregard their needs and special characteristics and impose a 

predefined discourse of their lives. It is also hoped that it unveiled the stereotypical 

ideas that typically follow this group of adolescents, and which do not have to be 

untrue in order to be detrimental for them when imposed as their main and identifiable 

characteristics. 

Lastly, the research has hopefully reflected in a respectful and inclusive way the many 

dilemmas and impasses to which professionals cooperating with the girls find 

themselves when in their effort to recognize and address the needs of the girls. It is 

aspired that it can be a very first step in discussing with honesty and with open-

mindedness the role and the responsibility of (each one and) all of us working in the 

field and cooperating with the girls; namely the ways through which we choose to 

cooperate with them, the power we may exert upon them and our contribution in 

perpetuating said violence.  

It is hoped that sooner than later it will be the girls themselves telling their stories, 

interpreting their experiences, revealing the problematic patterns of legal processes 

that do not fit them; it is hoped that sooner than later we will be stripped off the power 

to speak on their behalf as if we knew better because their voice will be at last 

deafening and their own.  
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INFORMATION SHEET 

Title of Study:  

Institution :  

Name and contact details of the researcher:  

 

Invitation Paragraph 

You are invited to take part in a research that is carried out in the framework of the masters’ 
program “Gender studies – Intersectionality and Change” of the Linkoping University, 
Sweden. This information sheet explains why the research is being done and what taking 
part will involve. Please take time to read it carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
Please ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. 
Once you have read it, you can decide whether or not you wish to take part. Thank you for 
reading this. 

What is the research’s purpose? 

The research is being conducted by Dimitra Moustaka for her 1st year thesis at the Master’s 
program “Gender studies – Intersectionality and Change” of the Linkoping University. The 
research focuses on adolescent girls who have survived gender-based violence and have 
arrived in Greece unaccompanied or separated from family members seeking asylum. The 
research wishes to study how the legal process of asylum interview and the official needs’ 
assessment conducted in the framework of family reunification requests may affect the 
aforementioned girls, and the interpretations of their experiences.  

More specifically, the research seeks to understand a) the assessment criteria based on 
which asylum and/or family re-unifications are granted, b) what does the process of 
interviewing girls in the framework of those procedures involves, c) the dynamics that are 
created between interviewers and interviewees in the process, the negotiations and 
dilemmas that might arise in both sides, the possible ethical considerations and reflections 
asylum and psychosocial support professionals might experience during different stages of 
the procedure (before, during, after…), and d) how and to what extent the legal framework 
for asylum affects the conduction pf those interviews and the way the assessment criteria 
are evaluated by the case handlers. 

Why have I been chosen? 

You have been selected to take part in the research as a person who works/has worked with 
the target group in the refugee field. 

Do I have to take part? 

It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, you will be 
given this information sheet to keep and will be asked to sign a consent form. You can stop 
the interview at any time without giving a reason. If you decide to withdraw from the 
research, you will be asked what you want to happen to the information you have provided 
up to that point.  



What will taking part involve? 

If you do decide to take part, I will ask you a series of questions and record your answers 
either in writing or on a computer with your permission. The recording will only serve 
transcription purposes and after the conclusion of the thesis will be destroyed. Personal 
notes on the interview will be kept confidential and safely stored. The interview is likely to 
take around one or two hours depending on your availability. There are no right, or wrong 
answers and I am only interested in hearing your thoughts, so you should feel free to be 
honest and open. If you don’t want to answer any questions that come up, just let me know 
that you would like to move onto the next question. You have the option of taking part 
through a face-to-face interview or through an online interview. The interview will be 
conducted in Greek or in English according to your preference. 

What are the possible risks of taking part? 

It is possible that you may feel uncomfortable discussing sensitive topics or topics may be 
difficult or distressing to talk about. If any discomfort does arise during your interview, you 
are able to pause the interview and resume again after a break, change topics or stop the 
interview.  

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

There are no immediate benefits to participating in the research, but it is hoped that the 
information you provide will initiate an effort to improve the current system of supporting 
adolescent girls who are seeking asylum in Greece. I want to ensure that many different 
views and opinions are included in the research, so your participation is important.   

Will my taking part in this project be kept confidential? 

All the information that I collect about you during the course of the interview will be kept 
strictly confidential. This means that no one except myself will know what you tell me, and 
your name will not be written in any reports. Any personal information, such as your name 
or other identification details, will be removed from the information and the information will 
be stored securely.  

Limits to confidentiality 

Please note that if I hear anything during our conversation that makes me worried that you 
or someone else might be in danger of suffering harm, I might have to inform relevant 
agencies of this. If this happens, I will let you know that I am doing this and will discuss it 
with you first.  

.  

  



CONSENT FORM 

Title of Study:  

Participant’s statement 

I acknowledge that I have read or have had the purpose and contents of the Participants’ 
Information Sheet read to me, and all questions satisfactorily explained to me, in a language 
I understand. I fully understand the contents and any potential implications as well as my 
right to change my mind (i.e. withdraw from the research), even after I have signed this 
form. 

I voluntarily agree to be part of this research. 

Name of Participant:   

Participant’s signature: 

Date: 

 

Researcher’s statement 

I confirm that the participant has been given ample time to read and learn about the study. 
All questions and clarifications raised by the participant have been addressed.  

Name of researcher:   

Researcher’s signature: 

Date: 
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Interview Guide 

The following questions are advisory and may be changed or reformulated according to the 

conversation. 

 

Introductory 

Can you please describe your professional capacity? 

Can you please describe your previous and current experience in the humanitarian field? 

Have you cooperated with unaccompanied girls? Can you please describe the nature of your 

cooperation? 

 

Part 1 

What comes in mind, what characteristics do you think of, when you hear about an 

unaccompanied adolescent girl? 

Are there specific characteristics that you expect to see, specific issues that you expect to 

confront when cooperating with this group? 

Have you cooperated with unaccompanied boys? Do you see differences between UAM boys 

and girls in what concerns their needs and they way they participate in the asylum process? 

Have you cooperated with unaccompanied girls who have survived GBV? Are these common 

cases? 

Do those girls present specialized needs? Why? Are there specific things, points of attention 

that you have in mind when cooperating with adolescents survivors of GBV? 

 

Part 2 

An important part of the legal process that the girls may undergo is the asylum interview. 

Can you please describe what it this process and how you understand it? What does it 

entail? 

What is your role within this process? Have you cooperated with the girls in the framework 

of this process? Can you please explain how? 

In this context, does it occur that the girls narrate their stories to you? Why? Does this 

happen because they have to or because they want to? Are they obliged to do so as part of 

the process? 

Have you observed similar stories? Have you observed specific patterns in the stories they 

share? If yes, which ones? What does this depend to? 

Do they have specific requests when narrating their stories? 



If you hear a story about GBV, how would you react? In the sense of what steps would you 

take? 

Do you consider that such a story/experience may be an important aspect in what concerns 

their legal process? Why? 

What is the scope of your intervention/cooperation with the girls? What goals do you want 

to achieve? Can you be more precise? (legal status, psychological monitoring, 

empowerment?) 

When you hear a story from a girl, does it happen at times that you may not believe it? 

Why do you think this may happen? Can you recall specific cases? Do you recollect why you 

were doubting the story? 

How do you react in such instances? 

If you are requested, as part of your job, to include this story in an official report for the 

asylum case of the girl, how would you handle that situation? 

Have you ever confronted a girl about her story not seeming true? Even in order to help her. 

If yes, what was your goal in doing so? What happened? If not, why? 

Are there specific elements/ things in a story which make you suspect that the story or part 

of it may not be true? 

Are there specific elements/ things in the story/ behavioral treats of the girl which convince 

you of the truthfulness of the story? Can you elaborate on them? 

 

Part 3 

Are there specific tools you use when conducting an interview with adolescent girls? (for 

case handlers) 

What do you think as important elements/things to consider in what regards the process of 

the asylum interview? 

Do you provide girls with specific advice for the legal process of the asylum interview? What 

would this advice be? (for psychosocial and legal support professionals) 

What are the necessary conditions for a girl to be granted asylum? What characteristics of a 

case do you feel play the most important role? 

In your opinion and from your experience, what effects does the asylum interview have on 

the girls? Can you please explain? 

Do you believe that the asylum interview can be empowering? Why? 

Do you believe that the asylum interview can be traumatizing? Why? 

In your opinion, what are the biggest challenges for the girls when they participate in the 

asylum interview? 

In your opinion, what are the biggest challenges for the caseworkers when they conduct 

asylum interviews with this target groups? 



What are the biggest challenges that you have encountered as a professional while 

cooperating with girls in the framework of their asylum interviews? 

 

Concluding 

How are you feeling? Do you have any thoughts that you haven’t shared and you would like 

to in regards to what we have been discussing? 

Would you like to see change in the matters we have discussed today? What kind of change? 

Why/ why not? 

 


