DRAWING THE LINE.
AN INQUIRY OVER THE POLITICAL ROLE OF VOLUNTEERS AT BORDER CROSSINGS

Maddalena Landi, Marco d’Alessandro

Despite the impact that volunteering can have, the role of the volunteer at border crossings has
received little academic attention, with most of the focus being placed on the spotlight from right-
wing, populist parties. For instance, cases of attacks and smear campaigns against civil organizations
providing aid to migrants have been reported in Spain and Italy. The charges range from trafficking
to white-collar crimes and aiding illegal immigration, leading to what has been labeled as the
criminalization of solidarity. However, the impact of this criminalization on the volunteer, as well as
the political meaning of the volunteer’s role, has been understudied. With this in mind, this paper
draws from feminist theory, which recognizes the personal as a critical and under-explored site of
inquiry for the political. Our research secks to understand the political meaning of volunteering at
border crossings by exploring the emotions of the volunteers themselves. This study will focus on
volunteers from the European Union who have had experiences at EU borders, and through their
narratives, the paper aims to uncover the meanings constructed during the process of helping others.
The paper will examine the experiences of being at the border and returning from, and it will ask
which meanings people attach to these experiences and whether they can have political power in a
feminist sense.
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A visual essay
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Ali lifts his
pants, showing
his right calf
completely
covered in scar
tissue.

Croatian
police. They
set my legs
on fire the

Fifth time we
attempted
the game.

What
happened?

INTRODUCTION

Tortures ...or washed
If you have i /
volunteered at ';T,, ﬁTst ©,93 agioer:éhoens our
border cross- (o) . -
ings in Europe, Z 3 1
or with people
on the move, 4
these are
stories you ¥ o
often hear. \,@
Some h .
stories even Chlldrqn carried
e riron sope.
ik chi -
repetitive. rated from
2 their parents...
Or you may even be a direct witness, you may have to choose
who to save on a boat, or see a camp burn down.
When | first Neither
volunteered at a | was not emotionally nor
border, | was prepared. "professionally”.
twenty-one years old.
(Despite internal

pep talks that
would convince me
otherwise).

That experience has drawn a line in my life.

And every decision | have made after has been influenced to some degree by that first
trip. Volunteers at the border are not a unified body, everyone is there because they
"want to help”, but the meaning of that help and how it is manifested varies widely.

. What they
have in common,
however, is that
as a volunteer you
come in contact
. With stories.

A first
responder of
stories.

People carry
them, and you
are entrusted
with them.

As such, the role of the
volunteer can be a powerful
one. Just by virtue of being
there as a witness and a custo-
dian, they can bring those stories
back to a general public who

may not know what is
happening, nor care. These
stories, if told properly,
can bring justice, can
stir up change, can heal
wounds, and bridge
differences
(influence policy).
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However, the role of the volunteer, especially the experience of the volunteer at border
crossings, has received little academic attention (Wilson 2012, 176). This scarcity may be
B‘ustiFied by the volunteer's privileged positionality, which needs to be addressed. People
who choose to volunteer are mostly people from the western civil society, with little to no
training, whose eagerness to help is sometimes misplaced or taken advantage of.

209

We can see this
happening in big
organizations
creating expensive
volunteering
“experiences”...

...that promise
personal
enrichment for
the volunteer...

The term coined for

VOLUNTOURISM.

this phenomenon is, aptly,

...but often

ment of local
communities.

The role of the volun-
teer has, however, received
a lot of political focus,
especially from right-wing,
opulist parties.

that help migrants have
become the target of smear
campaigns and criminal

In Italy,
civil organizations

investigations.

go to the detri-

The charges vary from

trafficking - like in the

Linea d'Ombra case
(Scavo 2020).

White-collar crimes - like
in the highly contested
Mimmo Lucano case
(Gallo 2021).

And aiding illegal

immigration - like in
the Andrea Costa case
(De Luca 2022).

e

This sort
of attention has
led people to label
this phenomenon
with the expres-
sion...

CRIMNAL2ATION o
SOLIDARITY
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"People who have helped
refugees and migrants
have been threatened,
defamated, intimidated,
harassed, and dragged
through the courts to
face punishment
simply for helping others
in need. Why? To dissuade
others from showing soli-
darity with people on the
move in order to deter
refugees and migrants
rom coming to
Europe”.

(Amnesty international
2020 report, Solidarity
on trial)
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Then, the P : ; In a neoliberal
space that 2 A - / world that
the volunteer 23 understands moral
occupies, responsibility as,
becomes @ first and foremost,
olitical the economic

ecause : W self-sufficiency
the act of ; § of individuals
helping is ") 5 : 2 (see Butler 2015),
politicized. ! \ N help can be a
) radical political
act.

"...They persist; they assemble,
and so manifest the understanding
that their situation is shared, or
the beginning of such an
understanding”.

When analyzing the
power of bodies \ M 7/

assembling, Judith
Butler writes:

Helping others, esEecially in high-intensity
situations such as border crossings, requires The act of helping without rewards,
putting your time, energy, and life - to various economic or otherwise, destabilizes visions
degrees - at the service of someone else with no of a nuclear social organization. The gathering
compensation in mind. On the contrary, when the of bodies at the border does not just raise
body of the volunteer and their actions enter the questions of privilege, belonging, and inhuman
public space and threaten political power, body treatment of others, it can also be a powerful
and actions are used against them to create experience of shared power(lessness).
narratives of hidden agendas and personal gains.

Hey, | did not finish
my quote!

"For when bodies gather as
they do to express their indignation
and to enact their plural existence in
public space, they are also making broader

demands: they are demanding to be
recognized, to be valued, they are
exercising a right to appear, to
exercise freedom, and they are
demanding a livable life."
(Butler 2015, 26)

What effect this choice has on the person, however,
has received little inquiry, as has the political significance
that the role of the volunteer can have.

LB
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Feminist theory was the first to introduce the idea that the personal
is an unexplored, yet essential, site of inquiry for the political.

With this theoretical framework in mind, we began our investigation into
the possible political significance of volunteering at border crossings through
the volunteers' accounts of their emotions. We wanted to check whether
emotions can tell us something about the political aspects of volunteering.

This work will focus
primarily on volunteers who
come from the European Union
and who have had experiences at EU
borders. Through their stories, this
paper aims to explore the experienc- By looking at the
es of volunteers at border crossings experience of being at the
and uncover some of the meanings border and returning from it
constructed in the process through a feminist lens, we ask
of helping others. what meanings people give to
e d these experiences, and whether
these meanings have
political power.

METHODOLOGY
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The paper that combines qualitative analysis with in-depth
interviews and the medium of comics. The reason we
decided to combine established academic tools with

comics is that this medium more than others allows
holding complexity without reducing it.

The emerging field of practice of
comics-based research can offer a novel set
of cognitive framework for both audiences and

researchers: as a device structurally multimodal, so0es e
encompassing images, words, sequentiality, ““\y('\X\Q, %0
simultaneity and so on, comics encourages a\l?X' 209
both creators and readers to engage with WeCTg 00800 N\

text and content on a broader level. )
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As we moved into a
phenomenon as local and
Yet dependent on larger
socio-political aspects as

volunteering in border areas

is, one of our main concerns
was to keep open and
think through the
dialectic between those
different aspects...

This Iaper will not focus on struc-
tured volunteering offered by large
organizations. As mentioned earlier,
volunteers are not a homogenous
group and we have chosen to focus
on individuals who went independently
to the borders.

By creating an actual
space on the page, we had
to confront ourselves with
(another) sheer reality of
lines and borders: the ones
traced by hand, the ones
we could not overcome,
the ones we could bend
and pass through.

Because we are dealing
with borders (geographical,
emotional, and political)

the visual representation, L A
more thon words, \ N\
can explore the "

\ significance of...

>
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The interviews were conducted online and involved five people.

They were volunteers who had between one and multiple
experiences at different borders ofthe European Union.They
were involved in different forms of volunteering: collecting
and distributing donations, legal support, hosting refugees,
and language courses to name a few.

In order to maintain their anonymity, this research uses
neutral pronouns throughout. The words in their balloons
are direct transcriptions of their interviews.
Because the those were conducted between April
and May 2022, most of the people interviewed had
at least one experience at the border with Ukraine.

The in-depth structure of the interview allowed us
to explore themes related to the person's feelings
and emotions and it gave the person space and
time to reflect on their experience.

A preliminary semiotic analysis was done
on the interviews to identify common isotopies >
in the volunteers' narrations. \\\‘ \
\

\
This observation uncovered recurring patterns \.‘\
of meaning such as themes of separation, )
politicization, and the role that emotions

play throughout the experience. \

We used an inductive analysis to interpret \-:‘ )
meanings linked to the volunteering experience \ A
and to the politicization process. V|

\ '

It was surprising to realise how the idea \

of "border”, which started as a grounded, \
physical occurrence of the outside world \
mirrored itself on an inner, persondl leve/ {

for the individuals interviewed. i |
{

The radical act of helping others to
cross a border was always accompanied
by another, necessary and radical act of
tracing a border within one's |
ownr self. J

And had then the inevitable /
consequence of realizing that
another border was now in place: /[ /
ore between the self YA A
and the othe\)'s. /e

N
f\

\ A

The aim of this research was not
to provide a conclusive account of the subject,
which would be beyond the space and scope
of this contribution, but rather to open

a path for future expljiafi/‘ ’/,,-
I

\ S ’_’-”""_‘_/

~ _ PoLTcAL BOoRIERS . —
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Ok so0...

we have a lot
here. Where do we
start from?
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It might be
obvious but... I'd say
their reasons to go on
the border, see where
it points?

| was inspired by a
documentary, together
with my girifriend.

focus anymore at work.
Like what | was doing

| just... Couldn't

) | needed to see,
for myself.

was meaningless.

These are

The idea that the feeling
is s0 intense that the
body is set in motion, is
never explicitly addressed
as a political act.

A. summarised it for us
when they said:

scritture
migranti
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quite personal reasons,
rather than political.

Right!
Plus, they all have
something in common:
feeling the meed to
do something.

| don't know, it's like,
| didn't really think it through.
| just knew | had to go,it just made...
it* wouldn't make sense not to go
once | saw it, you know.

*the situation at the
border - in this case between
ukraine and Hungary.
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Borders

can be incredibly
tedious...

Long lines
of cars, vans
and people...

However,
borders can also be
unpredictable, they shape
the relationship with our
identity, and our sense of
what is legal and illegal,
they can be incredibly
dangerous places and
be hotspots for
a crisis.

Borrowing from geographer
lohn Wyle:

"The notion of landscalpe
and self [is] essentially
written through experiences
of mobility and exile”
(Wyle 2007, 21D.

Volunteers arriving
at the borders are
presented with high-
intensity situations both
for the pace required and

the emotions involved.
D. remembers:

SCRITTURE MIGRANTI, N. 16/2022

Hopefully, the
people in line all have
passports and the nec-
essary documentation
to get todthe other
side.

| also felt very stressed [...] then we decided -
because we were only staying for 2 1/2 days - that
we won't sleep. So | just worked for like 48 hours or
more. And we're kind of also, yeah, hyped, | don't know.
Not in a trivial sense but rather in this stressed
sense. S0, Yeah, really just checking for "OK, what's
going on” all the time, super kind of also... alarmed,
| would say. Everything that would happen, you were
just very focused on what's going on and sensitive
to what's happening in your environment because
you had to be there and to function.

215
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The kind of hype O. mentions often
returns in other interviews. The emotion
that is mentioned the most related to
being on the ground is feeling angry.

HYPE | - ——{ANGER

Sadness also comes up.
But, the way volunteers
deal with it andtalk about
it is more nuanced and
difficult to express.

"l thought | would feel sad and blah blah blah.
But actually | think when you're actively
doing something...

"a) you know that if "b) knowing that you're like
you get overwhelmed one of the tiny points in
with your emotions, the helping chain to make
you are not going to things better just makes
be effective, and... the feelings less extreme
that you would think.

"So | think the main thing | was
feeling is adrenaline rush, like, | felt
| was on drugs like a superhuman
that can fix anything [...] Aigh on
adrenaline is a way to describe it".

This idea of
anger as a pro-
ductive emotion
is interesting,
tell me more
about it!

Well, as Weber
explores, in his exper-
imental article on the
political effects of
emotions...

Anger and enthusiasm
involve a heightened sense of
personal control, these emotions
facilitate behavioral approach
over withdrawal. Fear and sadness,
however, promote rerceptions of
reduced personal control and
should subsequently lead to
behavioural avoidance.

(Weber 2013, 415)
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"Correct. In fact, doing something,
feeling useful and focused is
presented as an outcome of the
fast-paced environment in which
the volunteer must operate.”

"So, A. expected to feel sad,
but they did not experienced
it right away...?"

At the heart of being useful and “helpful”
lies a complicated relationship in dealing
with the emotions, that inevitably arise

"not to be
a burden”

while on the ground. What increasingly as interviewee (kgﬁ
emerged during the interview process 8. put it, is to £
was that in order to survive when momentarily
one is on the field and be useful, exile emotions
somewhere

emotions had to be shut down.

Most volunteers interviewed mﬁrﬁ ;C:eiz
underlined that, at a certain the way.

point, the only way they
must cope with the situa-
tion and be functional.

F N\
LU“) 1

In one interview, a sp/it
betweenthe emotional
and the professional
sphere is explicitly
mentioned:

Something breaks inside at

some points, maybe when you
start normalizing those situ-
ations - to be able to survive,
emotionally survive...

Emotions are not necessarily
repressed - as we will see shortly,
they still affect the volunteer on
the ground - but at some point,
it becomes necessary to draw a
border between you...

...and what
you feel.
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000
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Making this
distinction seems
to help the volunteer
to requlate difficult
emotions and be...

The use of the term “professional” here indicates
that this person, although at the moment engaged
on the ground in a volunteering capacity, sees their
role as a life choice that will turn into their job.
Yet, this notion of ﬁmFessionalism often emerges
in interviews with people who have had more
than one experience on the border.

...A valid
or useful pro-
fessional.

D. recalls that during their first

experience at the border they saw
more experienced volunteers as
being "professional” and identified

This might appear counter-
intuitive as we tend to identify
people working in contact with a

humanitarian crisis as empathic
and compassionate.

with them an emotional distance. ‘

In their interview €. expands by
telling us something which is also quite
familiar to people working in social
contexts, even more so for those
volunteering or working with people
on the move...

Being exposed,
day in and day
out, to stories
of abuses,

...death, torture,
and impossible
hardships...

SCRITTURE MIGRANTI, N. 16/2022
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What emerged in our
inquiry is that one coping
mechanism volunteers
acquire during Erolonged
experiences at borders is
to control sadness...

...and manage intense
emotions in a way that
allows them to be pro-
ductive ("professional”)
while they are actively
engaged.

In a reinterpretation of

S
what W

The image that grew
in our minds during the
analysis process was that
of a border that had to

W be built within the self.

TR T
Yle proposed some

pages ago, balancing activity (rage) and inactivity

Chelplessness) shapes the interaction the volunteer
has with the self and its environment. Far from
being the exception, 4. described to us how they
negotiated these boundaries:

| had two breakdowns, you know, where like it was too
much for me. One time we gave medicines to these
ladies and then they were driving to [location] and then
we get information that [location] is dqoing to be bombed
in, like, 20 minutes and | just had said goodbye to these
doctor ladies and then | completely, like, | don't know,
| lost it. But, | did have these breakdowns, but the
breakdowns were also planned, you know, it's like, now
| have two minutes to breakdown and then I'm gonna be
effective again. [chuckles] And it works, two minutes,
| breakdown and then I'm OK ...because also if |
breakdown I'm gonna hide, you know. | mean, you're
no one to be allowed to cry in front of these people
like what you're goingthrough is nothing.

B BN SCRITTURE MIGRANTI, N. 16/2022
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This image of the
controlled breakdown
came up repeatedly
in other interviews.

It introduces
another element
to sadness.

It is not just that
sadness renders you
inactive - hence
useless or a burden -
but the volunteer
does not feel
entitled to that
sadness.

So this emotion
must be control-
led but, at the
same time, it is
a largely private
affair.
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BORDERS WITH OTHERS: COMING BACK

of S |

In the days following
my return from a con-
flict zone in the middle |
east, | would try - in
vain - to go jogging.

N" >

/ But my body would inter-

| pret the quickening of my

pulse and heavy breathing
as being in danger...

| The physical act of run-
ning would bring me back
to fortuitous escapes
from the military and
being chased after by
armed civilians.

...50 | never
made it
further
than the

outside my
home.

Exchanges with people were You - as the person who went -
also difficult: the degree of are confronted with your own
interest always varies, but dual position (we give here a very
your level of involvement in simplified acclour{_t ol; a European
volunteer).

what you witnessed does not.

You come from a relatively
comfortable life with the attached

(Which makes relating rivileges of being a European
the stories stressful zitizeg - includingg freedon of
and disappointing). movement - and yet you witness
and participate, to varying degrees,
Unless you are with people who in the lives of people who do not
have either had similar experiences or enjoy the same privileges and whose
are genuinely interested and have the choices are severely limited.
time to listen.

| keep crying once in a while,
like, randomdly ;_ becausebthirllgsd
Coming back I've seen and | felt were blocke
positionality which rarely and, you krow, they, they're about the sense of

Coupled with

leaves the person in a : coming out. bein
g out of place,
comfortable state. being detached from

. what is happening,
This is the moment . and the difficulty to

Where sadness may ;
come to the fore as : car:ﬁdnilcighwltuﬁaeg '?«l.;e

the prevailing emotion: perceived as - the
“old” life.

scritture
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| remember | got back to my place and the day after, it was this
parade in the streets with a lot of drunk people: overconsumption
of alcohol and thousands of people in the streets. | felt really out
< of place. And really, uh, | felt horrible for like a week or two and
then it took me months to really get back to the rhythms.
It was this feeling of coming back from a different world,
from a different life.

Driving back with the car and stuff already that was
kinda strange [...] you could just stop somewhere at the gas
station, buy stuff you want to have... Before that we were

buying everything at a grocery store what could help the
people for, | don't know, 500 euros, and then you were just:
"Oh Yeah, I'd like an ice cream because that's nice.” Then you
could just buy that. [...] | was super exhausted and
super down for days, when | came back.

The feeling when you come back is that you can speak,
but you cannot share exactly what you are living [...]
you are on your own when you are far but you are still
alone a bit when you are here.

The first time | went to the supermarket and | saw all :
the people there | probably looked like if I'm really stoned

because | was just standing there, | was like, | don't know,
| couldn't grasp how can life be so fucking crazy fucked up
for these ﬁeople 600 kilometres away and how
ere nothing has changed.

Every time it reopens my wound, emotional wounds,
because of course it was tough for me, so... Now I'm
trying to, you know, tell a story almost in an automatic
way, just because it's too heavy to go back there
with my heart sometimes.

by the experience . o
at the tforder. but the inability to

Sense of
The relationship with estrangement. -
the self and with E. summarises it
others is affected as the ability to speak
— Difficulty EO ——  share, which traps you
These quotes bring communicate. in a lonely place of
out three major incommunicability.
. e
: copin :

themes:

mechanisms.
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The self has
gone throu-
gh a tran-
sformative
experience.

This sentence
seems to sug-
gest a rupture,
however-...

Transformations
are rarely sudden
matters that
project the new self
into a continuous
line of change.

Transformation is

also a negotiation

with the past and
the present. |

It is as well going back
to who we were before |,
the experience, see- |
mingly untouched, and
{ observing if changes
have occurred.

The relationship with others
and with the space we
inhabited “"before” is the
litmus test of this change.

In the loneliness of
incommunicability, in the
uncomfortable questioning
of belonging, in grieving the expe-
rience a8 question echoes in the
space between self and other:

This question, is
not just personal
but it is as well
political.
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In the rela-
tionship with
the other, the
volunteer is
confronted,
perhaps for
the first time,
with undeniable
inequality.

—— g

The return to life However, this meaning does
"before”, the "normal life”, not seem to be shared, ] L
is also perceived as crossing or it is so only partially, It is perhaps no coinciden-
back to a state that by others around the ce that in two interviews
suddenly has a different volunteer, who continue the uncomfortableness of
meaning. to do "business as usual’ coming back plays a role
in a8 shopping context.

Food is a
primary neces-
sity; sharing
food is also one
of the most
ancient acts
of socializing.

D S’

Indeed, whoever has volunteered in a refugee camp, ] . T
or in any volunteering context for what matters, | Y The act of eating N

knows that the most important moments of together can be a
exchange, levity, and bonding happen around food. great equalizer.

In coming back 4. and §. both recount
that the moments of buying food were
experienced as significant. The sense
of alienation they felt became
unmistakable in what, for any of us,
is usually a mindless act.

The seemingly unproblematic act
ofbuying an ice cream just because
you c¢an, now can be put into a broader
context where borders exist between
who can afford to do it without
giving it a second thoughtand those
who cannot.

A. describes the realization that life, "| First, the knee-jerk reaction A. and others
as they knew it and experienced it before, describe of “how is it possible that life can
has indeed kept on going unaffected. continue without a thought when just X

, : , , kilometers away life has an entirely
Yet, their experience of life has undeniably different meaning?"
changed and others around them seem to

act as a sounding board for that change.
The observation that “everyday life"
(as once was known and as we see now
in others) is actually estranged to us,
forces important questions:

Second, the subtler,
Ionger-term, interrogations:
“how am | to be now?"

"How ought | to act?"* F

-

*Butler 2015, 23
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POLITICAL BORDERS

It is important to notice, as
Monforte and Maestri explain,
) that charities and humanitarian
As we mentioned e /| gl groups often tend to stand clear of
in the beginning, o addressing their work as political:
the role of the

volunteer with = AN o “In contrast to more visibly

people on the move g - e N political engagements, charities
has been politicized, ; ‘ == and humanitarian organizations tend
often by right-wing S o to avoid "making things political” as
parties who advo- ) 3 " they focus on concrete immediate
cate for stringent solutions to individual problems
border policies. A3 through service provision".

(Monforte and
Maestri 2022, 4).

In fact,
Ticktin goes
even further and,
in describing the

"They [MSF] turned
away from engagement with

parabola of what they thought of as
Médecins Sans politics - engaging with power
Frontieres relations in the struggle for a

(MSF) in France,
she talks of an
“era of moralist
antipolitics”
(Tiektin 2017,
s8n:

collective future - and instead

embraced the belief that one
can ultimately adress only

individual suffering”.

(Ticktin 2017, 581

MSF serves here as an example to
illustrate a shift in which humanitarian
groups are allegedly guilty. Namely,
the fact that by focusing on urgent,
individual needs, they refroduce inequali-
ties and systems of dependency
without addressing the need for
broader systemic change®*.

While it is true that humanitarian
action and charity do not escape pro-
blematic power relations, reproduction
of unequal structures, and at times
even neocolonial patterns.

Voluntourism
being an apt
example.

We argue that the lines between the
dichotomies of humanitarian/apolitical
and activism/political are not quite
as well defined.

*See Ticktin, 2017; Berlant, 2004; Vitellone, 2011.
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To expand on this
we will use Ranciere's "a symbolic constitution of
distinction between the social” (Ranciére 2001, 8) Politics is thus
where the disciplining of \ﬁ understood to
bodies happens, whereby I be an activity
certain bodies are assigned < opposed to the
POL /c E by name to a specific @' police.
post or function.
It moves the
and = body away from
= the place where
/ it has been assi-
POL / ﬂc 5 "the manifestation of é dqned and makes
dissensus, as the presen- issent heard by
ce of two worlds in one” Cﬁ’\}‘ those who have
(Ranciere 2001, 9). no place in the
police.

"Politicization does not occur spontaneously
[...J: to become political, collective actors need
to identify inequalities and the contradiction of

the police”.

(Monforte and Maestri 2022, 4)

In this framework,
Monforte and Maestri
claim that:

—>

Such a moment is
described to us in
D.'s interview:

Only two interviews openly
addressed the theme of
politicization, nevertheless the
idea of political engagement, that
Ranciére links to the identification
of inequality and to dissense with
the police - was perceived in all
interviews.

| can still
remember that

| was in this camp

in [location].

UNHCR was there and they
had a lot of blankets. But
they weren't enough.

In recounting their moment of
politicization, 2.'s words underline a
possible flaw in Ticktin's analysis: the
idea that individual acts of help are
the antithesis of political implication.

And | was just standing there
with blankets and then seeing
people coming and [...]

there were children, and mothers,
but also fathers or whoever old
people, young people alone and | was
handing them out and it was really
like ok, there you could also see
your privilege, for example
and you see like ok:

In fact, at that moment O. was engaged
in what in the world of humanitarian action
can be called a "neutral” activity. They were
distributing blankets to people on the move,
thus providing very concrete and immediate
support to alleviate suffering.

you are deciding who gets
a blanket and who doesn’t,

and this was just a super important
moment for me personally. Also,
morally and politically, | think it was
then also... The situation of seeing
"ok what is the role of the State
and also mainstream politics?".
And in the EU, for example,
seeing how institutions actually
deal with such problems.

That moment of concrete help, the
antipolitics of innocence “outside politics,
outside history, indeed, outside time and

place altogether” as Ticktin (201 describes,
is actually a moment of a profound recogni-
il tion of the self as implied in larger, powerful,
political structures and of questioning of
both how the self is positioned and of
the structures themselves.
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As it is narrated, there
are four important passages
that define this moment.

FIRST | The recognition

of scarcity:
* UNHCR, arguably one
of the most important
international bodies that
“deals with migration, do not
. have enough blankets
i for the situation;

The volunteer
has to confront
a group of people
in need and realizes
that they are placed *
in the position of
“deciding who gets to
have a blanket and
who doesn't”;

Indeed, in each interview, even
when political motives are not
directly addressed, the role
of the State, and the EU in
particular, is often questioned.

The realization of this

privilege is a morally
and politically impor-
tant moment where
each realm, far from being
distinct, is used almost as
a synonym implying that there
is an overlap between morality

Furthermore, the role of the volunteer
as a citizen, as part of a broader social
fabric where collective decisions are
taken, is present and informs the
experience of the volunteer.

Overall, we found consistencies with
what Monforte and Maestri observed:

and politics;

"Although they still distantiate
themselves from more visibly poli-
ticised forms of engagement such
as social activism, these changes
lead participants to present their

actions as a form of “quiet” or
"unexceptional” politics that often

passes unnoticed, yet is meant
to challenge the established
social order".

(Monforte and Maestri 2022, 14)

=

We have 38 moment
of politicization 2 la
Ranciere where the focus
shifts from the individual
in the camp to a broader
question “what is the role
of the State in this?".
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In their “unexceptional” and

"quiet” acts of help, in the
messiness of identifying and Who Who gets Who Who counts
dealing with emotions, impor- counts to claim should as a grievable
tant questions arise: as a body? help? help? life?

In this last story, C. ties
personal grief to a larger
political responsibility:

At the same time [as the war in Ukraine

developed] the European Union unveiled this
marvelous temporary protection for
everyone and on that same day
in Lesboes, seven bodies were

found on the beach.

& N - N Uh, and that is beingquite one of the hardest
L things that I've dealt with in my life.

until the point that, uh....My father passed away three
years ago and | remember having the same feelings....
Uh, for two or three days after those persons were
found dead on the beach that | had back when | knew
about my father's passing, it was super super hard.

I'm still thinking about that quite a lot.

We leave here geographical
coordinates to underline the
political dimension that counts
on one side but is forgotten on

the other.

At the border with Ukraine,
bodies are political entities
deservini not only of our
emrat y but also of
political protection.

C. does not mean to say that
they are saddened or touched by the
news of another death, they feel
similar grief to that which they felt
at the death of their father,
to the extent that they are still
affected today.

We would like to
argue that grieving
becomes a
political act.

In this grief, one recognises the
people who died at sea as kin, not
just as numbers whose deaths one is
sad to hear, but only superficially.

Simultaneously, in the
Mediterranean Sea, bodies
are washed ashore, excluded

by political recognition.

One recognises life, these lives and
these corpses as worthy of mourning.
Therefore these bodies count.

00
N |
scritture
migranti

SCRITTURE MIGRANTI, N. 16/2022



DRAWING THE LINE 228

Furthermore, C.'s grief interrogates
the political: Why were those lives lost?

Why were they not protected?
Whose responsibility was it for
those lives to reach land safely?

As Butler — -
clarifies... It's the

last one we

It is necessary to
consider how responsibility
must focus not just on the value of
this or that life, or on the question
of survivability in the abstract, but

on the sustaining social conditions
of life—especially when they fail.

(Butler 2016, 27)

a) that these lives are recognized as such,

b) we cannot consider these bodies as marginally
political nor less grievable than others

This is as well why we rgject
¢) that the social conditions of life the dichotomy of

in these cases have falled. humanitarian Capolitical) / activiem (politicald

calling into question is a distinct and
divided notion of a neutral humanitarian
action, on one side, and activist political
involvement, on the other.

What has emerged in this research is a
slightly more nuanced and blurry line between
what is political engagement and what is
humanitarian action.

With their quiet, unexceptional acts of help, volunteers
at the EU border point a finger, even involuntarily,

at where social systems of support have failed.

A 00

Through their emotions and their experiences, we see
who gets to count as a life and who does not, where
systems of inequality render life precarious and call for
responsibility of care, not just for these lives, but of
social structures that make life liveable.

In other words:
"they become the expression of a political subjectivity
that challenges dominant politics around migration”

(Monforte and Maestri 2022, 15).
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Our research
aimed to explore the
role of volunteers at

border crossings, which
we found to be an

We conducted in-depth
interviews using a feminist
framework and focusing on
underexplored and understanding the mean-
often politicized ings created by volunteers

topic. M 2nd whether they can be \
considered political.

We found that
volunteers often deal
with emotions such as

anger, sadness and quilt,
and that their experi-
ences clash with the
reality of what appears
as an unchanged
political system.

As one of the
interviewees
puts it:

| would rather help 1000
people in my life directly,
like my whole life, than
having to go into politics
and fight the whole system
until | manage to pass one
tiny policy that will
help 100,000.

What 4. says might

seem antipolitical, an
opposition of direct
actions to politics.
. However, what 4.'s words
underline is that we have a

political system that fails in

its promise of care.

The responsibility to sustain the social
conditions of life is left to the good
heart of those who feel the need

to help, but the political systems we
should rely on to live a life worth living
are structurally unsound.
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Here, expressions of grief
for people on the move
found dead at sea, which
might seem private mat-
ters, maybe even excessive
reactions, are found to be
a site of political meaning.

Through the analysis of these
emotions, we were able to see
how small, direct, unexceptional
acts of help can have powerful
political implications.”
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| saw the reaction of people
for what I'm doing, you had
the people who were like "that's
really great, how can | help?”
and people who were criticizing
because you doing something just
reminds them that they are not.
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