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Introduction

N De Genova
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M Tazzioli
Goldsmiths, University of London, UK

The present exercise is a provisional effort to dedicate serious critical reflection to a variety
of keywords operating within contemporary discourses of power and resistance, which
nonetheless retain the status of “minor” terms. By minor keywords, we have in mind the
sorts of concepts, categories, and other notions that are often widely used in both public
political discourse and political theory, which therefore must be apprehensible as undeniably
part of the working lexicons of both state power and political theory (hence, keywords), but
which remain remarkably under-theorized (at least outside of critical migration studies). In
this respect, paradoxically, to the extent that they remain “minor” and thus un-remarkable,
these “keywords” tend to retain the status of mere words. Therefore, our task here is to de-
sediment these apparently banal and routine fixtures of the dominant political language in
order to subject them to critical reflection, to de-naturalize their apparent transparency, and
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re-politicize the de-politicization that ensues from their mundanity. The criteria we have
adopted for selecting these keywords are, first, precisely the ubiquity of these terms within
the discourses of politics, alongside the fact that they nonetheless have gone relatively
unnoticed by political theory and, second, the relative absence of any extensive political
and historical genealogy of these concepts or the practices that they name and describe.

This is not to say that there are not incipient theorizations of these concepts and prac-
tices, as indeed many of co-authors of this collective work are among those who have
already dedicated substantial efforts toward more focused critical reflection on some of
these concepts, categories and terms. However, we remain convinced that many of these
keywords have become increasingly central for theorizing contemporary political forma-
tions and yet have rather little visibility as concepts with their own genealogies.

Notably, in one way or another, all of the terms that we have selected emerge in a
particularly salient way from the global (postcolonial) fact of migration, and remind us
of the increasing significance of migration for any adequate theorization of power and
politics today. As scholars of migration, some of these terms are already rather “major”
keywords for us, and have been significantly theorized in our field. Migration nonetheless
serves for us not only as a convenient starting point associated with our specific profession-
al/intellectual locations as scholars of migration, refugee, and border studies, but also as an
indispensable analytical lens and standpoint of critique through which to rethink these
notions and their ever increasing salience for the conduct of power itself. What we aim to
address, therefore, is how each keyword may be understood to be “minor”—increasingly
pervasive but taken for granted and under-theorized—within the more general vocabularies
of politics, political theory, or political philosophy, and how it may be particularly illumi-
nated from the critical standpoint of border/migration/refugee studies. Here, it is worth
recalling Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s understanding of a “minor literature” as a
movement that “doesn’t come from a minor language” but that, rather, consists in what “a
minority constructs within a major language” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1986: 16). Similarly,
our definition of “minor keywords” entails taking migration as an analytics that might be
deployed to introduce some minor but nonetheless disruptive or even subversive uses within
the established and taken-for granted lexicon of political theory, unsettling its internal
hierarchies and destabilizing its regime of truth. Ultimately, it is indubitably the disruptive
and incorrigible force of migrants themselves within the wider sociopolitical field, and the
larger social formations of migration as such, that unsettle the ossified discourses of power
and the sedimented conventions of political theory. It is beyond the scope of this collective
theoretical experiment to document or illustrate those wider social processes, crucial though
they are. Much as it could be a truly illuminating endeavor to capture ethnographically how
migrants themselves become engaged with these political lexicons and generate their own
discrepant variations on these minor keywords, in ways that inevitably have repercussions
for the conduct and discourse of power, our goal here is rather more modest and circum-
scribed. We aspire here not to showcase the voices of migrants or document their lived
experiences but rather to intervene collectively, as scholars who speak from the heteroge-
neous perspectives of our own diverse research and activist backgrounds, into the more
generalized theoretical discourses regarding power and politics to demonstrate the centrality
and indispensability of migration for understanding these wider processes. This does not
imply an erasure of migrants’ subjectivitiecs. On the contrary, the analytical sensibility that
we mobilize in this project is oriented toward foregrounding migrants’ desires and aspira-
tions which exceed and elude any economistic push-and-pull factors and compel state
powers to contrive and re-invent their strategies of capture and containment: “the persistent
turbulence, autonomy, stubbornness of migration, its ungovernable moments of freedom
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and excess” (Mezzadra, 2016: 36) constantly haunt the exclusionary politico-legal architec-
tures of immigration and asylum.

Modern state power and sovereignty have come to be inextricably entangled with the
fetishized figure of citizenship. This has inevitably served to marginalize and render
“minor,” if not to silence altogether, the political quandaries of non-citizenship that tend
to be embedded in questions of migration. There is, in other words, a substantial conso-
nance between the actual practices of power and the concepts and categories that are con-
ventionally deemed worthy of political theory as such. We concur with the more general
critique of J. M. Bernstein, Adi Ophir, and Ann Laura Stoler in the Introduction to their
edited volume Political Concepts: A Critical Lexicon (2018), when they argue:

The overwhelming bulk of work in political theory travels along well-trodden and safe academic
pathways. Perhaps the reason for this is that in our academic and intellectual culture there is
tacit consensus that political thinking should remain within the confines of agreed-upon disci-
plinary practices. Creating a space where the rules governing this consensus could be questioned,
and where different, sometimes unsafe, sorts of political thinking could flourish was, from the
beginning, at the center of [our] project. Thinking about the meaning of a political concept
should at the same time be a means of thinking about, and of making possible ways of inter-
vening in, the political realities of the present. (2018: 1)

In this spirit, we seek to unsettle and disrupt the consensus around the selection of which
keywords may be counted as vital for theorizing power, and to intervene in the politics of
knowledge and theory governing the well-worn lexicon of politics, from the critical stand-
point of migration.

This is the third iteration of the “New Keywords” endeavor, and follows two earlier
projects, different but not unrelated, which culminated in analogous experiments of collec-
tive authorship and collaborative publication. The first, “New Keywords: Migration and
Borders,” involving 17 co-authors, was coordinated and edited by Nicholas De Genova,
Sandro Mezzadra and John Pickles, and appeared in print as a special thematic section in
the journal Cultural Studies (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015). The second, “New Keywords of ‘the
Crisis’ in and of ‘Europe’,” involving 15 co-authors, was coordinated and edited by Nicholas
De Genova and Martina Tazzioli, and published in Near Futures Online by Zone Books
(New Keywords Collective, 2016). In discrepant ways, all of these endeavors are unified by
an interest and commitment to excavating and clucidating the significance surrounding
various terminologies, and the ways in which they may be understood to signal deeper
sociopolitical transformations, much in the original spirit of Raymond Williams’ landmark
work, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (1976 [1983]). In their introduction to
Keywords for Radicals: The Contested Vocabulary of Late-Capitalist Struggle (2016), Kelly
Fritsch, Clare O’Connor, and A.K. Thompson make the point incisively: “The fights that
sometimes arise around contested terms remain analytically significant. By highlighting
moments in which the taken-for-granted associations between concepts and things
become untenable, such skirmishes serve as lighthouses marking hazards—but also oppor-
tunities—on the horizon” (2016: 15). Migration, for us, and all the hazards that attend to
struggles over human mobility, mark just such an opportunity for discerning new potenti-
alities on our global postcolonial horizon, and they can be mobilized to enhance our ana-
Iytical sensitivity to struggles and movements that tend to remain beneath the thresholds of
political visibility.

Some of the minor keywords that we have identified here are predictably and pro-
nouncedly affiliated with migration—take, for instance, terms such as “deportation” and
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“detention”—yet much as these terms have achieved an unprecedented prominence in polit-
ical discourse, they remain largely taken-for-granted and unexamined in the realm of polit-
ical theory — mere words that may be presumed to more or less transparently communicate a
simple and straightforward meaning otherwise deemed undeserving of theory’s consider-
ation. Other terms are similarly pervasive but less strictly associated with migration yet
remain stubbornly neglected in political philosophy. Consider, for example, the striking
contrast between a major keyword such as “citizenship” in juxtaposition with the compa-
rably ubiquitous but persistently “minor” keyword “membership.” Alternately, think of the
remarkable circulation and versatility of such keywords as “struggle” or “solidarity,” for
which however there is rather little in the way of a genuine theoretical inventory. With
respect to these sorts of minor keywords, our contention is likewise that these terms may
be particularly well elucidated through the critical lens of migration.

These are, however, short entries, and we make no pretension of supplying anything like
an exhaustive genealogical accounting or a conclusive analysis.

This is another intellectual challenge of thinking in terms of “minor keywords™: it
requires that we destabilize what is customarily taken-for-granted and thereby also fore-
ground the epistemic violence that it is sometimes at play in some uses of these notions —
without proposing normative counter-definitions, however. Indeed, reflecting upon certain
keywords as “minor” involves keeping those terms open — to multiple uses, meanings and re-
appropriations — instead of fixing them to stable definitions, which may be established once
for all. The constitutive incompleteness and partiality of these keywords represent for us a
resource, and not a limitation: the interrogation of their “minor” status serves as a tactic for
sustaining their openness. Indeed, the politicality of the notions that we have selected in this
project is related to their instability as a result of the heterogenous struggles and contest-
ations that constantly unsettle and redefine their meanings. In this regard, thinking dialog-
ically and writing collectively supplies an antidote against the suturing and enclosure of
these categories into a fixed epistemic horizon of power and the kinds of disciplinary inoc-
ulation that could render them impermeable to the sheer indeterminacy and irresolution of
political struggles and events.

Our examination of these minor keywords is intended, from the critical standpoint of
migration, to reactivate a more far-reaching analytical sensitivity to our political present.
The critical standpoint of migration, we contend, is intrinsically postcolonial. The refugees
and migrants whose mobilitiecs may be productively understood to appropriate the space of
the proverbial “Global North” most commonly originate from places across Africa, the
Middle East, Asia, and Latin America that were formerly the outright or de facto colonies
of European or Euro-American masters (De Genova, 2016). Contemporary formations of
transnational migration are inextricable from their relation to an effectively global regime of
capital accumulation, which is itself inseparable from the histories of European and Euro-
American colonialism. Furthermore, this contemporary world sociopolitical and economic
order would be frankly incomprehensible without reference to what Derek Gregory (2004)
has incisively called “the colonial present,” which is to say, the extended post-World War 11
era of decolonization during which that colonial world order was eclipsed by the global
insurgency of anticolonial liberation struggles, and the resultant consolidation of an osten-
sibly anti-colonial U.S. imperial formation (De Genova, 2007). One of the key features that
these protracted planetary inequalities of wealth and power share is the persistence of a
global sociopolitical order of white supremacy. Consequently, every question of migration,
asylum, and borders more or less immediately presents the concomitant question of its
racialization.
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The concomitant consolidation of a postcolonial geopolitical order of ostensibly sover-
eign territorially defined “national” state formations, each ever more invested in the policing
of its borders, has likewise ensured that migration and refugee movements within and across
the proverbial “Global South” analogously present an unrelenting repetition of struggles
over human mobility (Sharma, 2020). Predictably, these struggles are commonly predicated
on the larger global/postcolonial hierarchies that are pervasively articulated as nationalist
and nativist prerogative and the effectively racialized subjugation of non-citizen
“foreignness.” This is remarkably evident in post-apartheid South Africa, for example, as
noted by Francis Nyamnjoh, a Cameroonian scholar now based in South Africa:

Black African immigrants [called Makwerekwere] are denied a name of their choice in South
Africa, especially by South African blacks.... [ensuring] continuity for the apartheid logic,
whose preference was clearly for caricature and affirming a reluctance to share a common
humanity and citizenship with strange creatures from beyond the borders of civilization.
(2006: 14).

Nyamnjoh continues:

Negative attitudes are not towards foreigners as a homogenous entity but, rather, towards black
Africa in general, and certain countries in particular. The hierarchy of humanity inherited from
apartheid South Africa is replayed, with white South Africans at the helm as superiors, black
South Africans in the middle as superior inferiors, and the Makwerekwere as the inferior scum of
humanity. (2006: 44)

Migration thus emerges as a premier site for the full panoply of contestations and conflicts over
our global postcolonial space, and this is as pertinent in many of the formerly colonized ter-
ritories of the earth as it is in the more predictable destinations of migratory movements in the
former imperial metropoles. As a network of migration researchers primarily based in Europe
and working on these topics in European contexts, many of our examples in this collaborative
text inevitably reflect our shared European frame of reference. While this may appear super-
ficially to reveal some sort of residual Eurocentrism, we would insist that the long legacies and
unresolved contradictions of colonialism have been constitutive of “Europe” as such, and
therefore ensure that a critical contemporary focus on Europe — particularly from the stand-
point of migration — is a vital and fundamentally postcolonial undertaking. What indeed is
finally at stake for us — as citizens and non-citizens, and also variously as migrants, refugees,
and exiles — is the aim of rendering intolerable some of the power relations by which we are
governed, and which implicate us all in the ongoing global/postcolonial (re)production of
hierarchies of humanness and the abjection of some of us as less-than human.

Many other minor terms could be readily added to this list, and much more could be said
about each of those that we have included here. Thus, these brief reflections are offered as
terse provocations, inherently unresolved invitations to engage collaboratively in a renewal
of critical political thought and theorizing in the breaks and gaps of the dominant political
commonsense, where our customary lexicons stutter and stall—where minor keywords have
indeed been minoritized, relegated to a marginal status, and have languished in plain sight.
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The concept of membership appears regularly in discussions of citizenship, and for this
reason is indisputably a keyword in political theory, but membership remains sorely
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under-theorized. For related reasons, this concept likewise arises in work on borders, migra-
tion, and mobilities, more generally. Membership is sometimes used interchangeably with
citizenship or belonging, but it is also sometimes used in a discrepant manner to signal
something more than the conventionally state-centric instantiations of these affiliated
terms. In these divergent or more capacious usages, membership may be affiliated to various
market-based practices that allow (or deny) access to employment, services, benefits, and
other goods. Indeed, these varied invocations of membership signal a more fundamental
discrepancy or ambivalence between substantive social incorporation and juridical or polit-
ical exclusions. Membership is therefore plainly a keyword that is overdue to receive more
critical reflection and theoretical elaboration.

Political theory has not neglected membership entirely. To take perhaps one of the most
prominent exceptions, Michael Walzer has famously argued, “The primary good that we
distribute to one another is membership in some human community” (1983: 31). As a
communitarian, Walzer contends that “community itself is a good ... conceivably the
most important good — that gets distributed. But it is a good that can only be distributed
by taking people in ... they must be physically admitted” (29). Likening countries that are
“affluent and free” to elite universities, Walzer argues that membership is primarily a matter
of deciding on an admission policy: “as citizens of such a country, we have to decide ...
What are the appropriate criteria for distributing membership?” He continues: “We who are
already members do the choosing, in accordance with our own understanding of what
membership means in our community and of what sort of community we want to have”
(32). From this perspective, of course, this matter is only pertinent to how membership may
come to be extended to “strangers” — persons “not of us” (32). Thus, for Walzer, member-
ship in political communities is best likened to that of a club or a family. The conclusion of
this communitarian perspective is predictably conservative: “Something like the sovereign
state must take shape and claim the authority to make its own admissions policy, to control
and sometimes restrain the flow of immigrants” (39). As Linda Bosniak (2006) has demon-
strated, such a perspective entails numerous paradoxes for any political community that
upholds some pretense of a commitment to egalitarianism.

What happens, however, when we approach the questions of membership from the crit-
ical standpoint of migration? Some see membership as potentially signaling something more
expansive than merely belonging to the presumptive polity or “imagined community” of a
nation-state (as implied or proposed by some discussions of cosmopolitanism, humanity,
and more-than-human ecology, for instance). Membership may thus signal something inter-
sectional and overlapping, operating simultaneously across multiple scales such as the local,
urban, national, transnational, and transversal (e.g. Holston, 2019; Soguk, 2011; Youatt,
2020). If that is the case, then what is it exactly that distinguishes membership from citi-
zenship, even if we admit that the latter may not be exhausted by its conventional state-
centric formulations? On the other hand, if citizenship is irrevocably corrupted by funda-
mental and constitutive inequalities, or too loaded by association with its various statist
formulations, then can membership offer a better alternative for theorizing the lived politics
of participation in and across the textures and fault lines of everyday life? If so, what is the
substantial difference between the two terms? Might membership open up possibilities to
conceive of novel ways for re-conceptualizing politics? Would this be a useful frame of
reference for contemporary struggles over the inequalities of citizenship and the ways in
which national citizenship is bordered?

If membership inherently signals a distinction between members and non-members,
moreover, and consequently evokes the inevitable existence of boundaries as such, then
does it always-already present a problem for mobility? And conversely, does mobility
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always-already present a problem for membership? Is mobility necessarily in tension with
membership? Is this perhaps a productive tension — one that ought to be openly acknowl-
edged and critically engaged, rather than wished away? In today’s world, to be mobile is to
move between and across borders and boundaries established both by nation-states as well
as others who claim or demand the rights of sovereignty to determine access to, and belong-
ing in, one or another political territory.

Mobility can also be a movement between subject-formations at different speeds, for
different durations, in different ways, and with different stakes. As a result, mobility
offers a challenge to those arguing that more and less exclusive forms of membership
may be politically and ethically desirable in specific ways at particular times. Perhaps by
resisting the reification of membership around essentialist and exclusionary tropes, mobility
and boundary crossing offer a productive perspective for destabilizing ossified conceptual-
izations of membership. Furthermore, migration can be productively understood to enact a
claim to membership in a global society that is otherwise so perforated and partitioned by
state borders, mobility controls, and the often insurmountable boundaries of citizenship
which serve to uphold and enforce a larger regime of global/postcolonial inequalities
(Ferguson, 2002). Membership in this respect might be able to encompass mobility and
fluidity in ways that are arguably precluded by the rigidities of citizenship.

Is membership best understood as a status? Arguably, no. Instead, membership may be
better conceptualized as a state of activity (Arendt, 1993: 15). Once we re-situate member-
ship as a form of activity, it becomes possible to re-posit what this term could mean through
the critical lens of mobility and boundary-crossing. As something more processual, mem-
bership thereby emerges not as an absolute and categorical distinction regulating ostensible
insiders and outsiders but as a spectrum of greater or lesser degrees of participation and
collaboration.

However, if membership is conceived as activity, might it not entail other (essential)
exclusions? Activity evokes capacity, contribution, and participation in one or another
formation of collective activity (of which one is a “member”). This raises the question of
what forms and degrees of “activity” may be deemed as eligible or qualifying to constitute
membership in different contexts, and what may or may not be actually perceived to be
genuine or legitimate “activity” by others — and of course begs the question of who exactly
may authorize themselves to judge those qualifications or the criteria for such eligibility.
After all, membership is always a relation to others, and, if conceptualized as activity, it
remains dependent, derivative, and contingent upon interaction, recognition, or collabora-
tion. Hence, while conceiving membership as practice and activity saves us from the ossi-
fication of essentialized notions of membership-qua-belonging, it might nonetheless entail
new blind spots of exclusion.

Alternately, might we conceive of membership as arising from coexistence or cohabitation
in a locality or within a particular social situation? A politics of presence in a particular
locality—the sheer fact of being there—has animated, for instance, certain conceptualiza-
tions of membership implicit in movements for sanctuary cities or solidarity movements
(Bosniak, 1998, 2006, 2007). On the other hand, migrants’ politics of presence have also
been theorized as signaling anti-assimilationist and counter-normative forms of substantive
membership that may be incorrigible to dominant regimes of citizenship (De Genova, 2010b).

Might a politics of migrant presence provide us with a way to conceptualize membership
through notions of mutuality or solidarity that are neither essentializing nor wedded to
(voluntarist) activity/activism, but possibly rooted instead in concern? “Concern” here
refers to the concerns one shares with others, that is: the issues one is affected by and
implicated in; and being concerned with or about the other. Concern is temporary,
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contingent, and processual, as life situations and what they entail change. But concern in
this double sense is always relational, since all such situations are constituted by our entan-
glements of co-existence. However, this begs the question of what may constitute the bound-
aries or limits of a “locality,” and who is authorized to demarcate them? How is one
“locality” related to another, especially when some “local” concerns are not politically
recognized or even cognizable to some others who presume to be members of that space,
or when such “local” concerns nonetheless exceed the confines of any single “locality”?
Work on migrants’ transnational urbanism radically destabilizes the spatial conceits of
any conventional place-bound notions of “belonging” or “membership” (Caglar and
Glick Schiller, 2018; De Genova, 2005, 2015; Hall, 2012, 2020; Kihato, 2013). Such ques-
tions prompt us to rethink the very space or place of “society” as such (Schinkel, 2009; cf.
Urry, 2000), and the extent to which conceptualizations of membership are able to overcome
various forms of methodological nationalism (Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 2002).

Would a focus on temporality over spatiality resolve some of these tensions? After all, a
key battleground of membership is temporal. While migration and border studies have long
been dominated by overwhelmingly spatial questions, temporal questions have become ever
more central, not least on account of the relationship between past, present, and future that
has always been implicated in the political representations of migrants. Recall, for instance,
the classic postcolonial proposition arising from migrant struggles: “We are here because
you were there.” The disputes over social membership and substantive entitlements to space,
or controversies arising from the presence of migrants in spaces where their membership or
belonging is contested, often can only be adequately understood with respect to history and
the temporal horizons that serve to re-frame lived connections and spatial concurrences.
Even in situations of very long-term residence and effectively permanent residence, however,
the socictal membership of people branded as “foreign” or categorized as “immigrants”
often remains a site of struggle. In what came to be known as the Windrush Scandal in
Britain in April 2018, for instance, it was revealed that, during the preceding few years,
thousands of elderly Black British residents — overwhelmingly persons originally from
Britain’s former colonies in the West Indies, who had arrived in the UK as children more
than 45 years earlier with their migrant parents, or in order to join migrant parents — had
come to be treated as “illegal immigrants.” They were fired from jobs; denied social welfare
benefits, housing, and healthcare; and made homeless and destitute. Some were detained,
some were deported, while others were refused entry to the UK when they tried to return
from visits to family in the Caribbean (Gentleman, 2019; Webber, 2018). In a very impor-
tant way, re-membering then is literally inextricable from remembering: the disputes over
membership, then, emerge as inextricable from the identification, recognition, and com-
memoration of enduring legacies of colonial violence in the present, which are constitutive
of contemporary borders and the postcolonial reconfiguration of the boundaries of
membership.

Such controversies over membership, particularly as they provoke disputes over history,
are no less palpable in the so-called Global South. In South Africa, the post-apartheid
constitution has made very little provision for citizenship for Black African migrants
from beyond the borders “whose labour reserves were exploited with impunity and ingrat-
itude by the architects of apartheid in their quest for racialised citizenship and modernity”
(Nyamnjoh, 2006). It is a perverse boomerang effect indeed when the legacies of apartheid
serve to bolster the exlcusions of postcolonial citizenship. Moreover, in the Dominican
Republic, the native-born descendants of migrant farmworkers who were recruited gener-
ations earlier from neighboring Haiti have been recast as “Haitians,” legally stripped of their
birthright citizenship and rendered stateless, denigrated as “illegal immigrants” in the only
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land where they have ever lived (Hayes de Kalaf, 2015a, 2015b, 2018; cf. Kosinski, 2009;
Paulino, 2006). Meanwhile, in Myanmar (Burma), Rohingya Muslim native-born citizens
have similarly been legally stripped of their citizenship, castigated as “illegal immigrants”
from Bangladesh, and targeted for genocide (Pugh, 2013). Subjected to vicious pogroms and
confined in virtual concentration camps (Lewa, 2009), the mass exodus of Rohingya refu-
gees across the border to Bangladesh has merely converted their violent expulsion into a
protracted condition of displacement and rejection in the country where their tormentors
insist that they properly belong. Notably, in each of these examples, the label “immigrant,”
particularly when coupled with the stigma of “illegality,” operates as a form of racialized
branding in the service of an invidious politics of citizenship that aspires to undermine
substantive membership through acts of dis-memberment (De Genova and Roy, 2020).
Any decolonial politics of membership, intrinsically a dispute over space, thus also becomes
a politics of history and memory, and consequently requires a politics of re-membering.

This temporal dimension of membership leads back to the suggestion that we might think
of membership through the notion of concern. From this perspective, membership in
“communities of responsibility” (Eckert, 2016) could be said to be constituted by the
ways that we are implicated in the lives of others. Our implicated-ness calls us to be con-
cerned, and certain kinds of responsibilities arise from our shared “concerned-ness”
(cf. Butler, 2012). This conception of membership may move us beyond essentialist con-
ceptualizations of membership and the presumptive voluntarism that might be implicated in
more “participation”-centered notions.

In another sense, re-membering is also about re-thinking whether any idea of membership
is ever devoid of the violence required to assert and maintain it against others. Both senses
of the word prompt questions about concurrence, complicity, and responsibility that con-
verge, for example, in the prospects for reconciliation or reparations as ways of approaching
historical reckoning and civil remedy. Are any current ideas or forms of membership ade-
quate to these crucial tasks?

One alternative to membership-centered discussions of politics, relationality, and power
may be ideas of the commons and practices of commoning. When thinking about the
commons, it is important (and not always easy) to distinguish between the history of
commoning (particularly since this history is still largely unwritten in much of the world)
and contemporary practices of commoning. These, in turn, are sometimes distinct from
many of today’s political demands for a commons. One thing that may connect the past
commons to today’s and to those of the future is that the commons (or commoning) is not
reliant on “membership” but on the prospective absence of any power to exclude people.
Duran Bell calls this the “rights of persons” to remain unalienated from the commons (2004:
134). People are commoners by virtue of their very existence and the requirement that they
have access to all that makes life possible and desirable. The commons exists as long as a
principle of non-exclusion is acted upon and upheld against those attempting to extinguish it
through claims of sovereignty (Scott, 2009).

Such a conceptualization of the importance of eschewing membership may run up against
the same problems about capacity, contribution, and the individual achievement of partici-
pating in collective activity. However, Marx’s sense of labor as a defining characteristic of life
is helpful here. Marx understood that labor is inherent and necessary to sustain and reproduce
human life, and more than a mere necessity, that the exercise of our productive powers and
creative capacities in transforming our objective circumstances is nothing less than a veritably
existential vocation that distinguishes life for us—our “species being” (see De Genova,
2010a). This complex sense of sociality and relationality is not reducible to any simple
notion of “community,” however. Most of us are only able to live because of the products
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of the labor of others, most of whom we may never encounter in person, for example, and
consequently we are not ordinarily tied to those persons through membership in any
“community.” In the commons, labor is also a social activity but not necessarily an effort
undertaken by “communities” as such, and therefore not dependent upon any notion of
membership or belonging. The power to not be excluded is not equivalent or reducible,
therefore, to a politics of inclusion. Inclusion assumes a pre-existing community (with defined
membership) that admits others, while the power to not be excluded enables a practice of
commoning that requires cooperation without insisting that commoners form a community.

This has allowed some to argue that the commons is where we can truly benefit from the
fruit of our labor(s) (Linebaugh, 2008). This, along with the power to not be excluded,
means that everyone is always-already on the “inside.” The commons, thus, also affords a
way to incorporate mobility into political life in ways that other conceptual frameworks
cannot. Of course, this does not mean that the concept of membership in the commons
automatically resolves the problems of (self-)government. The challenge remains how to
establish and sustain a deliberative process that does not favor a certain category of identity
or epistemic privilege, which is to say, how to cultivate a process that is genuinely accessible
on equal terms to all would-be commoners. Recent theorists of the commons do not always
successfully navigate these tensions effectively, or even address them explicitly (see, e.g.
Dardot and Laval, 2019).

The multiple perspectives on membership that we invoke here—and the challenges or
potential objections to them that we simultaneously raise—necessitate a politics in which
membership is not foreclosed or hermetically sealed off, but instead one that is kept radi-
cally open, such that membership persists as a constant question. Most importantly, such a
conception of membership is not reducible to a mere question of status, juridical or other-
wise, or to any essentialized notion of identity or belonging, however amorphous in fact. In
this sense, only with recourse to the insights that arise from migration as a critical stand-
point can we begin to profoundly unsettle the complacencies of the citizen/non-citizen
binary that is often so casually taken for granted as the presumptive horizon of membership.
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Struggle is indisputably a keyword in political theory. Whether it is affiliated more narrowly
to the classic thematics of war (famously figured by Clausewitz as “the continuation of
politics by other means”), or becomes synonymous with the intrinsic and ubiquitous rela-
tions of power and resistance (as we may discern in much of the defining work of Foucault,
particularly his provocative inversion of Clausewitz’s dictum, whereby politics becomes the
continuation of war by other means), or emerges explicitly as the central figure of all politics
(as in classic Marxian formulations of class struggle, whereby struggle is constitutive of
effectively all social dynamics of antagonism and conflict)—it seems that there is truly no
theory of power nor any conception of politics without some notion of struggle. Yet, despite
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its pervasiveness and persistent salience, struggle as a concept has truly remained a minor
keyword.

Insofar as methodological nationalism (Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 2002) commonly
impacts the very conception of politics, it consequently also deeply shapes the customary
meanings attributed to the term struggle. When confronted by migration-related struggles,
however, we are compelled to challenge these national/statist presuppositions because the
struggles over migration intrinsically entail human mobility across state borders and polit-
ical disputes that exceed the confinements of citizenship. To understand what is at stake in
the struggles provoked by migration, it is necessary to move beyond conventional frames of
struggle as confined within the borders of nation-states and thus within the parameters of
methodological nationalism.

Cross-border mobility itself can be understood to be a form of a struggle, and struggle
can be productively understood through mobility (De Genova, 2016; Papadopoulos and
Tsianos, 2013; Tazzioli et al., 2015). That is to say, human cross-border mobility—partic-
ularly in the form of illegalized migration—enacts a collective aspiration for movement that
aims to defy restrictive and exclusionary regimes of immigration and asylum and to circum-
vent or subvert harshly punitive regimes of border control, and therefore entails some
measure of collective organization that is commonly necessary simply to make migrant
journeys possible. Migration then redraws the contours of struggles geopolitically and
does so from the point of view of migrant acts of spatial transgression and appropriation
and their concomitant sociopolitical claims. Furthermore, illegalized migration objectively
involves making a priority of human needs over and against borders, in defiance of border
policing and in disregard for the law, and thereby at least implicitly entails a repudiation of
the authority of the state (regardless of any explicit programmatic politics or, indeed, of the
ideas in the heads of any particular migrants). Moreover, to the extent that illegalized
migrations are disproportionately composed of people originating from formerly colonized
countries, the specific stakes of these migrations — understood in this objective sense to be
political struggles — tend to have a deeply postcolonial character.

The word movement refers to both the simple act of moving, and therefore a physical or
figurative change of place, but also connotes an organized activity that challenges existing
structures and aim towards social change and political transformations (see also the Minor
Keyword: Mobility/Movement). In Europe during the so-called “migrant crisis” of 2015,
much like the organized caravans from Central America approaching the US-Mexico
border over the last decade, large numbers of refugees and migrants walking on roads,
along railroad tracks, or through the fields and forests, often have come to resemble
people mobilized for a political march (Chappart, 2018; Tazzioli and De Genova, 2020).
Migrants/refugees’ movements—in both senses of the word—Dbecome the site for the emer-
gence of incipient subjectivities that arise through the sheer act of movement, and partic-
ularly through the exercise of a freedom of movement, whereby movement itself instigates a
kind of politics, challenging a border regime and the wider political order of things. What
may have previously begun as an individual journey now potentially becomes a more or less
collective project, in the first instance, simply by walking together. These disparate migrant
and refugee journeys thus become a collective movement, both objectively and subjectively.

On the Balkan route in 2015, people often asserted themselves as self-consciously willful
subjects, chanting “freedom” (azadi, in Persian) and “openness” (infitah, in Arabic) to
express a demand for the renunciation of immigration restrictions and the opening of the
borders, thereby linking the oppressive tactics and technologies of border enforcement in
Europe to the oppressive regimes that they had repudiated in Syria, Afghanistan, or Iran.
Indeed, we could say that the migrants and refugees moving across the Balkans were “on the
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march.” This reminds us that one of the hallmark practices of most social and political
movements is precisely the march — not simply a gathering or assembly, not only a protest
rally or demonstration, but a mobilization of large numbers of people collectively joining
together in movement, and through their movement, manifesting their grievances or
demands by appropriating space and indeed producing a new space through their
movement.

However, we must be careful not to circumscribe our understanding of migrants’ strug-
gles to include only such collective mobilizations in which explicit rights claims are enunci-
ated. On the contrary, a focus on migration leads us to rethink the very notion of struggle in
light of a variegated spectrum of heterogenecous modes of resistance, refusal, tactical appro-
priations, and flight. Likewise, we also insist that an attention to migrant struggles does not
at all mean that we romanticize migrants or represent them as automatically or intrinsically
heroic, disobedient, or rebellious subjects. Instead, we seek to highlight what is most com-
monly the rather small leeway for action with which migrants are left to resist, dodge, and
twist technologies of control and modes of exploitation. It is in fact most often from a
condition of obstructed or constrained agency that migrants do nevertheless struggle.

Migrant struggles are themselves mobile, and transgress the regimes of border control
imposed by states. In these instances, the means of struggle becomes mobility itself, as an
irreducible power, however diminutive, that cannot be expelled. Struggles for mobility,
therefore, take place in a manner that is intrinsically transversal. Whether we refer to the
everyday struggles of migrants to cross borders, or more overtly “political” movements
against deportation and readmission agreements, or for the defense of freedom of move-
ment, migration-related struggles ordinarily implicate the involvement of people from both
sides of a border, commonly including border enforcement authorities and other state
officials in more than one country, as well as citizens (be they migrants or non-migrants).
Thus, such struggles disrupt the traditional contours of politics as contained within the
presumptive parameters of nation-states and their territoriality.

To adequately begin to theorize struggle therefore requires a kaleidoscopic perspective on
the multiple and complex shapes that it can take. In “New Keywords: Migration and
Borders” (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015), migration is defined as something “always crisscrossed
by and involved in multiple and heterogeneous struggles” (Tazzioli et al., 2015: 81). This
emphasis on multiplicity and heterogeneity is instructive, for it demands that we attend to
the amorphousness and ambiguity that surround the notion of struggle. Struggle in the
context of migration is revealed to be a spectrum or a continuum, whose extreme poles
change depending on the positionality of the subject. The narrow room for maneuver at the
disposal of illegalized migrants to engage in overtly politicized struggles commonly appears
to be an inherent part of their sociopolitical condition: there are specific risks, vulnerabil-
ities, and susceptibilities to the recriminations of the law that pertain to their sociopolitical
condition (De Genova, 2002)—particularly when they dare to express their discontent in
public spaces. This is why it is always politically and symbolically important when deport-
able migrants gather under a collective name to struggle against their condition—whether
we refer to the protests of “guestworkers” in Germany who had “legal” permits to work but
none for residence during the early 1970s (Bojadzijev, 2008), the sans-papiers movement in
France and other European countries beginning in the 1990s (Cissé, 1997; Diop, 1997; cf.
Balibar, 1998; Derrida, 1997; Nyers, 2003 [2010]), the more recent mobilizations of migrants
and refugees across Europe (Amaya-Castro, 2015; Barron et al.,, 2011; Freedom of
Movements Research Collective, 2018; Meret and Blumensaat Rasmussen, 2014; Oliveri,
2016), the political movements of deportees who have asserted themselves in several African
countries since 1996 (Lecadet, 2013, 2016, 2017a, 2017b), or the mass mobilizations of
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migrants in the United States in 2006 and the ensuing struggles of so-called DREAMers
(Beltran, 2015; De Genova, 2009, 2010, 2019; McNevin, 2007; Negron-Gonzales, 2015;
Nyers, 2008; Walters, 2008). Whether migrants mobilize to struggle against the threats of
detention and deportation, or against their more general social rejection in the countries
where they arrive, or in their countries of origin following their deportations, these move-
ments reveal an array of struggles that involve subjects who have commonly been margin-
alized or made destitute by state policies and politics, but who nonetheless variously demand
the right to stay or the right to move, or to work, or to access health benefits or education
for their children, and sometimes even the right to take part in elections—and thereby boldly
present themselves in public space as political subjects.

With respect to the relative publicity of migrant struggles, however, it is instructive to
distinguish between the visible forms of migrant protest that are intended to break out of the
enforced conditions of social and political isolation and marginalization—including collec-
tive movements seeking to generate public attention, such as protests around church
asylum/sanctuary, hunger strikes, airport blockades, No Border camps, anti-deportation
and anti-detention campaigns—and the comparatively invisible forms of quotidian resis-
tance that take place in the micro-physical spaces of everyday life (including struggles to
negotiate movement across borders, to navigate public space beyond the purview of racial-
ized policing or fascistic extra-state violence, to overstay visas, etc.). The defining practices
of such smaller scale collective action are more often than not part of the textures of ordi-
nary life (Tazzioli et al., 2015; cf. Bayat, 2010: 111) rather than performative and extraor-
dinary “acts of citizenship,” as conceived by Engin Isin (2008). Thus, these sorts of struggles
are in many respects the mundane practices of “simply” going about one’s life under the
specific circumstances of precarity or extraordinary burdens that are inflicted upon
migrants: working, securing housing, acquiring food and other necessities, and moving
around relatively freely. However, in other respects, these migrant practices stand out
from other quotidian practices in that they deliberately and explicitly transgress restrictions
inherent in the larger material organization of space, property relations, status orders, and
legal regulations. Here, work associated with the concept of the autonomy of migration
(especially the concept of the mobile commons) is crucial for coming to terms with the
“underground” infrastructures of migration and solidarity (Papadopoulos and Tsianos,
2013; Trimikliniotis et al., 2015; cf. Simone, 2004).

Although some forms of migrant struggle are mundane and relatively imperceptible to
the scrutiny of power, all forms and expressions of migrant struggle thus may very well be
understood to be manifestations of migrant “resistance” (Eckert, 2015; Stierl, 2019). The
language of “resistance,” which may seem to implicitly invoke a sense of the heroic, can
serve nonetheless to productively complicate and consciously counter the customary de-
politicization of the struggles of migrant subjects, so typically portrayed as vulnerable
and passive victims who accordingly may be figured within the dominant discourse as
needing protection, and thereby reinforcing paternalistic forms of power that undermine
or silence the constitutive power of migrant struggles. These latter practices commonly
remain rather invisible insofar as they deliberately attempt to elude the gaze of dominant
regimes of visibility altogether and strategically seek to remain imperceptible (Bojadzijev,
2008; Heller et al., 2017; Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Stierl, 2019).

While raising the issue of in/visibility is important, the lines distinguishing visibility and
invisibility are often quite blurred, as “forms of visible and invisible migration struggles fold
into one another, inter-relate and become constitutive of one another” (Atag et al., 2015: 7;
cf. Tazzioli et al., 2015). Precisely insofar as these forms of struggle seem to be always-
already folded into one another, using such binary language is inherently problematic. It is
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consequently important to emphasize the political hierarchies of visibility that make some-
thing appear more or less visible or invisible within the dominant sociopolitical imagination,
and not to insinuate that these struggles are truly “visible” or “invisible” in any simple sense.
Indeed, many migrant struggles actively disrupt and consciously repurpose this binary of in/
visibility. Consider, for example, the remarkable public protests that the Non-Status
Women’s Collective organized outside Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau’s constit-
uency office in Montreal. Convinced that they have been rendered invisible to the eyes of the
Canadian state, the migrant women dressed up as ghosts and carried placards with no words
written on them. They called these protests “hauntings.” Their ghostly apparel affords a
striking presence to their invisibility, just as their blank protest signs vocally manifest how
they have been silenced. In the words of one of the migrant women: “You don’t see us, you
don’t hear our voices, but we are here: we will stay here, we live here, it’s a fact!” (Nyers,
2019: 130-133). Alongside questions of visibility, therefore, are also important issues of
audibility that need to be raised when trying to come to terms with struggle. Enacting a
public critique of the political hierarchies of visibility and audibility, these protests articu-
lated a politics of presence that has repeatedly been at the center of more large-scale orga-
nized migrant protest mobilizations (De Genova, 2010; see also Minor Keyword:
Membership).

The distinctions between what appear as “visible” or “invisible” expressions of struggle
need to be closely scrutinized in light of the hegemonic political hierarchies that in fact aim
to govern the complex intersections of visibility, audibility, and legibility. Jacques Ranciere’s
well-known conception of politics suggests that we must distinguish politics from what
normally goes by this name, and for which instead, Ranciere proposes the term “police.”
Policing [/a police] encompasses everything that would normally be called “politics.” On the
other hand, for Ranciere, politics is something that breaks the order of policing through acts
of dissensus, promoting a twist that has the potential to change things in order to accom-
modate this disruption. Most importantly, for Ranciere, “Politics occurs when those who
‘have no’ time take the time necessary to front up as inhabitants of a common space and
demonstrate that their mouths really do emit speech capable of making pronouncements on
the common, which cannot be reduced to voices signaling pain” (Ranciere, 2009: xiii). This
reframing of the conception of politics allows us to look at struggle as a powerful tool for
the activation of dissensus.

Migrant struggles impact the very notion of the political, to adapt Ranciere’s framework
in yet another way, when they transform the historically given order of struggle itself. The
multifarious labor struggles, from the earliest era of capitalist social transformation to the
present, remind us of the conflicts that are at stake when divisive distinctions between
legitimate/illegitimate representations of labor encircled by the exclusions of citizenship
come into play, such as in countless examples of trade union struggles. The impressive
legacies of slave rebellions, mutinies, and wildcat strikes, the emergence of avowedly trans-
national labor organizations such as the Industrial Workers of the World, the development
of small-scale workers” mutual aid associations, self-organization by domestic workers and
sex workers, or digital transnational forms of mobile workers’ organizing—these are all
moments of a variegated history that reveals and underscores the territorialization and
spatial constriction of struggles. Moreover, struggle is not only bound to the geopolitical
confines of nation-states and citizenship regimes but also organized by gender and race, by
exclusionary skill categories or rigidly bounded employment sectors, or by the reinscription
of an ideological partitioning of what is considered to be public and private. Hence, it has
often been precisely cultural and quotidian spaces that have provided platforms for the
transversal cultivation of struggles that can subvert the citizen/non-citizen binary. Be it in
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housing struggles and rent strikes, or in organizing for health and education, the creation of
worker’s social/cultural centers, or by nurturing cultural and artistic spaces and activities
that invigorate the more narrowly “political” aspects of struggles —these have all become
instruments with which to make migrants’ and other marginalized people’s struggles visible,
audible, legible, and ultimately legitimate, connecting labor and life, the right to work with
the right to residence, the right to a livelihood with the “right to the city,” and wider claims
for the transformation of life (Bojadzijev, 2008).

A reconsideration of what have been called “non-movements” (Bayat, 2010) or “practice-
movements” (Eckert, 2015) might be fruitful for generating a reconceptualization of
“politics” and “political change,” in a manner that could do justice to the fact that such
seemingly “unorganized” and commonly unrepresented struggles are, and always have been,
a central site of politics. In her account of Burmese migrants’ tactics for navigating urban
space in Malaysia, where their criminalization subjects them to routine police extortion, as
well as arrests, fines, detention, imprisonment, and even corporal punishment, Anja Franck
demonstrates how these migrants’ “everyday struggles” nonetheless “shed light on both the
consequences and limits of state power in the attempts to control and discipline [them]”
(2019: 22). Throughout the Global South, subaltern appropriations of urban space — very
commonly on the part of rural-to-urban migrants (and in some instances, cross-border
migrants and refugees as well) — constitute what Asef Bayat (2000) depicts as “the quict
encroachment of the ordinary.” “The silent, protracted but pervasive advancement of the
ordinary people on the propertied and powerful in order to survive and improve their lives”
(2000: 545), Bayat argues, signals the emergence of social spaces, subjectivities, and new
terrains of political struggle. Similarly, Partha Chatterjee explains how the burgeoning of
slums in Indian cities such as Calcutta/Kolkata was distinguished by a proliferation of
popular illegalities:

Because the settlement is premised on the illegal occupation of public land and therefore on the
collective violation of property laws and civic regulations, the state authorities cannot treat it on
the same footing as other civic associations following more legitimate social and cultural pur-
suits. Yet state agencies and nongovernmental organizations cannot ignore it either, because it is
but one of hundreds of similar bodies representing groups of population whose very livelihood
or habitation involve violation of the law. These agencies therefore deal with the settlers” asso-
ciation not as a body of citizens but as a convenient instrument for the administration of welfare
to a marginal and underprivileged population group. (2005: 85; cf. 2004: 137).

Thus, for Chatterjee, “the democratic culture of the postcolonial city” involves an inescap-
able (and necessarily political) engagement on the part of the state with the illegal practices
and spaces of the urban poor, who come to be governed as a population of virtual non-
citizens — regardless of their ostensible citizenship. Hence, we must consider the much wider
ramifications of Chatterjee’s discussion of political struggles in the postcolonial world by
reckoning with his startling but profound proposition that most of the people “in most of
the world” (as his 2004 book’s subtitle would suggest) are, in fact, not citizens in any sub-
stantive sense. Inasmuch as they are unrepresented or, rather, self-representative, and strive
not to rule but to simply live and sustain life, these sorts of struggles may be considered
examples of non-sovereign forms of political power which necessitate a rethinking of
sovereignty-centered political theory altogether (Jennings, 2011: 39f).

The differing degrees of visibility and audibility of migrants’ struggles provide another
point of entry into the larger question of struggle and how these hierarchies of what counts
as “political” reveal much about the enduringly nationalist order of citizenship as the largely
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unexamined premise of modern “democratic” politics. Indeed, there tends to be an implicit
hierarchy between citizen-led struggles and migrant-led struggles (Atag¢ et al., 2016).
Consider, for example, the remarkable publicity gained in recent years (in France,
Germany, Greece, Italy, and other European countries) by what have been depicted as
“crimes of solidarity” (see also the Minor Keyword: Solidarity), wherein citizens have
been charged and sometimes found guilty for helping migrants make their way through
Europe, for protesting against their deportations, or for simply providing mundane forms of
everyday assistance (such as providing access to food, shelter, or bathing facilities). This
very serious issue has drawn considerable attention, while yet somehow silencing other
forms of struggles that are self-organized by migrants that often more directly challenge
the national frame and fixed conceptions of struggle. In some ways, the figure of the citi-
zen—first as engaged in acts of self-sacrifice and generosity towards migrants, and then also
as the persecuted victim of wrongful punishments arising from the state’s border and immi-
gration enforcement policies—continues to nourish and re-stabilize dominant national nar-
ratives. Meanwhile, self-organized migrant movements can sometimes be undermined by
NGOs or other institutionalized associations that authorize themselves to act on behalf of
migrants and to defend the ostensible rights of migrants, because such efforts are not usually
based on the principle of autonomous migrant self-organization, and more or less inten-
tionally hinder its expression (Picozza, 2021). Questions of agenda setting, and disputes over
which representations of goals and needs and the proper ways to achieve them should
become dominant, are of particular relevance today when various transnational movement
networks and NGOs attempt to incorporate migrants’ struggles. The questions of what
issues can be raised within these forums and what is relegated to silence (Lukes, 1970),
what goals are deemed to be legitimate, and which moral or ethical frames are counted
as emancipatory—all become urgent concerns for the practical conduct and theoretical
exposition of struggle.

Here, it is also instructive to consider those acts of resistance to the less obvious outcomes
of the violence of borders, which may be organized primarily by citizens on their own behalf,
and might not even affect migrants directly but are still inextricably linked to the toxic
impacts of borders and the policing of migration. For instance, consider the struggle carried
out in recent years by a local collective in Lampedusa (Italy) that is resisting the intense
militarization of the island which has arisen from the enforcement of borders and the ille-
galization of human cross-border movement, in the effort to confront the wider impacts of
the “borderization” of the island on the welfare of all inhabitants, particularly Italian
citizens, due to an increase in surveillance and other forms of policing (Mazzara, 2019).
In such instances, the border struggles typically associated with migrants come to be taken
up as the struggles of citizens acting not primarily out of solidarity or any humanitarian
sympathy with migrants but rather in their own self-interest as citizens against a border
regime that degrades the quality of life for all whom it touches.

The weight of humanitarianism is often pernicious in the field of migration. The fact that
it is so tricky for migrants to generate a veritably political space of their own is very closely
linked with precisely their sociopolitical and juridical condition of non-citizenship, and thus
the ways that they are presumptively figured not as political subjects but rather as the
objects of others’ pity, compassion, or humanitarian protection (see also Minor Keyword:
Protection). Activists involved in the WatchTheMed Alarm Phone (2019), a hotline that
assists people crossing the Mediterranean Sea by boat, are acutely sensitive to the ways that
border crossing constitutes a “battlefield” where people on the move face states and other
actors who dedicate their considerable energies and resources to thwarting migratory move-
ments as well as the efforts of those who act in solidarity with migrants (e.g. sea rescuer
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campaigns, “accidental” rescuers such as fishermen or cargo crews, as well as “freedom of
movement” activists) (Stierl, 2016). Importantly, here the struggle is also one over in/visi-
bility—but it is never clear-cut. Sometimes, remaining relatively invisible and landing
(“ghost™) boats in Europe is much better than raising awareness about the location of
migrants crossing the sea—not only because one might be interdicted and forcibly returned
by Europe’s subcontracted north African junior partners, but also because some migrants,
fearing the prospect of apprehension, detention, and deportation, do not want to be
“rescued” even by European coastguards or NGOs (Heller et al., 2017). At other times,
one particular boat may be turned (or turn itself) into a “border spectacle” (De Genova,
2013) that attains Europe-wide attention and is also rescued (or intercepted) due to its
heightened visibility, generated not least due to the activities of activists and humanitarians.

Rather than being passive in their attempts to cross the Mediterranean, however, people
on the move navigate the border in both the kinetic and political senses of the word
“movement” (see also Minor Keyword: Mobility/Movement). Angela Mitropoulos and
Brett Neilson (2007) offer an instructive conceptual distinction when they challenge the
distinction “between movement understood in a political register ... and movement under-
taken in a kinetic sense.” They argue: “To keep these two senses of movement [“movement
as politics” and “movement as motion”] separate not only denies political meaning to the
passages of migration but, also, fails to think through the complexities of political move-
ment as such, not simply as the incompleteness and risk of every politics but, more crucially,
as the necessarily kinetic aspects of political movements that might be something more, or
indeed other, than representational.” Struggles of migration are always situated somewhere
encompassing both of these two senses of movement, and can therefore be understood as a
poignant challenge to traditional conceptualizations of struggle and resistance. Resisters do
more than resist. They express goals and desires for a good life, which, even if “pre-
ideological” (Bayat, 2010: 19), not only transgress and resist the status quo but are inher-
ently prefigurative of an alternative future. Like migrants aiming to arrive at a destination,
which is never reducible to a mere matter of geography, all struggles and movements do
more than simply protest—they seek to attain a goal, to “arrive” somewhere different, to
move to someplace new.

Migrant struggles also challenge us, more or less immediately, to examine and interrogate
the ways in which erasures and hierarchies emerge within struggle itself. One need only
contemplate the very different categories of people involved in these struggles (migrants,
whether “legal” or illegalized; activists or humanitarians, who are commonly presumed to be
citizens, but who often may also be migrants, whether naturalized citizens or non-citizens;
etc.). Once we begin to reflect on the impact these discrepant positionalities have on the
ways in which struggles and their subjects are framed (as “migrant” struggles, “border”
struggles, “anti-racist” struggles, or “civil rights” struggles, for instance), and on which sorts
of claims or demands they generate, we readily begin to see the notion of struggle not as
something homogeneous or unified but rather as itself a field of struggle, where unequal
status positions and power relationships (particularly deriving from the inequalities of cit-
izenship) come into play, and remain at stake. Struggles within a struggle—say, amongst
illegalized migrants and their allies, be they solidarity activists, humanitarian advocates, or
otherwise—are inevitably engaged with greater or lesser degrees of self-awareness, reflexiv-
ity, militancy, or defensiveness. As is well known by anyone who has participated in any sort
of activist struggle, conflicts of this kind are often riddled with contradictions and explosive
pitfalls that at times corrode a movement from within and can easily be manipulated or
exploited to subvert a struggle by sowing or exacerbating distrust or resentments. Often, it
may make strategic sense for a struggle to articulate a unified position, but the presence of
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and potential for conflict remains. The presence of conflict is a compelling reminder of the
unequal power relations in which we are inexorably and inextricably embedded. In this
sense, and as agonistic theorists of radical democracy contend, conflicts within a struggle
may be something to inhabit and remain conscious of, to name, profile, and examine, rather
than attempt to “resolve.” Instead, such tensions must be read precisely as a symptom of
unresolved questions, contradictions within the struggle, which often require methodical
dedication and care, patience and trust, and a will to listen on all sides. This presents a
challenge: how to harness what we might call “goodwill,” with all its problematic starting
points, erasures, and potentialities, in ways that somehow serve to move struggles for justice
forward (noting that what “forward” means here is, in effect, up for grabs, and ultimately
part of the terrain of struggle itself).

One way of thinking about this is to imagine struggle as a collective process of learning
about justice — learning what it looks like from multiple heterogeneous perspectives within a
struggle. Two examples provide some inspiration here. The first is the activist organization,
RISE: Refugees, Survivors and Ex-Detainees, based in Melbourne, the first autonomous
organization of its kind to be formed in Australia. RISE is outspoken not only against
government policy and the broader border regime, but also against humanitarian and pro-
gressive supporters who claim to speak for them without speaking with them. Indeed, their
motto is “Nothing about us without us.” Within a struggle that is assumed to be collective,
RISE compels those with “goodwill” to think more deeply about their motivations and
practical and material investments in the systemic arrangements that perpetuate human
hierarchies. RISE is defiant and unapologetic: “We are not a resource to feed into your
next artistic project,” writes Tania Canas of RISE, in “10 Things You Need to Consider If
You Are an Artist — not of the refugee and asylum seeker community — looking to work with
our community” and “Do not expect us to be grateful.” Their message instigates a kind of
disorientation that comes from learning that justice looks different from different perspec-
tives, and that one’s own well-meaning struggle for justice may produce injustices of its own.

A second example comes from the Movement for Black Lives (M4BL, 2016) in the
United States. This movement is constantly identifying and attending to hierarchies
within the movement itself. As co-founder of #BlackLivesMatter, Alicia Garza (2014)
explains that the goal is to refuse the dynamics of antecedent struggles that have propelled
“straight cis Black men in the front of the movement while our sisters, queer and trans and
disabled folk take up roles in the background or not at all.” The M4BL works to raise the
profile and leadership of those traditionally most marginalized within the movement itself,
in ways that seem to compel others to step back in order to learn better what a struggle for
justice might mean. The M4BL has particular significance for border and migration strug-
gles, not least because key statements from the movement theorize carceral technologies
transversally as racialized transnational technologies that contain, control, and assault
Black persons, citizens and non-citizens alike (M4BL, 2016). Likewise, other organizations
associated with the movement, such as the Black Alliance for Just Immigration, explicitly
work to identify within movements for migrant rights the operations of racism that pit
against one another people who might otherwise find common ground for solidarity.

Yet a third example of a collective process of learning about justice is the much-discussed
“Willkommenskultur” in which volunteers, humanitarians, and solidarity activists from
diverse backgrounds and political orientations came to be swept up together in projects
of “welcome” and “reception” for newly arrived refugees and migrants in Germany as well
as other European countries during the so-called “crisis” of 2015-16 (Karakayali, 2016;
Picozza, 2021; Schiffauer et al., 2017). Frequently originating from a (charitable) impulse to
help people in need on the parts of many whose privileged (middle-class, “European”/white,
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citizen) status had hitherto encouraged them to unquestioningly perceive European nation-
states’ legal regimes to be functional and just, an eventual confrontation with the cruel
realities of the European border and asylum regime sometimes contributed to transforming
their engagements as “helpers” and “volunteers” into a more far-reaching struggle—against
the state structures that evidently produced the problems which people set out to tackle
together, and for a more just society. The transformation from charity to solidarity, how-
ever, remains precarious, and in no sense automatically erodes either more narrowly human-
itarian modes of action or the naturalization of “nations” and their borders, the presumptive
rights of membership and ownership that they entail, or the wider nationalist and racial
logic of the global postcolonial sociopolitical order.

These three examples suggest that there are ways of attending to conflict within struggles
that move struggles “forward,” so to speak, and it seems to rest on a consciousness of being
implicated in injustice, in ways that have to be learned in and through multifarious struggles
for justice.

In conclusion, migrant struggles necessarily play out in conflictual ways, signifying what
Sandro Mezzadra has referred to as “the interplay of subjection and subjectivation ... or ..
coercion and freedom™ (2015: 122, emphasis in original) on the “battlefield” of rmgratlon
(Stierl and Mezzadra, 2019). To the extent that migration itself signifies a field of struggle in
itself, struggles related to borders and migration are particularly well-suited for illuminating
any attempt to further unpack the enigma of struggle, more generally. Rather than making
definitive statements about what migrant struggles simply “are”—visible or invisible, polit-
ical or apolitical, and so forth—this perspective opens up the very question of what we
consider to be political struggles, and therefore of what we understand to be “political” in
the first place.
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Solidarity as a framework for practice has a long legacy in the conduct of politics, yet it
remains stubbornly elusive as a concept worthy of theorizing. It is a term that is widely
known and well-worn, but its seeming transparency is deceptive. Solidarity often remains
both an under-theorized and taken-for-granted concept and assumption. Thus, it remains a
minor keyword. This “minor” status in part reflects the fact that solidarity is at times
enacted on the sly, to evade state controls, and this is especially the case in the context of
migration. At other times, however, solidarity is something in which people engage overtly,
in direct confrontation with the state.

Solidarity in its many expressions has often been said to unite those in a similar pre-
dicament, a “community of equals” (Rakopoulos, 2016, 143), in one way or another, to
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better their lot: workers of the world, the wretched of the earth, women, or even “nations”
seeking to build new alliances in the context of decolonization. Several authors have
claimed that solidarity can only extend within bounded communities. Will Kymlicka for
example, defines solidarity as mutuality amongst an in-group (2015; see also Miinkler,
2004) and declares all help to others, strangers or those beyond such bounded solidarities,
are matters of mere “compassion” and humanitarianism. This tradition disregards much
of the actual history of solidarity movements (Roediger, 2016) and effectively denies
outright the very possibility of solidarity across various lines of difference and amongst
those of unequal status, overlooking those “mobile solidarities” that precisely cut across
the legal distinctions and cultural categories on which solidarity is often assumed (Squire,
2011).

A critical appraisal of “solidarity” requires investigating how practices of solidarity have
sedimented over time, circulated across spaces, and have become objects of concern for
governments, states, and economic enterprises. Therefore, even prior to theorizations of
solidarity, it is critical to draw attention to practices, acts and networks of solidarity, and
their contributions to the shaping and reconfiguration of political spaces, at times able to
unsettle and alter political geographies. In fact, we cannot dissociate solidarity from the
specific contours and dimensions of its enactment, particularly the often antagonistic
dynamics in which solidarity practices have historically played out.

When it is associated with migration, solidarity has increasingly become a controversial
practice and notion. Indeed, the increasing criminalization of individuals and networks in
support of migrants across Europe, in the United States, and elsewhere, highlights that what
falls under the umbrella of solidarity nowadays constitutes a hotly contested political ter-
rain. In critical migration and border studies, the notion and concept of solidarity is often
evoked to allude to new relations and support structures that emerge in struggles over
migration and borders (Atag et al., 2016; Tazzioli and Walters, 2019). Through the concept
of the “mobile commons,” scholars associated with the autonomy of migration literature
have explored the ways in which people who migrate precariously create forms of solidarity
“en route,” thereby calling into being “a world of knowledge, of information, of tricks for
survival, of mutual care, of social relations, of services exchange, of solidarity and sociability
that can be shared, used and where people contribute to sustain and expand it”
(Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013: 190). Such relations of migratory solidarity arise as a
necessity in order to navigate increasingly violent borderscapes. That is to say, solidarity is
not only or even primarily enacted by citizens who act in support of migrants and refugees:
rather, forms of solidarity among migrants, as well as between migrants and smugglers, play
a key role in migrant journeys (Ayalew Mengiste, 2018).

Often around issues of “migrants’ rights,” “no borders,” or “global justice,” scholars
have pointed to the emergence of forms of solidarity between “migrants” and “citizens”—
themselves, often unstable signifiers—through which new and commonly transnational alli-
ances and movements come into being (Atag, 2016; Rygiel, 2011; Stierl, 2016). The “long
summer of migration” of 2015 (Kasparek and Speer, 2015) and the much-discussed
Willkommenskultur (“culture of welcome”) have been prime examples around which ques-
tions of solidarity have been explored (Baban and Rygiel, 2017; Karakayali, 2016; Picozza,
2021; Schiffauer et al., 2017). Forms of solidarity have also coalesced around humanitarian
search and rescue engagements in the Mediterranean, in which “ordinary citizens” have
gone out to sea in order to fill what they perceive as a “lethal rescue gap” produced by
EU member states and institutions (Garelli and Tazzioli, 2018; Heller et al., 2017, 2019). The
criminalization of such solidarity at sea has received widespread attention — indeed much
more attention than the draconian measures of criminalization that have targeted precarious



28 EPC: Politics and Space 0(0)

migrants who have engaged in practices of protest or material support for their fellow
migrants.

Looking at solidarity practices in the field of migration draws our attention directly to the
concept of borders, notably to the bordering processes deployed for selecting, controlling,
and classifying migrant subjects. The academic debate has turned the spotlight on solidarity
mobilizations starting from the “migranrt crisis” in Europe in 2015, considering it as the
apex of European citizens’ mobilization in the fields of migration and asylum (Karakayali
and Kleist, 2016; Youkhana and Sutter, 2017). However, it is crucial to embed the topic of
solidarity within a wider and more complex sociopolitical process, such as the social upheav-
al beginning in 2011 with the “Arab Spring” uprisings and their implications for the
enhancement and entrenchment of the European border regime, maybe most visibly in
the Mediterranean region (Fontanari and Borri, 2017; Garelli and Tazzioli, 2013a, 2016;
Hess et al., 2017). Speaking of solidarity in relation to migration today allows us to engage
with struggles over mobility within and across frontiers, transit zones, and internal borders.
Moreover, solidarity practices in support of border-crossing movements shed light on the
precariousness of migrants’ everyday lives as a consequence of the violence deployed
through the tactics and technologies of border policing.

Solidarity has been extensively approached by migration scholars from a spatial point of
view, highlighting how practices of solidarity have travelled across territories. However, it is
likewise crucial to consider the temporalities of solidarity, specifically how the memory of
struggles and of acts of solidarity are reactivated in the present (Tazzioli and Walters, 2019).
Many current migrant solidarity networks form in spaces characterized by the legacies of
long-standing political struggles. Hence, retracing the political genealogies of solidarity
generates archives of struggles that are not part of the official history of those spaces, but
are instead built upon practical and embodied political knowledges that are otherwise dis-
regarded or disqualified (Foucault, 2003). In fact, instead of confining solidarity to punctual
and politically visible moments of action, we suggest shifting the attention to the laborious
work of solidarity practices over time and to the opening up of political spaces to which
these have contributed.

The concept of the mobile commons serves to grasp the heterogeneity of these very
unstable political spaces that stem from the legacies of experiments of solidarity and
which are the outcome of practical knowledges and modes of action that travel over time
(Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013; Trimikliniotis et al., 2015). In fact, in the European
context, challenging the “refugee crisis”/“migrant crisis” narrative (De Genova et al.,
2018; New Keywords Collective, 2016) also requires avoiding the trap of “presentism”
with respect to solidarity networks and struggles in support of migrants in transit: far
from being merely a response to the recent “crisis,” the histories of solidarity with migrants,
refugees, and other “people in exile” (Balibar, 2011) is a quite long one. Indeed, if we follow
the current and historical geographies of solidarity practices, a remarkable and counter-
intuitive map of Europe emerges, distinct from the geopolitical one—an alternate European
space shaped by a multiplication and sedimentation of solidarity experiments as well as their
criminalization and dismantling by state powers.

To enact solidarity in critical terms is to resist the production of hierarchies that underpin
conventional distinctions between citizens and non-citizens. Solidarity is also frequently an
explicit call to resist the hierarchies that underpin a humanitarian rationale whereby rela-
tions of “care” or “compassion” are enacted on pronouncedly unequal terms. Solidarity
practices are predicated instead upon a substantial horizontality among the subjects
involved, yet without denying differences and inequalities such as those produced by
border regimes and racializing mechanisms (Stierl, 2019). The increasing criminalization
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of solidarity networks in recent years reveals that these practices trouble and disrupt state
practices of humanitarianism and the related mechanisms of confinement and subjugation
that are at the core of the migrant reception system. More broadly, “crimes of solidarity”
(Fekete, 2018)—an expression which would appear to be a contradiction in terms—shed
light on the laborious emergence of transversal alliances between migrants and their allies.
Starting from solidarity practices enables a refusal of the pervasive processes of racialization
that presumptively portray migrants as the others of citizens, and thereby reproduce and
reinscribe divisions between “us” and “them.” At the level of critical knowledge production,
a focus on solidarity practices and on their instability shows the hard-won and precarious
formation of unusual collective subjects. And yet, it is important not to replicate the image
of white saviors that is implicitly at stake in conventional narratives of migrant solidarity,
especially as these come to be invoked in opposition to “smuggling” activities. Indeed, if on
the one hand it is crucial to study and challenge the criminalization of solidarity which is
widespread in Europe today, on the other this should be done in tandem with a radical
interrogation of the methodological Europeanism (Garelli and Tazzioli, 2013b) that sustains
much of the hegemonic migration scholarship, by undoing the taken-for-granted binary
opposition between (criminalized) “smugglers” and presumptively “good” (European)
“citizens.”

Solidarity has been customarily conceived as “mutual support between and within strug-
gles for liberation that seek to change unjust or oppressive social structures” (King, 2016:
52). This definition, though instructive, eschews the question of how those joining together
in struggles against injustice are nevertheless differently positioned within such social struc-
tures, focusing instead on the shared project of change towards another—more just—world.
In 1981, Michel Foucault (1994: 707-708) expressed his solidarity with the “boat people”
fleeing Vietnam and alluded to belonging to “an international citizenry, which has its rights,
which has its duties, and which promises to raise itself up against every abuse of power, no
matter who the author or the victims. After all we are all governed and, to that extent, in
solidarity” (Foucault, translated in Campbell, 2008: 300). Foucault’s reference to solidarity,
believed to rest simply on the mutual fact of being governed, nonetheless risks flattening
solidarity by failing to take into account the radical inequality among those exposed to the
uneven and unequal operations of “government.” Similarly, Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse
Caglar invoke the term cosmopolitanism for such forms of assistance and collaboration.
They see such cosmopolitanism as based on a recognition of human commonality, and stress
the need to tone down our attention to difference and rather explore what is common to us
all. They hold that such cosmopolitan “sociabilities might be key to understanding how
people are able to form fluid constellations of urban social movements to claim economic
and social justice” (2016: 30). These perspectives on solidarity within situations of inequality
and difference must inevitably contend, however, with the caveat that what is understood as
liberation might differ substantially among those forming relations of solidarity. Moreover,
it is crucial to critically examine how inequality shapes such alliances, affecting who can
speak and express visions of justice, what means of struggle are available to whom, and what
limits are imposed on differently positioned people (Picozza, 2021).

Questions of power relations, hierarchies, and privilege are of central concern (Mohanty,
2003; Razack, 2007) for any conception of solidarity as not confined to communities of
equals and, at the same time, challenging the hierarchization of lives at play in humanitarian
interventions. Sara Ahmed, when reflecting on her own solidarity with indigenous women in
Australia has raised some important questions about the role and work of solidarity. For
Ahmed (2000: 50), “as a non-indigenous person, historically implicated in the dispossession
of indigenous peoples,” solidarity as a strategic gesture becomes possible only if she
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“[refuses] to assume solidarity by speaking of or for indigenous women.” For Ahmed,
furthermore, the question of solidarity revolves not merely around the question of who
speaks, but also, who knows: “Such a shift opens out the contexts in which speaking and
hearing take place: what knowledges are already in place which allow one to speak for,
about or to a ‘group of strangers’”(2000: 54). Thus, an awareness of these given power
relations lies as much at the core of solidarity practices as the “ability to form fluid con-
stellations” (in Glick Schiller and Caglar’s phrase), and has implications also for transform-
ing them. Chandra Mohanty importantly invites us to conceptualize solidarity not in terms
of commonalities of oppression, but rather in terms of the practices of “communities of
people who have chosen to work and fight together” (Mohanty, 2003: 7). Solidarity as a
practice cannot be disjoined, in Mohanty’s view, from a decolonial and anti-capitalist cri-
tique. More broadly, feminist approaches to solidarity consist in building on common
differences and, at the same time, in undoing the victimization of women as subjects to
be saved (Abu-Lughod, 2002) or as targets of a “politics of piety” (Mahmood, 2011).
Common differences are put to work, contends Angela Davis (2019), in transversal struggles
that have historically worked as catalysts for other solidarity movements. In this light, the
horizontal connections among heterogenous solidarity practices must be articulated with an
analysis of the sedimented memory of solidarity movements that come to be newly reac-
tivated in different struggles.

As more descriptive anthropological accounts of cosmopolitical practices have come to
conceptualize, these practices unlock normative readings of cosmopolitanism in the tradi-
tion of Seyla Benhabib (2006) or Ulrich Beck (2006) and interpret them as a symptomatic
contradiction within the concept of cosmopolitanism itself. A vital aspect has been fore-
grounded in a more politico-philosophical discussion of cosmo-politics by Balibar, when he
suggests that the movement of people is not just the product of a “globalized” (or “cosmo”
capitalism but part of a concrete global sociopolitical formation that includes the history of
colonial domination just as much as the history of exploitation. Hence, in Balibar’s view,
while certain conflicts may appear to be merely “local,” “parochial,” or “partial,” the claims
they articulate usually imply a degree of universal validity, while at the same time, the very
forms and practices of conflicts are inseparable from their concrete sociopolitical conditions.
Such conflicts usually entail contradictory claims to universality within complex historical
and political constellations. Thus, normative concepts of cosmopolitanism do not naturally
tend towards a more multicultural and cosmopolitan conviviality; rather, the analysis of
cosmo-political solidarity, in addition to and beyond normative and institutional aspects,
must necessarily include an understanding of the particularities of acts of solidarity as
performative practices (Bojadzijev and Liebelt, 2014).

Such concerns are of importance for any engagement with solidarity around the con-
tested issues of migration and borders. At the margins, it seems that claims to togetherness
are necessarily riven from the very beginning, so that solidarity seems to occur necessarily
“without guarantees” (Featherstone, 2012: 244). Solidarity, Featherstone contends, cannot
be believed to be “something which just binds already formed communities together,” but,
instead, constitutes a political relation “that can be articulated and configured in different,
potentially conflictual ways” (2012: 246, 245). Solidarity thus cannot be conceived as the
coming together of the like-minded who pursue common interests based upon shared polit-
ical values and goals, as is the premise of much of the scholarship on social movements. This
is especially evident around the issues of migration and borders, where solidarity efforts are
saturated by asymmetrical power relations (Picozza, 2021). This suggests that solidarity
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requires constant engagement with differences and inequalities that cannot be erased but
which nevertheless do not preclude the collectivization of political relations. For Mezzadra
and Neilson, acts of solidarity at the border thus require continuous translations which
“become crucial for the political project of the common™ (2013: 308). As such, the poten-
tiality of solidarity emerges, and can often be discerned as incipient, precisely in contexts of
organizing where a constantly shifting terrain demands continually rethinking the question
of what constitutes political practices, and who are deemed to be the subjects that animate
those political practices (Bojadzijev, 2008). Consequently, solidarity cannot take any pre-
sumptive identity of subjects as its point of departure (for present purposes, an identity of
citizen and non-citizen). Instead, solidarity must seek to actively subvert the unquestionably
powerful and profoundly consequential identities ascribed by borders and the institutions of
citizenship by conceiving of the common as something yet to be discerned and elaborated.
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The age of migration. Changing sea currents. Stock market data moving across the globe in
moments. Increased numbers of airplanes and cars. Circulation of news, information,
goods, people, violence sustained by networked logistics. In social sciences, there has
been an intensified interest in exploring experiences of “mobility” and in seeking to under-
stand all kinds of aspects of life and matter as being in motion. Some of it has been ground-
ed in a grand narrative that declares our era to one distinguished by the primacy of mobility
(Nail, 2019). This sensibility has gone hand in hand with calls for a paradigmatic shift
towards mobility studies in social sciences, resulting in a voluminous production of
“mobility knowledge” (Urry, 2000).

Rather than jumping on the usual bandwagon of epoch-defining novelties to provide
legitimacy and importance to a particular concept or form of knowledge, we approach
movement and mobility as minor keywords. They operate as gestures that introduce
points of view which interrupt or interfere with forms of knowledge production otherwise
grounded in a primacy of sedentary life. More specifically, such gestures invite us to recon-
figure key concepts in political theory and conventional understandings of how and where
politics takes place.
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Starting with mobility as a methodological and theoretical move in political knowledge
can mean different things. It can mean focusing on how social and political life often unfolds
through physical movement or is governmentally organized through steering movement,
and considering the implications of movement for understandings and arrangements of
politics. Such an approach might explore the rise of network governance and the implica-
tions for democratic politics, the consequences for citizenship of quasi-instantaneous trans-
fers of information and governing through transactional data, the effects for sovereignty of
fast moving weapons with global reach, the challenges of mass migration for how collective
political subjects can take shape, and so on. Such approaches inscribe moving and a capacity
to move in objects (e.g. drones or data) and subjects (e.g. migrants, traveling business elites,
or differently able bodies). They explore how these subjects and objects move, how their
movements are fostered, channeled or impeded, as well as the social, cultural, economic and
political effects of their mobility. Much of the work that is taking place under the heading
“mobility studies” is located here.

However, the primacy of mobility can also mean something else. It can refer to a view of
life and matter as primarily in flux, as essentially moving rather than being built up by
connecting substantive, enclosed units, such as atoms, individuals, people, or states.
Everything political is therefore flow rather than architecture. This understanding seeks
to align the social sciences with philosophies of movement and developments in post-
Newtonian physics (Nail, 2019; Serres, 1977 [2018]). Although connected to an interest in
mobile things and people, it aims at displacing knowledge that favors substance and stasis
with knowledge that sees life in terms of indeterminate but still more or less ordered pro-
cesses. Movement is then not a question of how matter and subjects move around, but
rather of how matter and subjects are themselves made up of and through flux and remain
always in motion even when appearing to be stable.

Movement and mobility as minor keywords work across both of these approaches and
challenge familiar repertoires of political knowledge by doing so, as we will argue below.
We start by asking what it means politically to give movement methodological primacy.
Mobility is thus not just the object that we investigate, but a way of approaching and
intervening in the world. Subsequently, we explore how a primacy of movement should
not be read politically as a necessarily normative good or as privileging processes that may
be presumed to equalize and free life from control. Using migration as a critical standpoint,
we explore how moving and being moved are entangled, thus showing that movement is tied
in with repressive and control-focused technologies of government. In the final section, we
reflect further on how the primacy of movement invites debates between different political
understandings of mobility as a transformative force.

Giving methodological primacy to mobility

To approach mobility as method entails attending to the varied ways in which mobility
enacts social and political worlds, and how mobility is used as a political technology for
governing “unruly” migrants (Tazzioli, 2019a). It develops an angle that interferes with
taken-for-granted binaries in the production of political knowledge and how “objects” of
research are enacted. Mobility as method means that we do not start from the oppositions of
movement/stillness, mobility/immobility, or flow/blockage. These oppositions have framed
much of the theorization and historicization of mobility in relation to an imaginary of static
modernity, bounded nation-states, and inside/outside boundary lines. They are inscribed,
for example, in state theories that see “the State” as a political historical expression of an
evolutionary history in which humans changed from hunter/gatherers to sedentary
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agricultural settlers and over time dominantly organized themselves in territorially bounded
communities. They are also inscribed in knowledge that understands migration as a phe-
nomenon of moving from one territorially defined polity to another, or that takes “home”
as the benchmark of the good life. Concepts of sovereignty as authority over and vested
within a bounded territory and people are yet another example.

Recent approaches to movement and mobilities have tended to invoke these oppositions,
whether implicitly or explicitly. For instance, the mobilities paradigm in sociology has
proposed to offer “remedies [to] the academic neglect of various movements, of people,
objects, information and ideas” (Biischer and Urry, 2009: 99). In International Relations,
mobility has challenged visions of international politics as defined by inside/outside bound-
ary lines (Aradau et al., 2009). In geography, Tim Cresswell has spoken of a “sedentarist
metaphysics” and a “nomadic metaphysics,” the former seeing mobility as suspect, the latter
valuing it (Cresswell, 2006: 26; cf. Malkki, 1995). If we do not start from these oppositions,
and moreover, if we also do not invert them, where do we start?

Methodologically, giving mobility primacy is an orientation towards how mobility is
enacting—as both creating and transforming—different worlds. It is an invitation to not
simply dislodge the hegemony of sedentariness and stillness in our political imaginaries, but
to attend to the heterogeneous devices that enact mobility. Mobility depends on people,
spaces, infrastructures, technologies, laws, and knowledge. It is also an invitation to
approach mobility itself as being heterogeneously enacted. After all, as political theorists
and historians of science have shown, movement was central to theories of modernity.
Mobility is not homogeneous, but is itself enacted in variegated ways.

Giving primacy to mobility means that we eschew the assumptions that states, bound-
aries, sovereignty, and nationalism are somehow on the side of the sedentary or the static.
Rather, how movement enacts them and the worlds it makes possible become the stakes of
the analysis. The political theorist Gabriella Slomp, for instance, has argued that Hobbes
saw “motion as the key to understanding the world” (Slomp, 2010: 23). Cresswell concurs
that “Thomas Hobbes borrowed from Galileo’s new science to place relentless movement at
the heart of a philosophy of human life that equated movement with liberty” (Cresswell,
2010: 9). Thus, it is movement rather than stillness that informs Hobbes’s theories of action
and political order. Yet, it is also a particular form of movement, an inertial movement of
matter that is only stopped by another object or body. The relentless movement of bodies is
also the movement of passions, ideas, and imaginations. Individuals are engaged in an
inertial movement that appears inevitably conflictual. The dangers of such movement
become the key political problem for Hobbes. Movement needs to be transformed into
orderly movement. Movement is ordered through a heterogeneous assemblage of epistemic,
legal, material and political devices—from the “fences” of law to children’s education to the
books that are allowed to circulate. Such a reading is quite different from Hobbes as the
theorist of a sedentary state and a world of states grounded in an intentional uncertainty in
the state of nature. Hobbes” world is a world first of all full of unruly motion with the
political problem being how to organize it into orderly movement.

Given the centrality of this understanding of movement to Hobbes, the political question
for him is the authority to pattern movement. Movement itself does not do the organizing; it
is being organized by modes of authority. In that sense, movement itself is a problem that is
constitutive of politics, but is itself not political. Politics is about creating orderly config-
urations in a world full of motion. In contrast, philosophies that take movement as contin-
uous and matter as flux rather than inertia—such as Lucretius (1910), Bergson (1969), or
Nail (2019)—invite us to conceive of movement itself as political. If life and matter exist
primarily as movement, then the question of politics is not about containing, administering,
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constituting movement through sovereign acts and social contracts, but about confluences—
the crossing over and entangling of multiple flows through which always-emergent groups
and constellations unfold, remaining internally as well as externally in motion.

Sovereignty as acts of drawing and policing boundaries, limits, and borders (Walker,
1993, 2010) gives way to a conception of politics that focuses on how various pathways run
across and into one another, or loop around each other for a while. Politics is then related to
a meshwork of entanglements rather than enclosed polities created by lines separating inside
from outside. Such entanglements consist of continuing embodied pathways that temporar-
ily swerve into each other, thus creating a confluence of unfolding journeys. It differs from
another unbounded organization of politics—networks—in which movement is a connector
between nodal points; a crossing of distance (Ingold, 2011: 145-155). In networks, politics is
located in the nodal points—e.g. how to create democratic processes of transparency and
accountability in the nodal points—or takes the form of governing movement by reducing
and creating frictions in the crossing—speeding up or slowing down transfers of people,
data, and so on. Whereas the lines of sovereignty enclose space and the lines of networks
connect points that break up the movement, the lines of entangling pathways are continu-
ous. When we experience or reconstruct them, we can only be in the middle of an ongoing
entangling, meaning that movement is defined neither by its starting or destination point nor
by its crossing from one enclosed space into another. It summons conceptions of politics
without a center or a multiplicity of centers—a reimagining of the political in light of the
transversality of phenomena which imply “a very different way of understanding politics
than we have inherited from models of the contained polis that are expressed in the forma-
tion of states and the international system” (Walker et al., 2018: 92).

Such a view of life and matter as flux challenges the conception of groups, collectivity, or
community that are often mobilized in political theory. The primacy of movement raises
serious questions about giving primacy to identity politics in our analysis of contemporary
and historical politics. Identity turns pathways into enclosed and relatively stable config-
urations. Members of a group are rallied into a formation through techniques of self-
presentation and encircling that unifies them as an inside distinct from an outside. In a
world of continuous motion, the continuous cueing, aligning, resonating of movements to
one another is what entangles people and things. Erin Manning (2016) illustrates this cho-
reographic approach to movement by looking at how people move in a metro station. The
people at the platform and moving in and out of the station do not exist as a self-presenting
group. They coexist through their movements. What happens in a metro station is full of
movements entangling temporarily by people taking cues from the sound of an approaching
train, aligning movement to the movement of other people and objects in the station,
avoiding bumping into each other, and so on. The groupings taking place are shaped by
heterogeneous and multiple attunements to other movements. In doing so, we can observe
group formation that is inherently unfixed. The group exists in motion—as and in hetero-
geneous and diffuse movements that resonate, mingle, and mesh for a time. The different
pathways people and matter take mesh but continue onwards, taking cues from other
movements and aligning with others. Such a point of view creates openings to understanding
how the politics of nationalism are embedded in sedentary points of view, not because of
their territoriality but because of how they understand connecting through self-presentation
in unity and by means of lines that circumscribe a spatial inside from outside. Giving
primacy to matter and life in flux invites challenging the hold of such nationalism on
social sciences by understanding group formation and collectivity in more choreographic
(Manning, 2016) or atmospheric (Closs Stephens, 2016) terms of confused mingling and
often incongruous movements.
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To move and be moved: Mobility as technique of government

Giving primacy to movement is sometimes seen as giving primacy to freedom over necessity,
in particular in relation to understandings of sedentary state politics as repressive, domi-
nating, or hegemonic. Mobility then becomes a politically critical, disrupting, or emancipa-
tory practice and mode of knowledge. However, as minor keywords, movement and
mobility are not to be taken as necessarily positive or as privileging equalizing processes
or freeing people from control. Mobility also functions as a technique of governing. Political
power is also invested in and deploys mobility. Drawing on the example of migration, we
discuss what politics can refer to when we shift from Hobbes’ understanding of movement as
the natural condition that needs organizing by containing it, to an understanding of gov-
ernmental techniques that work by making mobile.

Migrants do not only move; they are also moved (Alternied et al., 2018; Walters, 2015;
Xiang and Lindquist, 2014). Starting from this assumption, critical migration scholarship
has pointed to infrastructures and logistics as key analytics for understanding the economies
of migration. Through a focus on the entanglements between moving and being moved,
scholars have drawn attention to the infrastructures of migration movement and to the
spatial and legal strategies for channeling, containing, and selecting migration (Kasparek,
2016). Far from being a binary opposition, moving and being moved actually constitute a
field of tensions, between migrants’ subjective practices, mechanisms of exploitation, and
the politics of control. Indeed, it is noteworthy that migrants are governed by being
“followed” along their routes, anticipating or diverting their journeys, more than just
through the mere multiplication of barriers and fences (Casas-Cortes et al., 2015). Such
an analytical perspective enables questioning which forms of economic value are produced
and extracted out of mobility itself—beyond the commodification of migrants’ bodies or the
political economy of detention. In addition, if we consider how migrants are moved, we need
to rethink the articulation between forced migration, agency, and strategies of refusal.

Mobility is not only an object of government; it also functions as a political technology
for governing and regaining control over unruly migration. That is, migrants are not only
governed by being stopped, stranded, and pushed back at the border but also by being kept
on the move and forced to remain in motion across convoluted geographies. In fact, the
border regime increasingly generates various kinds of forced hyper-mobility: migrants are
constantly forced to decelerate and re-route their journeys, as a result of police evictions,
repeated push-back operations, and the risk of being deported (Picozza, 2017). The use of
mobility as a political technology of migration governmentality has been well documented
by geographers who have explored the forced transfer of asylum seekers and detained
migrants from one reception center to another (Darling, 2016; Gill, 2009; Hiemstra,
2013). This scholarship has highlighted how asylum seekers, particularly in the UK, are
moved from the main urban centers and dispersed across the national territory as a result of
a deliberate state strategy for avoiding big concentrations of migrants and for preventing
solidarity alliances among migrants themselves. Yet, mobility as a political technology for
governing unruly migration is not limited to the official transfer of detained migrants and
asylum seekers. It is also enacted through the implementation of the Dublin Regulation that
contributes to setting refugees into orbit (Picozza, 2017; Schuster, 2011), and by repeatedly
hampering migrants from staying in a place, evicting them from informal encampments.
Indeed, “the making of migration” (Tazzioli, 2019a) is formed by a heterogeneity of spatial
and biopolitical racializing tactics that include governing migrants by keeping them on the
move and in a condition of forced hyper-mobility. This happens on a daily basis in critical
border-zones such as Calais or Ventimiglia, where migrants are constantly chased away,
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moved to other places, and forced to undertake the same journey multiple times. In these
respects, it is worth situating the use of mobility as a political technology of government
within a longer colonial history. De-essentializing migration as a self-standing field, and
thus disrupting the presentism that often underpins migration research, involves retracing
partial continuities between present migration governmentality and the governing of colo-
nized populations (Bhandar, 2018; Mongia, 2018).

States’ tactics for keeping migrants on the move, have the direct or indirect effect of
rendering migrants destitute. Their movements are constantly disrupted and, at the same
time, they are worn out. Shahram Khosravi’s argument (2018) that migrants’ time—indeed,
their life-time—is being constantly “stolen” is particularly helpful for capturing how these
mechanisms of governing mobility through mobility impact on migrants’ lives. In fact, an
insight into the use of mobility as a political technology of government enables grasping
modes of subjection, exploitation, and destitution that cannot be contained within the
reductive biopolitical formula “making live” or “letting die.”

Importantly, a political reading of mobility as a technology of government connects
governing through mobility to the disciplining of migrant multiplicities and collective sub-
jects. By dispersing and keeping migrants on the move, states try not only to regain control
over migrants taken individually, but also to hamper the consolidation of collective for-
mations and to divide any emergent migrant multiplicity (Tazzioli, 2019b). “The destruction
of conditions of collectivity” (Aradau, 2017: 7) is at the very core of the frequent police
operations dispersing migrants across territory and dismantling their spaces of life in
“transit” camps such as Calais or Ventimiglia, or in urban centers such as Paris, Rome,
and many others European cities (see also Minor Keyword on “Eviction”).

Therefore, a critical account of mobility as a political technology of government allows
questioning the mobility-freedom nexus that underpins much of liberal thought, as well as
some forms of post-structuralist “nomadic” thought, and migration analyses not articulated
around anti-capitalist claims (Anderson et al., 2009; see also Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013).
As Didier Bigo aptly notes, “under liberal governmentality, mobility is translated into a
discourse of freedom of circulation which reframes freedom as movement without being
stopped, and confuses the speed of well-channeled movement with freedom™ (Bigo, 2011:
31). Taking “mobility” as a technique of governing makes it possible to capture the hurdles,
chokepoints, struggles, and modes of subjection that distinguish the condition of being a
migrant from representations of an ostensibly smooth circulation of mobile people and
goods. On many occasions, migrants are in fact entrapped in mobility: they find themselves
“stuck” being on the move.

Mobility as political force

Starting from the primacy of movement and mobility also means considering that attempts
to control and regulate human mobility, or to turn mobility into a technology of govern-
ment, are never fully successful, comprehensive, or omnipotent. Rather, attempts of govern-
ing, ordering, and regulating mobility are confronted with multifarious movements,
practices, desires, connections, and associations that challenge or escape the capacities of
existing control mechanisms (Mezzadra, 2011; Padaopolous et al., 2008; Scheel, 2019).
Moreover, regimes and mechanisms of mobility control provoke and generate multiple
forms of counter-movement, clandestine passage, creative bypassing, and diversions involv-
ing various practices of subversion, infiltration, and claims-making. These dynamics point
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to distinct ways of thinking mobility as a political force. We focus on the following: (1)
movement as a political force that triggers social, cultural, and economic processes of trans-
formation, and (2) movement as a stake in migrants’ struggles that functions both as a
resource that is claimed and as a vehicle of claims-making.

The first way of thinking the surplus of movement politically sees mobility as a force of
transformation that instigates processes of adaptation, turmoil, change, and reorganization
of existing political and economic institutions, social realities, and cultural forms. In his
book De l'esclavage au salariat. Economie historique du salariat bridé, Yann Moulier
Boutang (1998) shows, for instance, that the introduction of wage labor as a crucial
moment in the history of capitalism was prompted by the escape of slaves from plantation
economies, which thereby rendered them unprofitable and politically unstable. Hence, the
freedom to sell one’s labor-power and to choose one’s employer is not a mere ideology of
capitalism, but rather emerges as a historical compromise guaranteeing its continuity in the
face of disruptive mobilities. Inspired by Moulier Boutang’s work, and drawing on Alfred
Hirschman’s (1981) differentiation between exit, voice, and loyalty, Michael Hardt and
Antonio Negri (2000) similarly cite the exodus from the former GDR, which heralded the
fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of state socialism, as the most impressive example of the
transformative power of exit. One of the clearest and sustained expressions of the primacy of
mobility over control and government has been the book Escape Routes (Papadopoulos
et al., 2008), which contends that it is in the everyday practices and imperceptible moments
of people’s escape from a given social order that we find the beginnings of social transfor-
mation. What all these works share is that they frame movement as a political force by
conceiving of it as an engine of social, cultural, and political change. They do it quite
explicitly by opposing surplus movement to established fixed orders, which is somewhat
different from the challenge raised by the literature that we introduced in the first section: to
think politics through continuously entangling movements within an understanding that life
and matter are essentially motion. The latter asks for reconfiguring our conceptions of the
political from enclosed order to unfolding confluences of motions (Nail, 2015).

The framing of mobility in figures of escape, exodus, and exit thus capture a quite distinct
dimension of movement as a political force. It locates the transformative potential of mobil-
ity primarily in a movement away from sites of power and control, in their abandonment
and desertion (Mezzadra, 2016). Another political conception of movement takes it as force
towards, against, and within cultural, economic, political, and social formations and orders.
Instead of escape or exit, it brings imaginaries of clash, collision, turbulence, infiltration,
insurgency, and so on. Such an understanding of the political force of mobility informs for
instance the reading of migration as a “constituent force” (Andrijasevic, 2010: 162; Scheel,
2018) that instigates social transformation processes “from below” within existing regimes
of governance (Mezzadra, 2005). This reading underscores the autonomous dimensions of
migratory movements and practices. It proposes an acknowledgment of the involuntary
transformation of many countries in Europe and other parts of the world into de facto
immigration countries as the contested outcome of migrants’ political struggles over mobil-
ity and the claiming of rights and resources, including a right to stay (De Genova, 2017).

This latter approach introduces another dimension of thinking movement as a political
force. It highlights the importance of mobility as a stake in migrants’ struggles. In this
reading, mobility and movement operate both as a resource that is claimed and as a vehicle
of claims-making. Mobility is here political because access to mobility has become a key
factor in the stratification of the social and the articulation of global inequalities (Bauman,
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1998). Mobility emerges as a resource that grants access to other resources supporting life
opportunities. Access to mobility is not equal, however. Regimes of mobility control, like
the Schengen and US visa regimes, create and maintain unequal access to mobility. They
make mobility a scarce resource through the introduction of an entry-ticket whose receipt is
subject to the fulfillment of requirements and conditions that a large share of the popula-
tions subjected to a visa requirement cannot fulfill (Scheel, 2017, 2018). In this way, regimes
of mobility control provoke and entice multiple practices of subversion and resistance, but
also new forms of sociality and association, as migrants try to appropriate mobility through
a range of tactics and mostly silent struggles within and against contemporary border
regimes (e.g. Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013; Scheel, 2017, 2018, 2019; Stierl, 2019;
Tazzioli, 2015, 2019a). Many of these struggles happen “under the radar” in the form of
clandestine practices of subversion by which migrants try to recode the means and methods
of control into mechanisms facilitating the appropriation of mobility and other resources
(such as income, housing, or access to healthcare under conditions of “illegality”’). However,
migrants also frequently engage in visible forms of protest, resistance and acts of citizenship
in which they enact themselves as political subjects by claiming “the right to have rights”
(e.g. Isin, 2008, 2009; McNevin, 2011; Nyers, 2015; Rygiel, 2011) or by engaging in a
“politics of incorrigibility” (De Genova, 2010) which insists on an acknowledgement of
migrants’ often illegalized but nevertheless unpreventable presence (see also Minor
Keyword on “Struggle”). The irreducible politicality of these highly diverse practices of
appropriation, refusal, claims-making, mobilizations, and public protests, as well as other
forms of action resides in moments of self-authorization that are central to these struggles.

Migrants can gather and linger at a frontier or can momentarily mobilize collectively to
claim rights, for example. A case in point is represented by the migrant organizations
“Lampedusa in Hamburg” and “Lampedusa in Berlin” as well as by the “Collective of
Tunisians from Lampedusa in Paris,” who named themselves on the basis of their shared
geographies of movement (Fontanari, 2019; Garelli et al., 2013; Meret and Blumensaat
Rasmussen, 2014; Oliveri, 2016). Notably, what these temporary collective formations
have in common is their irreducibility to the political categories of “the multitude” or
“the people,” their highly heterogencous composition, and the tendency to be discredited
as “non-political.” Migrant multiplicities are not only the objects of political technologies
aimed at disciplining and dividing them; they are also collective formations and political
subjects that emerge from their mobility, from the crossing and meshing of pathways,
temporary but with duration. Therefore, a political reading of mobility as a technology
of government should also take into account the unusual and temporary collective subjects
that emerge precisely from migrants’ shared condition of hyper-mobility and from the con-
voluted routes they (are forced to) undertake.

In this context it is important to note that mobility does not only feature as a resource to
be claimed and appropriated. In many cases, mobility also functions as a vehicle of claims-
making. Engin Isin (2012) notes for instance that within international legal regimes that
conceive of the human body as a carrier of rights and entitlements, citizens and professionals
carry their rights across geopolitical borders, thus often provoking collisions between var-
ious legal regimes. Citing an incident in Malaysia, in which a group of illegalized migrants
threatened by deportation refused to disembark from a ship, Sandro Mezzadra and Brett
Neilson (2013) have in turn highlighted the capacity of illegalized migrants to similarly
trigger collisions between different legal regimes through practices of refusal. In both instan-
ces, mobility emerges not merely as a resource to be claimed, but as a vehicle of political
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claims-making that provokes either clashes and collisions between established orders and
regimes of government or turmoil and turbulences within them that are not easily ignored.

The politics of a minor keyword

Mobility, movement, motion are arguably fundamental conceptual devices in the discipline
of human geography, particularly in the “turn” to mobility studies (Cresswell, 2006, 2010;
Merriman, 2012; Nail, 2019; Urry, 2000). Yet, these concepts are not the principal analytics
through which we understand the political—the where and how of power and politics. In
spite of the facts that life itself is eminently distinguished by movement and that all matter is
full of motion, we tend to take mobility, movement, and motion as objects of research more
than analytical lenses for addressing key ideas in the study of politics, such as “the state,”
“sovereignty,” “citizenship,” “territory” or “borders.” Indeed, mobility is everywhere:
people and things are moving and being moved all the time. How are these mobilities
entangled with politics? Does giving primacy to these mobilities challenge our understand-
ings of how and where politics is, how and where issues become politically meaningful?
These are the lead questions that have informed this short essay. Obviously, there is much
more to say. We intended to show, however, that although mobility, movement, and motion
are minor keywords within social and political theory, giving them primacy opens up dis-
tinct understandings of politics that bring into view multiple practices and relations through
which phenomena become politically meaningful and that challenge instituted repertoires of
political knowledge and practice.

LRI
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“The mob” calls forth images of people running amok, taking to the streets on a rampage,
enraged with the actions or decisions of state authorities or the excesses of ruling elites.
Rather than organized social or political protest mobilizations, the mob conjures something
unruly, a collection of passions and desires turning into a force that disrupts the institu-
tionally sanctioned forms of movement and expression. Although the concept of the mob
has its own history, it generally captures an unease with both people moving in groups and
with democratic politics as such, akin to the concept of the crowd in late 19th and early 20th
century criminology (Thompson, 1963; cf. Chowdhury, 2019).

The mob seems to capture two interrelated political elements at once: a fear of ordinary
people on the parts of elites, particularly those in positions of authority, and the unruly
expression of demands and objections. The mob apparently embodies what democratic, and
more generally, mass politics requires—the voice of “the people,” whereby people mobilize
to bring their grievances to bear upon the decision-making of those in power. But the mob
nonetheless seems to express “the will of the people” in an excessive or illegitimate form. It
manifests an unruly, ungovernable element in people, which politically translates into an
awkward and uneasy relation to the otherwise venerable democratic figure of “the people.”
Democratic rule, understood as rule “of, by and for” the people, is nevertheless a form of
rule: thus, it inherently rejects giving carte blanche to people’s political actions, and rather
entails governing in a manner that circumscribes what may be counted as legitimate or
illegitimate enactments of democratic politics. Hence, labeling a mass mobilization as the
action of a “mob” is one of the standard rhetorical tactics with which to delegitimize a
movement or the articulation of demands—or even to deny its politicality, i.e. its character
as being recognizable or admissible as “politics,” altogether.

Yet, it is precisely the shortcomings of the state’s sovereign power, and specifically its
presumption of an exclusive monopoly over the adjudication and delivery of justice, that
tend to be at least implicitly exposed by what is sometimes called “mob justice.” The
assumption by what typically appears to be a spontaneously assembled group of a popular
(ordinarily majoritarian) prerogative to directly judge and immediately enforce an intuitive
sense of “right” through acts of violence (not uncommonly culminating in killing) against a
perceived or suspected offending individual or group is, after all, the classic scenario of the



De Genova et al. 45

lynch mob. Indeed, as is very often the case, when such “mob justice” is perpetrated against
a whole social category of people, the mob’s violent retribution frequently culminates not
only in the summary execution of suspect individuals, but in the wholesale persecution of
“suspect” or despised communities — the classic scenario of the pogrom. Such eruptions of
targeted mass violence are particularly pernicious inasmuch as they commonly prosecute the
resentments and perpetrate the punishments of self-authorized “majorities” against more or
less permanently subjugated “minorities.” In such instances, the mob effectively fashions
itself as a supplement to the state, and the mob’s extra-state violence is delivered as a kind of
completion or fulfilment of the state’s ostensible democratic mission to execute the will of
“the people” by enforcing the will of “the majority.” However, even in such reactionary
examples, the mob may be understood (at least implicitly) to be engaged, in effect, in an
indictment the failings of the state.

Hence, the mob tends to expose a menacing rift between the putative democratic sover-
eignty of “the people” and the sovereign power of the state, which is often perceived to
renege or fail in the delivery of its obligations. A commonplace and more quotidian man-
ifestation of “mob justice” thus presents itself especially in postcolonial contexts, where the
profound legacies of colonialism — above all, the glaring social inequalities of wealth, power,
and prestige, but also the entrenched injustices of judicial and law enforcement systems —
have left state formations deeply compromised. Where state institutions have commonly
been beleaguered from the outset, formations of the mob’s capacity for extra-state violence
are more frequent. “In the mob, the sovereign right to punish is decoupled from mediating
institutions such as courts and prisons” (Taussig-Rubio, 2011: 53). In Kenya, for example,
the violence of the mob “evokes some of the texture of everyday life ... where state insti-
tutions fail to provide security, where individuals feel beset by crime with little police pro-
tection, where, in sum, Kenya seems unable to carry out some of its most important
domestic sovereignty functions” (Taussig-Rubio, 2011: 52). Similar instances could be mul-
tiplied across the postcolonial world.

The mob’s capacity for nativist violence against migrants has also been increasingly
evident in postcolonial settings, perhaps nowhere more than in South Africa. Tamlyn
Monson (2015a, 2015b) argues that the deep historical inequalities of racialized citizenship
in South Africa remain “spatially embedded” in informal squatter settlements with long
histories of popular resistance against apartheid, characterized by distinctive repertoires of
collective action that continue to be mobilized in a still-unfinished history of struggle for
race and class equality. This continuing struggle for equality and social justice on the parts
of South Africa’s Black poor — ostensible citizens — draws on shared experiences of everyday
deprivations and collective labor, exacerbating the social distance between long-established
local squatters and “foreign” newcomers whom they perceive to be politically indifferent or
opportunistic. At times of protest, familiar practices of insurgent citizenship among the
seasoned denizens of apartheid and its aftermaths have increasingly been diverted into
mob violence against other Black African migrants. Thus, paradoxically, apparently
“xenophobic” mobilizations, while clearly plagued by nativism and anti-“foreigner”
racism, may be seen nonetheless to articulate the frustrated claims for inclusion on the
parts of structurally excluded ostensible “citizens,” rather than a purely exclusionary
impulse on the part of those who are presumed to already belong.

The denial of politicality, and the suggestion that “mobs” are emotional and uncon-
trolled, has also served as an alibi for evading criminal liability in situations where mobs
have been activated to serve as thugs for promoting or enforcing established political proj-
ects. Indeed, the term “thug,” with its deeply colonial roots in British India (Lloyd, 2006;
Roy, 1996; Wagner, 2007), is rather similarly freighted as the term “mob.” Referring to
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theories of “mass psychology,” the deployment of the term “mob” by judges in postcolonial
India (Eckert, 2012) has had consequences for the legal interpretation of certain actions:
because of its allusion to affective action, being part of a “mob” has been deployed to imply
partial exemption from criminal liability because of the “unsoundness of mind” that pur-
portedly results from group dynamics. Calling collective violence, such as rioting and pog-
roms, the result of “mob action,” serves to dissolve individual responsibility into mass
behavior, such that the violent or otherwise criminal acts of identifiable individuals none-
theless cannot be attributed back to individual actors. The exculpation involved in assuming
this sort of diminished responsibility is closely related to the paternalism implicit in pejo-
rative uses of the term “mob,” since people who are part of a “mob” are generally attributed
less capacity for rational (“civilized”) action. Because of the presumed immediacy of emo-
tional behavior, the references to affect and mass psychology also serve well to evade anal-
yses of the possible responsibility for command in such scenarios, or other enabling
contexts. Media representations of right-wing and racist attacks on migrants in Europe as
the spontancous action of “mobs” similarly serve to disregard the veritable politics of such
attacks, and their embeddedness in larger political discourses and practices. Hence, the
concept of the mob customarily delegitimizes collective action but also thereby de-
politicizes it, specifically by combining three elements: the extra-institutional nature of
people in motion; the understanding of that movement as driven by emotional forces or
passions rather than reason; and the characterization of it as motivated by a propensity to
“irrational” violence.

If we take the mob as neither a mere epithet expressing a sort of fear of “unruly people”
nor a way to name the illegitimate enactment of demands and desires, however, but rather as
expressing a collective force that does not (yet) exist as a collective political subject, then the
concept invites a different question: how to bring the unorganized movements of people in
large numbers into political analysis without stigmatizing it as necessarily an “excess” of
democratic politics, but instead as something that is immanent to democratic politics? Given
the negative connotations of “the mob,” political theorists would normally shun using this
terminology. Of course, we must not forget the ambivalent character of the mob, above all,
the fact that it historically has been — and remains — a fertile ground for violent racist and
anti-immigrant manifestations of populist politics. Yet, there remains a great need for con-
ceptual and methodological tools for making sense of the politicality of what manifest
themselves as diffuse and turbulent spontancous enactments of frustrations, controversies,
disputes, demands, and so on. The interest in the politicality of everyday practices that are
considered as fragmented, banal, and at best infra-political is one such line of thought. The
concept of “the mob” opens another such line.

Mobs come and go without crystallizing into organized movements that enter institu-
tional political arenas. The mob therefore raises an important issue that is of great interest
to contemporary politics: how do people coming together in large numbers and moving
through public spaces take on political force by becoming a temporary collective multiplicity
rather than a collective political subject? There are noteworthy affinities between the mob
and what Nusrat Chowdhury (2019) discerns in “the energy, agency, and indeterminacy of
mass politics” that arises in “the ephemeral and at times accidental configurations of the
crowd.” How can people moving in large numbers be thought of as political, with multiple
people participating at one moment and not the next, i.e. without any organized member-
ship, and with a turbulent presence, i.e. springing up in disruptive moments and then dis-
sipating, only to pop up again later or elsewhere without any evident mode of organization
that would resemble social or political movements, civil society organizations, charitable
associations, and so on? Notably, the mob compels us to contemplate the political force of
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movement as such, rather than a self-conscious political movement organizing itself through
processes of representation—such as the internal organization of spokespersons, their legit-
imacy, and their chain of command—and taking on representational functions — such as the
authority to speak for and about a specific set of issues.

We develop these issues here with explicit reference to migration. Migration is one of the
key areas in which issues raised by the concept of the mob may currently be observed and
theorized. However, migration is obviously not the exclusive or privileged area for this
theoretical question. Among others, there are the actions of protest movements, such as
those described by Bayat (2000) or Chowdhury (2019), which are not so easily contained
within customary conceptions of social movements or classical formations of political sub-
jects, or the contemporary interest in how uncoordinated everyday or infra-political practice
gains collective political significance by moving in resonance (Eckert, 2015).

Mobilising politics and collective formations

The term “the mob” is etymologically derived from “mobility.” This is particularly telling of
the theoretical and political relevance of the concept of the mob for critical analyses of
migration. As Claudia Aradau and Jef Huysmans suggest, a critical engagement with the
mob entails a “political reading of mobility” that allows us to “to rethink the conditions of
possibility of democracy and democratic practice” (Aradau and Huysmans, 2009: 603). That
is, a focus on the mob enables looking at mobility as a democratic practice that might
unsettle the order of representative politics. Unlike “the multitude,” the mob retains a
much more negative and derisive connotation. Moreover, it does not designate subjects
who act in concert, but rather a disorganized and unruly multiplicity. Given the pejorative
meaning of the mob, how and to what extent should we stress its political dimension? It is
precisely this irreducibility of the mob to “the people” (and the concomitant legal frame-
work of universal rights) that, according to Aradau and Huysmans, open up some leeway
for re-inventing democratic politics.

“Democratic theories,” Judith Butler argues, “have always feared the mob [...] even as
they affirm the importance of expressions of popular will, even in their unruly forms”
(Butler, 2015: 1). Indeed, the term “the mob” corresponds to incipient collective formations
that are both criminalized as unruly and discredited as non-political. Michel Foucault’s
reflections on the seditious plebs and on popular illegalisms, in Penal Theories and
Institutions (1972) and The Punitive Society (1973), respectively, provide us with useful
analytical tools for complicating a political reading of the mob. In those two series of
lectures at the College de France, Foucault engages with popular movements of refusal
and protest that cannot be described in terms of “population.” Five years later, in
Security, Territory, Population (1978), he refers to “the people” as that which resists an
assimilation into “the population”: “The people are those who, refusing to be the popula-
tion, disrupt the system” (Foucault, 1978 [2007]: 43-44). However, the 1972 and 1973
courses offer a more nuanced and in-depth analysis of the political dimension of criminal-
ized subjectivities that, historically, were disciplined and marginalized as unruly. It is pre-
cisely this irreducibility to any pre-established and recognized collective political subjectivity
which characterizes the mob.

Political genealogies of the mob

In the eighteenth century “the mob” referred to “unstable common people” from the Latin
expression mobile vulgus (Hayes, 1992: 6; see also Thompson, 1963). The term has been used
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in the English language since the seventeenth century to designate undisciplined and unruly
popular multiplicities (Tazzioli, 2019). This English genealogy of the mob should be artic-
ulated with a broader colonial history, well retraced by Marcus Rediker in his genealogy of
the “motley crew” in the Atlantic during the second half of the eighteenth century.
Significantly, Rediker highlights the “multiracial mobs” (2014: 138) of slaves, workers,
and sailors who formed the motley crew. Indeed, the multiracial mob indicates that the
motley crew was not a homogenous collective subject but rather was characterized by a
highly heterogenous composition (see also Linebaugh and Rediker, 2013). Overall, through-
out history, the mob has been associated with criminalized multiplicities and riotous col-
lective formations.

Thus, a political genealogy of the mob enables tracing a partial historical continuity
among a huge variety of criminalized and racialized collective subjects, including migrants.
Over the centuries, “the mob” has always had a pejorative connotation, and consequently
we cannot mobilize the notion in relation to migration without reflecting on the negative
implications that this might have. Ultimately, the dehumanization of migrants in the media
relies upon the use of pejorative animalistic designations, such as “swarms,” which serve the
ends of discrediting them as non-political multiplicities and as potentially dangerous sub-
jects. And, yet, we want to suggest that it is precisely by starting from such an “infamous
genealogy” that it might be worth re-activating the mob in the present, to engage with
emerging collective formations that can neither be analyzed nor coded through traditional
sociological or political categories such as “population,” “social groups,” or “the people”
(Isin, 2018). In other words, reactivating the mob in the present to speak about migration
and emergent migrant collective formations might be a way for highlighting their political-
ity. Indeed, the mob, as an analytical lens for studying temporary multiplicities and unusual
collective formations, enables us to interrogate the ambivalent processes at work in the
criminalization and dehumanization of migration, together with the constitutive excess
and incorrigibility of the migrants’ mobility.
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Unlike “refugee,” which is the object of a voluminous academic and juridical literature, the
term “refuge,” which of course is the overt referent in any invocation of refugees, remains
largely unexamined as a concept deserving of critical scrutiny. Despite this status as a minor
keyword, “refuge” has nevertheless become a popular term both in analyses of migrant
solidarity networks and in the literature on refugee humanitarianism. Refuge entails both
a spatial and a juridical dimension, simultaneously: indeed, refuge can refer to the opening
of a safe space, while also evoking the granting of juridical protection. Moreover, refuge also
suggests a temporal dimension experienced by those who seek it: it is not only a spatial
destination but also a kind of temporal culmination of the larger process of refugee move-
ment. Yet, refuge ultimately remains a quite under-theorized and ambiguous notion, which
deserves to be unpacked and developed in its multiple inflections. As a provisional contri-
bution to this task, we will consider here the spatial, juridical and temporal dimensions of
refuge, and will conclude by gesturing towards the mobile “infrastructures of refuge” put
into place by migrant solidarity networks.
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Spatial dimension

Refuge is ordinarily assumed to be distinguished first and foremost by its spatial dimension
as a place of safety, or indeed as a “safe space,” where people flecing from potential danger
or outright harm take shelter and secure their protection. However, refuge may not always
be a matter of refugee subjects “taking” shelter for themselves or securing their own safety.
In other words, such spaces of refuge, especially in the case of refugees seeking asylum, are
often “given.” Places of refuge, when associated with refugees or other “asylum seckers,”
can be organized informally through solidarity campaigns or charitable initiatives, or may
be provided by state authorities as a feature of a state’s obligation to process migrants and
refugees’ petitions for asylum. Often, official camps and accommodation centers are not
perceived by asylum seekers as spaces of refuge but, on the contrary, as places where they
are exposed to repeated controls and where they might become deportable. For refugees and
other migrants, such spaces of refuge are (minimally) supposed to offer “safety” from a life
of marginalization and destitution, but such “reception” facilities sometimes are located in
remote and isolated sites by design, and thereby in fact enhance and exacerbate their
residents’ marginalization. Likewise, asylum regimes commonly restrict if not prohibit
“asylum-seekers” — a term that itself exudes an institutionalized suspicion, if not derision,
toward suspected “bogus” refugees — from earning a living independently. In this sense, the
state-provided conditions of refuge generally enforce a “minimalist biopolitics” (Redfield,
2005) that scarcely rises to a standard better than destitution. In contrast, in the case of
spaces of refuge provided as a form of solidarity, there is a much greater explicit and
emphatic commitment to trying to sustain some semblance of dignity and autonomy for
migrants and refugees. As places of safety, moreover, the sorts of refuge organized by
solidarity campaigns are also meant to signal safety or protection from the state itself,
particularly in the form of raids by police and the threat of coercive detention and depor-
tation, as well as providing a defense against fascistic anti-immigrant attacks. Such spaces of
refuge organized beyond the purview of the state likewise tend to offer relief from the often
degrading and violent conditions in the overcrowded “reception centers” or detention camps
to which states relegate refugees and other migrants petitioning for asylum. In so doing, we
might speak of “counter-camps” (Minca, 2015) which are built by migrants themselves and
which, in opposition to states’ camps, do not work as sites of migrant control, selection and
containment but, rather, as spaces of collective livability.

However, it remains crucial to ask: Where is “refuge” located? Is there a spatial (geopo-
litical) dimension implicitly conveyed by the very notion of “refuge? Indeed, in the dominant
political imagination, “refuge” tends to be associated with the European space, or the so
called “Global North” at large. In other words, “Europe” — which is to say, more precisely,
the space the European Union — appears in public discourse and much of the academic
debate as the presumable space of refuge par excellence. For us, the theoretical stake con-
sists in gesturing towards an open-ended politics that could posit an equal access to mobility
and asylum for everyone, while at the same time questioning the taken-for-granted spatial
referent of EUrope as a presumptive place of safety and refuge. This tension is ultimately at
play in the slippery debate about “safe countries” — which is deployed by the EU to justify
the eventuality of compelling migrants “rescued”/captured in the Mediterranean to return to
the countries through which they have transited, such as Turkey or Tunisia. It is worth
noting, therefore, that in Tunisia there has been an important civic mobilization pushing for
Tunisia to adopt an asylum law and to become a country that could more adequately host
asylum seekers. Therefore, the criticism of the EU’s policies of outsourcing border enforce-
ment should be coupled with a decolonial perspective engaged with the political demands
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articulated in “third countries” for creating legal spaces of refuge (Cassarino, 2018;
Mayblin, 2017).

Indeed, this is not only a matter of addressing the reality that the great majority of the
world’s refugees are in fact being hosted in countries of the Global South, but also of
foregrounding the ambivalences behind hegemonic assumptions regarding “Europe” as an
object of desire and the ultimate space of refuge. Dominant ideas of “refuge” tend in fact to
be connected, in an implicit or explicit way, with a specifically (post)colonial geography
affiliated with the so-called Global North, and with a geopolitics that is commonly posited
from the standpoint of a normative Eurocentrism—although such a view captures only
partially the multiple meanings of “refuge” . In his seminal article “The geopolitics of ref-
ugee studies: a view from the South” (1998), B.S. Chimni argues that “the myth of differ-
ence” between refugee flows in Europe and people seeking asylum elsewhere is at the very
core of the Geneva Convention. How might we disrupt the Eurocentric gaze on the question
of “refuge”? What does a politics of refuge look like in countries whose governments have
never adopted any asylum law?

Juridical dimension

Refuge can also be understood in terms of juridical protection: namely, the permission to
legally reside on a territory and to have been granted the rights and substantive welfare
benefits that allow those whom state authorities recognize to be bona fide and “legitimate”
refugees to pursue a dignified life. Indeed, the spatial meaning of refuge as a “safe place”
where persecuted people find hospitality can be expanded to encompass this broader jurid-
ical sense.

If, instead of a notion of society predicated on an essentialist presumption of “cultural”
or “national” commonalities, we posit an understanding of a complex social formation
chiefly characterized by capitalist relations, then it is viable to recognize a society that is
truly global in its material and practical configuration, albeit it one marked by pronounced
geographical unevenness and inequality, and differentiated politically and juridically. This
contemporary global society is characterized by an “im-mobility regime” (Faist, 2013; Glick
Schiller and Salazar, 2013) that maintains and enforces radical social inequalities among
different categories of people: some groups of privileged people are allowed to move quite
freely on an effectively global scale, while others cannot and find themselves subjected to a
proliferation of borders and other constraints on their movements (Shamir, 2005). In par-
ticular, people subjected to the threat of deportation are made to experience an everyday life
constantly under pressure, fear, and uncertainty (De Genova, 2002), for whom a
“deportation regime” (De Genova and Peutz, 2010; Dreby, 2013; Drotbohm and
Hasselberg, 2015) operates at a capillary level within nation-state territories to inflict and
uphold their sustained precarity. This pertains not only to illegalized migrants but also all of
those “asylum-seekers” who are eventually rejected in their petitions for refuge.

Questions of the law at multiple scales, and with sometimes conflicting aims, therefore
emerge as crucial when working on migration, border enforcement practices, and the related
concept of refuge. Debates over “sanctuary cities” and “cities of refuge,” for instance, revive
the question over what might genuinely constitute an “open city” vis-a-vis the menace of the
state’s immigration laws, policies, and administrative practices at the national scale.
Accordingly, scholars working on “sanctuary cities” in the United States and Canada
have investigated actions and policies that ostensibly aim to protect undocumented or
unauthorized migrants from the processes of illegalization and criminalization (Bagelman,
2016; Bauder, 2016; Hintjens and Pouri, 2014; Mancina, 2012, 2019; Ridgley, 2008).
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Alongside a proliferation of local (municipal and state/provincial-level) expansions of the
purview of immigration law enforcement in the United States, several cities have nonetheless
challenged new mandates to implicate local police in deportations, expanded other legal
protections to undocumented migrants, and pushed for local policies such as prohibiting
state functionaries from requesting and recording immigration status information, or shar-
ing such data with municipal police forces or immigration authorities. Furthermore, a
system of valid state-issued identification cards has been developed, including at both the
municipal and state/provincial levels, which grant holders access to both public and private
services in participating jurisdictions (Varsanyi, 2006). What is finally at stake in these
examples is what might be called a kind of “juridical refuge” at the sub-national scale
that carves out a space of respite and protection from the repercussions of a nation-
state’s border, immigration, and asylum regime.

The British movement of “solidarity cities” presents some noteworthy differences from
the Northern American one, having the promotion of a “culture of welcome” towards
asylum-seekers and refugees taking precedence over initiatives for protecting undocu-
mented migrants (Darling, 2010). However, sanctuary practices and the ideal of hospi-
tality that they aspire to enact tend to inevitably open up disputes over “rightful
presence” (Squire and Darling, 2013) and broader questions of justice that highlight
the political dimension of the struggles around asylum. Likewise, the practical assistance,
material support, and legal advice provided to forced migrants by community-based
initiatives in the UK and other European “solidarity cities” again signal the failure or
refusal of national states as well as municipal state actors to adequately provide refuge
and protection. Multiple studies have highlighted how the governments of receiving
countries turn a blind eye to the presence of unauthorized migrants, on the condition
that they remain invisible and that civil society associations assume responsibility for
their welfare (Ambrosini and Van der Leun, 2015; Chauvin and Garcés-Mascarenas,
2014; Leerkes, 2016). However, these practices of disregard on the part of state institu-
tions should not be thought of in terms of an “absence” of the state, but rather as active
forms of abandonment affecting migrant subjects’ conditions of life and institutional
violence asserting the state’s presence only in terms of surveillance and control (Agier,
2011; Davies et al., 2017; Pinelli, 2017; Sano, 2017). Thus, the legal dimensions of refuge
directly ramify upon its political dimensions.

In the post-2015 period, due to the re-bordering practices deployed by EU institutions
and member states, access to refugee status or even more precarious forms of legal protec-
tion has been severely restricted in Europe. New technologies of control such as the
“hotspot” detention camps have been deployed in order to operationalize a capillary selec-
tion mechanism to sort and rank heterogencous categories of people on the move
(Dimitriadi, 2017; Sciurba, 2017; Spathopoulou, 2016, 2019). The mechanisms of selection,
control, and containment typical of the hotspot strategy have been extended to national
bureaucracies that implement asylum rights at the local level (Artero and Fontanari, 2019).
Increasingly restrictive administrative practices are enforced by local authorities, thus hin-
dering the attribution of legal status to asylum-seekers as prospective beneficiaries of pro-
tection. Such “administrative borders” (Gargiulo, 2017) reduce the juridical space of refuge
by insulating some spheres of local community life from “undesirable” people—namely,
migrants. Hence, we witness a proliferation of borders, indeed of borders within borders
(Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). These administrative borders developed within national
territories entail selective mechanisms for dividing those who are deemed to deserve rights
and welfare benefits, and those who do not. Hence, the idea of “juridical refuge” can also
serve to identify a space of unresolved tensions and conflicts where various state authorities
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engage in political acts of drawing the line between people who are deemed worthy of rights
and those who are to be deprived of them. Nonetheless, such spaces of juridical refuge also
emerge as the effect of migrants’ struggles against their criminalization, deportations, and
the wider juridical conditions that expel them to a life of destitution.

Temporal dimension

The concept of refuge also assumes a temporal dimension, which is deeply interrelated with
the spatial and juridical dimensions. Refuge implies an understanding of safety that we have
related to material spaces, i.e. “safe places,” and to a juridical condition of being protected
from the threat of deportation and more general processes of illegalization or criminaliza-
tion. Reflection upon the concept of refuge should necessarily underscore how the subjective
and affective experience of securing protection and feeling safe in the present has profound
implications for projecting ourselves forward into a “safe” future where a dignified life
would be possible. The capacity of individuals to construct their own futures (Kabachnik
et al., 2010) is, however, significantly endangered for migrants whose lives are embedded
within border regimes of mobility control.

Time is directly related to the subjective experiences of the body and the mind and
emerges as a fundamental element for understanding the human condition. Some scholars
have focused on temporality as crucial dimension in order to develop an in-depth under-
standing of migration as a complex phenomenon intertwined with other social processes,
such as globalization and decolonization (Cwerner, 2001; Donnan et al., 2017; Griffiths
et al., 2013; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). Research into the governmental mechanisms for
regulating migrant mobility should likewise take into account the intrinsic relation between
the mechanisms, relations, and structures of power and the management of time. Similarly,
research interested in the subjective experience of migrants should address the temporal
dimension as crucial for understanding migration as a process of becoming subjects. In
this respect, the juridical dimension of refuge is deeply interconnected with the temporal
one. Indeed, keeping people waiting in uncertainty about their chances of legally residing on
a territory is a form of exercising power over their time, and thereby interrupting the tra-
jectories of their life projects. Moreover, extended waiting times, combining such agonizing
uncertainty with the glimmer of hope related to the prospective resolution of their juridical
condition, constitute a clear technique of control for imposing temporal precarity and
thereby regulating migrants’ social interactions.

Migration policies, mechanisms of border control, and devices for mobility’s manage-
ment profoundly affect the temporality of migrants’ everyday lives, consequently impacting
their sense of self. Critical border studies scholars have shed light on how migration is
regulated temporally as well as spatially, pointing out the production of “temporal zones
of hierarchized mobility” (Panagiotidis and Tsianos, 2007) in which people find themselves
subjected to a state of “indefinite confinement” (Andersson, 2014) or, alternately, become
“caught in mobility” (Hess, 2012; cf. Tazzioli, 2019). Similarly, the literature on mobility
(Cresswell, 2006; Urry, 2005) and the “im-mobility regime” (Faist, 2013; Glick Schiller and
Salazar, 2013; Shamir, 2005) have stressed how the global system of mobility control affects
the temporal dimension of migrants’ lives. Accordingly, time becomes another “tool” of
migration management with its quick starts and stops, temporary zones of transit, forced
(accelerated) mobility, and abrupt push-backs that generate a kind of prolonged condition
in which migrants become confined in an existential predicament of endless waiting (Bisell,
2007), liminality (Donnan and Wilson, 1999), and stuckedness (Brekke and Brochmann,
2014; Hage, 2009; Willen, 2007). Such “temporal confinement” is experienced not only by
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undocumented migrants (Coutin, 2005; Nyers, 2013) or asylum-seckers waiting in refugee
camps (Agier, 2009; Hyndman and Giles, 2011) or in deportation centres (Freedom of
Movements Research Collective, 2018; Griffiths, 2014), but also by refugees with a residence
permit experiencing heightened levels of mobility (Fontanari, 2018), by migrants kept on the
move because of the EU’s Dublin regulation (Picozza, 2017), and by migrants forced to
move as a result of a border regime’s politics of dispersal (Tazzioli, 2019).

These analyses demonstrating how time is used as tool of migration government and the
regulation of migrants’ social interactions can be fruitfully put in relation to analyses focus-
ing on the subjective level. The consequences upon the inner life of migrants and their
processes of self-construction are crucial for our understanding of refuge and its temporal
dimensions. Several scholars argue how subjective narrations (Jackson, 2002), emotions,
and affects (Clough, 2007) are deeply related to subjectivity and its temporal dimension
(Grenseth, 2013; Ortner, 2005). Insofar as emotions are embedded in cultural and historical
structures, they can serve to reveal the power relations embedded in social life (Biehl et al.,
2007; Bourgois and Schonberg, 2009; Luhrmann, 2006). Following Sara Ahmed’s (2004) call
to focus on “what emotions do” rather than on “what emotion are,” research on refuge is
well situated to demonstrate how emotions operate as forms of sociopolitical action to
“make and shape” bodies. Scholars working on migration trajectories have emphasized
that motivations, emotions, and feelings are among the main components of migrants’
journeying (Collyer et al., 2012; Schapendonk, 2012). These affective features of migration
are deeply intertwined with temporality.

The individual migrant self is in constant flux as it lives at the intersections of time — past,
present and future — (Grenseth, 2013), with an intense sensitivity to aspirations, hopes,
dreams, and imaginings of the future (de Haas, 2010; Pinelli, 2013; Van Meerten et al.,
2009), together with memories of the past, in the form of loved ones and places left behind,
for whom enduring present and future obligations commonly remain prominent nonethe-
less. The experience of crossing borders also has a strong temporal dimension (Radu, 2010),
which is not reducible only to actual movement across borders. The concept of “phantom
borders” (von Hirschhausen et al., 2015) helps to highlight how the memories and practices
of borders can exercise social, cultural, and emotional power even after their political,
juridical and administrative aspects have receded (Donnan et al., 2017). Thus, the dynamic
relation between individuals and their affective dispositions toward the past, present and
future are crucial angles through which to analyze the dimension of refuge.

People subjected to insecure juridical conditions are at risk of mental and physical dis-
tress, due to the intense uncertainty about their future. “Uncertainty” is understood here to
be an individual situation marked by imperfect knowledge of the present and an unpredict-
ability of the future (Williams and Balaz, 2012), and can be seen to be a deliberate gover-
nance strategy (Biehl, 2015) whose effects push migrants into a marginal life characterized
by insecurity about the future. Such existential and mental precariousness directly affects the
subjectivity of migrants, who often feel that they are not fully in control of their own lives
(Fontanari, 2018). Moreover, they are socially marginalized from the prospect of attaining
many of the conventional measures of “success,” associated with stable employment, reli-
able incomes, or gratifying work. Prolonged periods of waiting and uncertainty therefore
mean that asylum seekers are not “in time with others” (Khosravi, 2010). Likewise, under
these conditions of juridical ambiguity and temporal precarity, refugees and other asylum
seekers are subjected to a process of infantilization, being treated as children to be
instructed, guided, or saved (Pinelli, 2013), corresponding to the more generally infantilizing
tendency of humanitarian government (Fassin, 2011; Ticktin, 2011). Individuals commonly
internalize such suspensions of their time, characterized by a lack of personal advancement
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and social progress: they tend to experience this precarious temporality as a sort of barrier
to becoming fully “adult.” This can progressively weaken their own self-perception as active
autonomous subjects exercising control over their own lives. The transformation of
migrants’ perceptions of the future—as a temporal horizon that is made to appear radically
detached from the present time and disconnected from their actual situation—is a clear
effect of migrants’ subjection to the powers governing them.

Ultimately, refuge can nevertheless be a temporal space of possibility where people seek
to act and decide upon their own lives as active subjects, and refuse to be passive objects in a
confined space waiting for the state’s decision on their fates. “Temporal refuge” can thus
signal a projection toward a future where people see themselves as active subjects controlling
their own lives. “Safety” here becomes the sign of an autonomous subjective disposition
against or beyond the precariousness of indefinite waiting and protracted uncertainty,
whereby it becomes feasible for migrants to mentally project themselves into a future dimen-
sion where a dignified life is possible. Such an orientation towards the future should be
understood nonethteless as an embodied social experience in the present, which therefore
entails sociopolitical practices of everyday resistance that can be conceived as “acts of
refuge.”

Conclusion: Towards mobile infrastructures of refuge?

While, as this short essay has shown, the act of providing refuge to someone can hardly be
detached from the legal and bureaucratic apparatuses of the asylum regime, it is important
to register the widespread multiplication of collective mobilizations across Europe for pro-
viding logistical, humanitarian, and legal support to migrants in transit. In fact, if it is
indisputable that the “long summer of migration” (Kasparek, 2016; Kasparek and Speer,
2015) triggered a series of legal, political, and administrative measures on an EU level aimed
at containing and regaining control over migration, the infrastructures of solidarity enacted
by many European citizens cannot pass unnoticed. Although they could not provide refuge
in the legalistic sense of the term (e.g. by granting international protection), many of these
mobile infrastructures of migration support have provided refuge by creating safe spaces,
shelters, and safe passages, as well as by actively supporting migration movements. In this
regard, it is worth recuperating the original meaning of the word “refuge,” which refers not
only to the juridical institution of asylum but more fundamentally to safe spaces and
shelters.

These infrastructures of refuge are highly mobile, since they are often compelled by
circumstances to literally move and are also reactivated by following migrants’ routes;
consequently, they are also extremely precarious and volatile, as they are frequently dis-
mantled or criminalized by state authorities. Some of these infrastructures are underground,
inasmuch as they must avoid the scrutiny of state authorities in order to be effective and
endure over time, and therefore must also avoid garnering the attention of the media
(Palmas and Rahola, 2020). Others instead opt strategically to make themselves visible
insofar as they rely precisely on the support and consensus of a large part of the local
citizenry. Infrastructures of refuge have been put into place in response to the neglect or
outright practices of abandonment on the part of international and state authorities that fail
or refuse to provide refuge to migrants in need, and which have increasingly restricted access
to international protection. Paying attention to these mobile infrastructures therefore allows
us to stretch the very notion of refuge beyond its legal dimension, and to redefine it by
encompassing active practices and acts of solidarity, both collective and individual, in sup-
port of refugees and other migrants in transit. To some extent, precisely while the EU has
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adopted an overt politics of migration containment and racist anti-immigrant populist
movements have been on the rise, something resembling an underground railroad has
also emerged through the multiple but dispersed infrastructures of solidarity.
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It is customary in the discourses surrounding refugees and asylum to refer to the
obligations of states for protection, but while this term is plainly a keyword and indeed
an article of faith of the international human rights regime, it remains a distinctly minor
keyword that has largely eluded the critical purview of political theory. We propose to
consider the matter of “protection” as a political problem, and to examine the politics of
protection. When speaking of a politics of protection, furthermore, we must also ask: Who
is the subject of protection? Can the protected intervene in shaping the terms and conditions
of their protection? What kinds of subjectivities are produced in, through, and against
protection?

Any attempt to explore these questions regarding the agency of the protected requires
that we begin by unpacking the very concept of “protection.” Here, Didier Bigo’s (20006)
etymology of protection is helpful. His analysis reveals that there is not one but several
origins to the term. Each of these terms carries a different connotation and structures the
meaning of protection in a distinct fashion. The three Latin terms for protection that Bigo
identifies in his etymology—tegere, praesidere, and tutore—vary considerably in terms of
how the relationship between the protector, the protected, and the enemy or danger is
framed. With praesidere and tutore, for example, this relationship involves asymmetrical
power relations with the protected rendered either as a passive and neutral object of pro-
tection (praesidere) or as a subjugated person from whom obedience is required (futore). In
both conceptions, Bigo argues, the agency and autonomy of the protected is undermined or
otherwise effaced: “The protected is considered as passive. He has no right to speak but only
to obey in the name of his own safety. He does not know what the protector knows” (Bigo,
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2006: 88). The protector, in short, neutralizes the agency of the protected and becomes their
spokesperson. How refugees and migrants challenge, break, or evade these relations of
tutelage and patronage is a pressing issue for political theory. Here, again, Bigo’s etymology
provides some guidance. The term fegere, he notes, allows the autonomy of the protected to
be considered as an important factor in the politics of protection. The oldest Latin word for
protection, which is itself of Greek origin, tegere means “to cover,” “to hide,” and “to
shelter.” Protegere (to cover up front) means to provide shelter against an oncoming
danger, with a shield, for example. A related word is tegmen, which refers to the armor
one uses to protect oneself. What is interesting in this version of the term is that it leaves
room for an active role for the protected, whereby one can be engaged in protecting herself,
and thus can in fact be the same person or entity as the protector. The implications this has
for how refugee and migrant protection can be rethought and reformulated are significant
and will be returned to below.

The etymology of “protection” outlined by Bigo is helpful for demonstrating how a single
term can move in multiple directions. Protection is not a static concept, but one that kinet-
ically moves across multiple performative fields and is crisscrossed by substantial ambiva-
lence, between care and custody: in the field of migration, protection can signify a range of
activities, from helping someone in danger, to detaining and deporting them, to subjecting
them to ongoing monitoring and surveillance. In fact, the ambivalence of protection is
enshrined in humanitarian control, which consists in modes of containment, profiling, mon-
itoring and exclusion enacted by humanitarian actors. Pushing this further, the boundaries
between protection and containment, care and custody, get blurred when we are confronted
with the detention of asylum seekers.

The meaning of protection thus moves and shifts, depending on its use and context. The
conceptual movement has been well traced with regards to the related concept of “security,”
which since the late 1980s has been widened in security/strategic studies to include a broader
range of subjects of insecurity, including individuals, societies, economies, humanity as a
whole, and the biosphere (Peoples and Vaughan-Williams, 2014). The concept of protection
shares this ambiguity, as it moves across and between the practices of policing, defense, and
securing humanity and the environment (Huysmans, 2006: 13). With regard to migrant
protections, we can similarly see how protection is reinforced across different realms of
human and non-human activity. For example, strong protections for human rights as
well as policies that respect and protect the environments in which people live will militate
against the conditions that create the forced displacement of migrants and refugees. At the
same time, however, the ambiguity of this conceptual movement needs to be emphasized.
There is nothing inherently liberating about this movement of protection across different
realms of activity. The above example of linking migrant and environmental protections can
be casily flipped in order to enable violence against migrants. It is well known, for example,
that the manifestos of the white supremacist murderers who massacred scores of people in El
Paso, Texas and Christchurch, New Zealand in 2019 contained multiple references to pro-
tecting the environment. In their eco-fascist judgement, the protection of the environment
required violence to be perpetrated against people whom they racially perceived to be
“migrants.”

Protection must be approached critically and deployed with caution because of its close
relationship to sovereign power. Protection has historically been an important part of state
power and a source for state legitimacy. In this way, protection is not just a political prob-
lem, it also provides an answer to a host of political challenges, not least of which concerns
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the “legitimate” use of violence and coercion by states. Much of what counts as modern
state theory is premised on the assumption that, within varying limits, sovereign power is
legitimate to the extent that it can provide protection to its citizenry: protecting citizens from
each other through a system of laws and police, and protecting citizens from external threats
through the military and border controls. The well-known paradox of this formulation is
that states and their coercive apparatuses are more often than not the source of insecurity
and violence against their own citizens. This is the “protection racket” that Charles Tilly
(1985) famously warned against: the same measures that are supposed to enhance security
are those that asymmetrically bring about insecurity. Indeed, putative anti-“subversive”
campaigns of state terror and civil wars distinguished by intense state violence against
civilian populations have been a major source of many of the mass migratory exoduses of
refugees and other asylum-seekers across the Global South. In El Salvador, for example, the
repressive violence of “the protection racket state” (Stanley, 1996) effectively displaced a
significant portion of its ostensible citizenry, only then to have many of their children, raised
in the United States, deported back as “criminal aliens” in the genesis of a “transnational
gang crisis,” whereby the counter-“subversive”/anti-“terrorist” violence of the state came to
be re-purposed and re-packaged as neoliberal “security” measures to “protect” the popu-
lation against the gang violence attributed to the deportees (Zilberg, 2011).

Another reason for critical caution when addressing questions about protection arises
from what Teju Cole (2012) has called “the white savior industrial complex,” which is an
urgent reminder that a transnational system of “protection” exists which provides whites in
the world’s richest countries with ethical cover for the global/postcolonial racial and eco-
nomic disparities reproduced by neoliberal policies. The problematic connotations of tute-
lage and patronage found in Bigo’s etymology of protection are well represented here.
Through their acts of “care” and “protection,” white volunteers are cast as humanitarian
heroes (Kapoor, 2013), thereby effacing from sight ongoing neo-colonial relationships
(Picozza, 2021). This presents a challenge to migrants’ rights activists, in particular those
at the forefront of campaigns to ensure protection to migrants seeking asylum by entering
Europe via maritime routes. Equally, refugee and migrant rights activism in settler states
such as Australia, Canada, and the United States face the challenge of reflecting on how
cherished principles of “welcome,” “hospitality,” and “protection” may reproduce and
refound the assumptions that sustain the project of