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Abstract 
 

In this auto-ethnography, I use my experience of volunteering during the 'European 
refugee crisis' to pose a critique of how humanitarian aid is negotiated in its everyday 
practice. I identify four main groups of actors involved in the negotiation, namely the 
aid-workers, the volunteers, the locals and the refugees themselves. The goal of this work 
is to explore the mechanisms and causes of the marginalisation of the locals, and most 
importantly, of the refugees in this negotiation. Following De Genova's theory of migrant 
“illegalisation” I argue that the marginalisation of refugees is a result of the way the 
European border regime operates and I explore both the complicity of humanitarians in this 
regime and also how they challenged it. Following Agier's theory of the “humanitarian 
government”, I argue that there is very little space for agency of people designated as 
refugees in humanitarian aid, and I analyse the power of aid-workers over the refugees. 
Last but not least, I use Pandolfi's concept of the humanitarian apparatus as a form of 
“migrant sovereignty” to show how humanitarians partly took over the local political 
practices in a setting of a humanitarian crisis on one of the Greek islands, and I describe 
the effects of this take-over on the local population.  

 
 

Ve své auto-etnografické práci předkládám na příkladu vlastního dobrovolnictví v 
průběhu Evropské uprchlické krize kritickou analýzu procesu každodenního vyjednávání 
humanitární pomoci. Identifikuji čtyři hlavní skupiny aktérů, kteří byli součástí tohoto 
vyjednávání, a to humanitární pracovníky, dobrovolníky, místní obyvatele a uprchlíky. 
Cílem práce je popsat příčiny a mechanismy marginalizace jak místních obyvatel, tak 
hlavně uprchlíků ve výše zmíněném procesu vyjednávání. Na základě teorie “illegalizace” 
migrantů De Genovy ukazuji, že marginalizace uprchlíků je výsledkem nastavení 
evropského hraničního režimu, a zachycuji jak spoluúčast, tak i nesouhlas humanitárních 
pracovníků s tímto režimem. S pomocí teorie “humanitárního režimu” Agiera vysvětluji, že 
v systému humanitární pomoci je jen minimální prostor pro samostatné rozhodování lidí, 
kteří jsou označeni za uprchlíky, a dále analyzuji moc, kterou humanitární pracovníci nad 
uprchlíky drží. V neposlední řadě se na základě teorie Marielly Pandolfi, která popisuje 
humanitární pomoc jako “migrující suverenitu”, zabývám tím, jak humanitární pracovníci 
v kontextu krize převzali částečnou vládu nad místními politickými praktikami na jednom 
z řeckých ostrovů, a popisuji důsledky tohoto převzetí pro místní obyvatele. 

 
Keywords: aid-work, refugees, illegalisation, volunteers, humanitarian arena, 
humanitarian government, locals, hierarchy, power, legitimacy 
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Introduction  

The Why and The How 
 

In this chapter, I will explain how and why I decided to volunteer during the 
refugee crisis and why I decided to research it as well. I also shortly outline my first angle 
of inquiry and how it motivated me to go on with the ideas for this research. 

 
It all started with me sitting in my living room and reading the news about refugees 

being sprayed with tear gas and water cannons in Röszke on the borders of Hungary and 
Serbia . It was September 2015 and what became known as ‘the European refugee crisis’ 1

was gaining momentum. According to the International Organisation for Migration (IOM) 
a total of 1 046 599 asylum seekers came to Europe during 2015 alone. A majority of them 
arrived through Greece and continued along the 'Balkan route' to western Europe.  2

 
 I was following these events closely from the comfort of my home, and I was 

getting angry because of the precarious conditions the arriving refugees were facing. I kept 
on asking myself: "Why are the people who are fleeing war in hopes of a better life faced 
with so much brutality"? I was angry with the governments building fences, I was angry 
with the people who were professing their hatred of refugees, and I was angry with myself 
for just sitting on a couch and reading about it, instead of doing something. The last type of 
anger stung the most, but I realised it was also the only one I could easily do something 
about. I started joining facebook groups of similarly minded people, and soon I found out 
that many Czechs felt the same way as I did. I found out that there were some Czech 
volunteers in Röszke, and after the border there closed they moved on to the border of 
Serbia and Croatia. I found an online forum were people organised car-sharing rides to go 
and volunteer at the Serbo-Croatian border and I signed up within hours. A week later I 
was on my way to volunteer myself, and I couldn’t believe I was actually doing it.  

1 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/16/hungarian-riot-police-use-water-cannon-against-refugees 

 
2  http://migration.iom.int/europe/ - both the yearly reports and overall numbers can be found here 
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This was the route the refugees took when I was at the Serbo/Croatian border  3

 
It was around the same time that I had to choose the topic of my thesis, and I knew 

that I have a perfect opportunity to write about something important, something that was 
affecting me personally. I wanted to understand what was happening around me and so I 
decided to connect my volunteering with my research. At the time I had no idea what I was 
heading into. My first research proposal vaguely spoke about tracing power relations at the 
border and about the “disciplination”  of refugees. What I didn’t expect was how quickly 4

and how deeply I would be sucked into the brutal and unforgiving way in which the border 
regime worked. I didn’t expect that it would be my volunteering colleagues and I who 
would be doing the "disciplination". I didn’t expect that I would become an integral part of 
what I wanted to criticise. I spent only a week on the Serbo-Croatian border, but I came 
back shocked, emotionally scarred and exhausted. At times, I ended up being one of the 
people who were managing the refugees as a faceless crowd of bodies. Bodies that were 
continually oscillating between being feared and pitied (Agier, 2013, p 147). I was 
desperate to find out how and why this happened, and I wanted to go on and ‘help' because 
no matter how wrong it sometimes felt, I knew it was the best I could do for the refugees at 
the time. These questions led me to spend more time volunteering during the winter on one 
of the Greek islands, and after that at the Idomeni refugee camp on the border of Greece 
and Macedonia. I spent my final volunteering days in the port of Athens during the early 
summer of 2016.  

3 Source: http://www.dw.com/en/the-balkan-route-a-train-passes-through/a-18809756 
4 For a definition see page 30. 
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The question(s) 
 

 In this short section, I introduce the specific research question that 
informed my inquiry, and I shortly describe its evolution over time. The question I was 
asking morphed during the period of my research/volunteering. It went from looking at 
how power relations worked at the Serbian border, to the broader question of:  

 
How is the humanitarian aid in general negotiated on a daily basis and who are the 

actors involved in this negotiation? What are their relationships with each other and how 
do these relationships influence the process of negotiation? The underlying questions that 
led my inquiry were: Why does humanitarian aid-work in such a hierarchical way? Why 
are the refugees marginalised regardless of the type of aid they encounter and no matter 
who provides it? 

 
This last question led me to my main argument, which is a critique of the broader 

issue of how the European border regime is set up in a way that does not allow the refugees 
to be entirely political and autonomous subjects. My critique is based theoretically on 
Nicolas De Genova’s enlightening analysis of the tension between people’s will to move 
freely and the implications of this mobility for sovereign power (in this case of the EU and 
its member states) (De Genova, 2017, p 5-24). Sovereign power sees this mobility as a 
threat to the current order and tries to deny it (if the people are from the “wrong” part of 
the world). By building highly securitised walls and fences, it forces them into increasingly 
dangerous crossings in the hope of dissuading others from even trying (De Genova, 2017, 
p 7). The primary tools used for this dissuasion are death and suffering. According to data 
from the IOM a total of 4 849 migrants died in the mediterranean just from 2015 until 
today  (thousands more have died over the previous years). The secondary goal of my 5

critique is to reflect on the role of humanitarians in the border regime. I argue that we come 
as humanitarians (I was one of them) to try and prevent death and alleviate the suffering 
that, as De Genova shows, is caused by policies put in place by our own governments. As I 
will explain in this paper, we are a part of the border regime whether we want to be or not. 
Even when we actively work to subvert it, as some of the volunteers did, as long as we try 
to cause change from within the regime itself we are complicit in its marginalisation of the 
refugees/migrants. This is the paradoxical price for helping them.  
 

The full description of the European border regime and of its failures is beyond the 
scope of this paper. I focused on the specific situations that emerged as results of the crack 
in the regime's wall. These instances constituted my field (the borders of Serbia and 
Croatia, the island, Idomeni camp and Athens). For a comprehensive analysis of the border 
regime see Agier (2016), Anderson (2014) and De Genova (2017). For the purpose of my 

5 http://missingmigrants.iom.int/region/mediterranean 
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analysis the border regime worked as an underlying context of governance. It set the limits 
to the agency of the actors in my field. For example when the refugees marched across the 
closed border of Greece and Macedonia (The chapter Different ethics), the police beat 
them up and quickly returned them back. Following De Genova I argue that many of the 
border regime's policies “illegalised” the migrants (De Genova, 2017, 8). The most 
important example of this “illegalisation” for my analysis was that to be able to claim 
asylum, the refugees had to risk their lives in the channel between Turkey and the Greek 
island, where I did my fieldwork. This was a direct consequence of Eu's migration policies 
that create the border regime. 

The story  
 

Now I will introduce the structure of this work and the reasoning behind it. 
After the introduction, I will describe the methodology I used and reflect upon my journey 
in this work, and after that, I will move on to the main body of this paper. The main body 
of this paper starts with a section titled The People Herders. Here I describe my experience 
on the borders of Serbia and Croatia, and I provide the theoretical background of the 
intersection of humanitarian aid and migration in today’s world.  

 
In the part titled The Island of Humanitarians I describe my fieldwork on one of the 

Greek islands, where I focused on how the aid-work is negotiated in its daily practice. I 
beggin by digging a little deeper into what it means to be labelled as a refugee. I start with 
the group that has the least voice in this paper because their presence is the whole reason 
why the humanitarians came to the island in the first place. After describing the position of 
the refugees I move on to the category of actors that was primarily acting upon the 
refugees, namely the humanitarians. I start with a group that I was a part of, which I call 
the independent volunteers and move on the compare them with the paid aid-workers. I 
provide ethnographic examples of how the NGOs and the independents negotiated their 
legitimacy in the field. In the section titled the Locals I explore the perspectives of the local 
community on the island. I argue that the locals were left out of the representation of the 
crisis and its negotiation because they were overshadowed by the humanitarians. On 
ethnographic examples, I describe how their lives had changed due to the refugee crisis and 
what were some of the challenges they were facing. At the end of the this part of the paper, 
I introduce a shift in the way the aid-work functioned. I describe the effects of the dropping 
numbers of refugee arrivals on the island after the deal between the Eu and Turkey . 6

 
In the third part titled The return of the Fences I describe my fieldwork in the 

Idomeni camp at the border of Macedonia and Greece and my visit to Athens. The goal of 

6  This is the official report a year after the deal: 
https://ec.europa.eu/home.../european.../eu_turkey_statement_17032017_en.pdf 
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this section is to describe the effects of the border closures after the EU-Turkey deal on the 
actors in my field. In the Concluding remarks I argue that the marginalisation of refugees 
and the violence they are subjected to are a result of European border policies (De Genova, 
2017). Specifically, that the humanitarian aid that mobilises as an answer to refugees’ 
suffering is a mere plaster put over an open wound. Moreover, it is a plaster that comes 
from the same place as the weapon that caused the injury (it is part of the border regime 
itself). I also describe the state's “politics of erasure” (Garelli and Tazzioli in De Genova, 
2017, p 179) of refugees stranded in Greece. 

Methodology and reflection 
 As I mentioned already in the introduction, when I decided to volunteer and 

do research at the same time I had no idea what I am heading into. Being a volunteer 
during the refugee crisis would be a challenge on its own, the same would be true for 
researching it for a master thesis. Doing both at the same time proved to be almost too 
much for me. The truth of this statement is in my opinion reflected in the fact that I am 
writing this sentence two years after I’ve finished my fieldwork. In retrospect, it is clear 
that I underestimated some of the challenges that come with such a complex and 
immersive field as a humanitarian crisis. In the following chapter, I will present the 
methods I’ve used. I will explain the process of how this paper came to be and consider the 
most important ethical questions I’ve faced. It’s not an overstatement to say that for a 
period my field became my life.  

The position 
 

The essential characteristic of my research is that I was part of the groups 
studied myself. I was an independent volunteer, and I had to play two roles, that of a 
volunteer and a researcher. I became what Ellis and Bochner (2000) call “researcher as 
subject” (Ellis and Bochner in Denzin, 2000, 733). That’s why I wrote this paper as an 
auto-ethnography, which they define as an “autobiographical genre of writing and research, 
that displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural”. 
(ibid, 739). They note that auto-ethnographers are shifting their gaze back and forth, first 
“focusing outward on social and cultural aspects of their personal experience; then, they 
look inward, exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and may move through, refract 
and resist cultural interpretations” (ibid).  

 
In my case, the shifting of the gaze was represented primarily as the realisation and 

the reflection of my multiple roles in the field and of their differences. I started my 
fieldwork as more of a volunteer. I was sucked into the crisis, into its exceptionality and 
perceived ontological simplicity that is permeated by the imperative to act (Redfield, 2013, 
p 32-36). I acted, and only in time I realised the limitations of this approach, these 
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limitations (of volunteer work) later became a part of my study. This is why the first part of 
this paper is the most auto-ethnographic. It represents me as the volunteer first, and the 
researcher only comes second. It is in this regard that I am partly my subject of study. I 
first had to see how it is to be an independent volunteer; I had to gaze outward to the social 
aspects of my volunteering experience and then back inward, to see how I am influenced 
and moved by it. That’s why the advantages, the limitations and the vices of the work of 
independent volunteers (and the humanitarians in general), are my own as well. All the 
critique I pose towards the humanitarians I am also guilty of. 

 
These realisations led me to shift my role towards the researcher as my fieldwork 

progressed. I knew that if I wanted to look at the "humanitarian arena" as a whole, I needed 
more distance. The distance enabled me put the arena perspective itself into the context of 
the hierarchy of humanitarian aid (represented here by the concept of the "humanitarian 
government"). I believe that it was this shift that enabled me to peek over my 
self-admiration of a 'people saviour' and look at the problems my volunteer work carried in 
itself, including the disregard for the local population. By the time of my interviews with 
the locals on the island, I distanced myself from volunteering to a much more significant 
degree. I never regretted deciding to volunteer and research at the same time. I believe that 
the decision to be of use beyond the scope of a scientific inquiry during a humanitarian 
crisis was the more ethical one (I will elaborate on this in more detail in the section about 
ethics). The ongoing reflection of my role in the field, the reflection of my own biases 
together with the ones of my informants constitute the groundwork of transparency, which 
is one of the pillars of any good ethnography (Schnegg in Bernard et al., 2014, p 50). 

 
Even though I believe that the volunteer/researcher double role was the right 

choice, it posed some practical limitations to my work. I will explain these in the next 
section where I will describe the specific methods I used during my fieldwork. 

The methods  
 

My primary method of research was participant observation. I was already 
participating as a member of some of the groups studied, so I 'only' had to add a bit of 
reflective distance to be able to observe. Kathleen Musante notes that during participant 
observation “the identities of the researcher and researched and the role of the researcher as 
a participant are continually reconstituted through the process of fieldwork” (Musante in 
Bernard et al., 2014, p 250). She also writes that the position on the scale of a 
participant/observer is different for every researcher and depends on many factors (ibid). In 
my case, the primary motivation was to participate in a ‘good cause’, and that is why I 
chose to participate to such a significant degree.  
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In her view participant observation has three main advantages: 1) We learn from 
observation; 2) being engaged as participants brings us closer to the informants we study; 
and 3) this method pushes us to reevaluate our previous data and theories. In this meaning 
participant observation is both a data collection and an analytical tool. This means that the 
process of analysis is “inherently interactive” (ibid, p 244-247). I was engaged in a 
continual analysis of my data for the whole time of my fieldwork, and I included some of 
my informants in it. I decided to build more distance to the independent volunteers because 
I needed data about the other groups that wouldn't only be the opinions of volunteers about 
these groups. That’s why I shifted to a role of a more passive observer of actor’s 
interactions that enabled me to better “map the social scene” (ibid, p 258).  

 
Creating field notes is the primary data capturing method of participant observation 

(“If you didn’t write it down, it didn’t happen”)(ibid, p 261). I continually read through my 
field notes, re-interpreted and re-analysed my data. The most prominent disadvantage of 
my double role in the field was in my opinion how it influenced my field notes. Especially 
at the start of my fieldwork (at the borders of Serbia and Croatia) I just had no time or 
energy to create field notes at that specific time. I had to reconstruct what happened from 
memory after I came home (meaning that there was a week of delay). On the island, I made 
sure to sit down every evening to write down field notes, at the times when I was too 
exhausted I recorder them onto my recorder and transcribed them after getting home.  

 
The way I wrote my field notes influenced my ethnography to a large degree. I 

would prefer if my informants spoke more for themselves in this work, but the nature of 
my field notes (as usually written several hours after the events/interactions happened) 
would not allow me to do this and stay true to the ethical principles of science at the same 
time. I could only afford to let my informants speak for themselves when I wrote down 
exactly what they said. In all the other instances it is me, who is recounting their stories 
because I captured them as descriptions in my field notes. I consider this a weakness of this 
work, one that is hopefully bought out by the work I did as a volunteer.  

 
To triangulate (to mix methods) and enhance the validity of my data (Guest in 

Bernard et al., 2014, p 210). I used not only the position of a more static observer but I also 
conducted eight semi-structured interviews. I recorded and transcribed them (each 
approximately 1,5 hours long), and I did a large number of informal interviews that 
spontaneously arose during my fieldwork. These I wrote down in my field notes (most 
notably a couple during my hitch-hiking activities, one of which led to a distribution of 
around 200 blankets the same night - sometimes it is useful to be poor). To sample my 
informants for the interviews, I used snowball sampling in which one informant provides 
contacts for the next ones, together with intensity sampling in which I actively searched for 
informants with essential roles in my field (ibid, p 224-225). I also spend hours and hours 
over a period of more than a year doing desk research and being involved in my field 
through social media and continuous contact with a significant number of my informants 
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over the internet. I transcribed all my data and coded it in the qualitative data analysis 
software Nvivo. During my analysis, I focused primarily on actor's interactions as parts of 
distinct, but at times also not exclusive specialised networks (for example independents vs 
paid aid-workers were in constant flux) (McCarthy and Molina in Bernard et al., 2014, p 
631-632). I believe that this approach was especially useful in regards to the actor-oriented 
theoretical lens of the "humanitarian arena". 

Multi-sited fieldwork 
 

I spent three months as an active participant in the field, but I divided this 
time into multiple localities. I spent a week of crowd control on the borders of Serbia and 
Croatia (very short but intense), two months as an assistant coordinator on the island (this 
role enabled me to interact perfectly with members of other groups and to attend the 
coordination meetings), two weeks in the Idomeni refugee camp and last but not least I 
spent the last week of my fieldwork in a small town close to Thessaloniki and in Athens. 
My original plan was to stay in the field for a more extended period, but my mental state 
did not allow me to do that and I had to return from Athens at very short notice (I will 
elaborate on this situation in the subchapter about personal reflections). My fieldwork can 
be defined as what is often called multi-sited fieldwork. Ulf Hannerz writes that multi-sited 
study “concerns one field, which consists of multiple localities - ‘several fields in one’ in 
other words” (Hannerz in Eriksen, 2003, p 21). In this regard, all the localities of my 
fieldwork were connected because they were sites of the humanitarian response to the 
refugee crisis, which was the primary object of my analysis. As this response changed over 
time it was necessary to change locations as well, simply put I followed the spotlight as all 
the volunteers did. All the localities of my fieldwork were also in a relationship with each 
other, or what Hannerz calls “translocal” (ibid). 

 
He also points out that there is an element of choice, one has to choose where to go 

and thus “the real field is carved out of the potential one” (ibid, p 26). These choices have 
their advantages and disadvantages. Going to the island enabled me to include the local 
perspective into a representation of a humanitarian crisis, but it meant I couldn’t follow the 
situation at the borders anymore. Going to Idomeni meant that I could compare it with the 
situation on the island, but I couldn’t continue studying the local perspective on the island. 
All these choices had their trade-offs. The reason why I followed the spotlight was to 
continue to be useful as a volunteer, but also to be able to put my fieldwork into the greater 
context of the European border regime. The localities that were ‘the hottest’ at the time 
were also the localities where the border regime manifested itself most explicitly. 
Following Hannerz’s advice, I kept on thinking of my field as of an interconnected 
network (ibid, 27). One of the defining characteristics of this network was that the nodes I 
resided in could be defined as “translocalities”, meaning places characterised by the fact 
that people move through them, rather than residing in them (Appadurai, 1996, p 192). In 
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the case of my field, the people who moved through were the refugees, and they were in 
turn followed by the volunteers and by me.  

 
The fact that so much of my field was continually changing is one of the reasons 

why I decided to focus primarily on the humanitarians and not on the refugees themselves. 
During most of my fieldwork the refugees were always on the move and the only more or 
less stable actors were the humanitarians (and later the locals). This together with my 
position of a humanitarian are the reasons why the refugees in this paper are represented as 
more or less as 'voiceless shadows’. I find this problematic, but it also constituted a 
significant piece of data for my analysis. I hope I reflected this sufficiently in my writing. I 
reflect on the process of writing in the next chapter. 

The writing 
 

This paper is written as an ethnography. Van Maanen points out that 
“ethnography is a written representation of a culture (or of selected aspects of a culture”) 
(Van Maanen, 2011, p 1). This means that it is the written report that represents the topic 
(what he, in a bit old-fashioned way, calls culture) and not the fieldwork itself (ibid, p 4). 
This is important because the way we represent our data shapes the final result. The way 
we write influences how the reader interprets the writing. I had this in mind during the 
whole process of writing, and I tried to be as open about my experiences, about the ways I 
arrived at my interpretations and my conclusions as possible. The key to success according 
to Van Maanen is for the ethnography to be “empirical enough to be credible and analytical 
enough to be interesting (ibid, p 29). This balance was my goal, and it is up to the reader to 
judge the degree of my success. I tried to be open about my political role in the field as 
well. Van Maanen rightly notes that there is power involved in one group representing the 
other (ibid, p 4). This is why it is so important to explain our position in the field, 
especially if the researcher is part of one of the more powerful groups in the field 
represented as I was. I represent the switching of my roles of a volunteer and a researcher 
throughout this work by switching perspectives of writing from: “The volunteers did”, to 
“We volunteers did”. When I describe generalisations, I usually use the third person, and in 
the description of personal insights or more specific issues, I use the "we" form. I do this to 
emphasise my involvement in the group. The parts of the text that I wrote in Italic 
represent extracts from my fieldnotes (I use both auto-ethnographic episodes and recounts 
of my informant's insights). 

 
It is important to note that nothing in fieldwork (as nothing in the world) is static 

and unchanging. This is true doubly so in the case of fieldwork during what was called ‘an 
emergency’. Everything was always changing, everything was happening in a rush, and 
there were confusion and a lack of information everywhere. This is what Van Maanen 
points to when he writes that the goal of an ethnography is “to represent affectively and 
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credibly the interaction between individuals and the social worlds they inhabit — but 
neither the individuals nor their social worlds are treated as if they are fixed , dependable 
entities, possessed of any natural, inherent qualities. All is in flux” (ibid, p 170). Indeed all 
was and still is, in flux. What I present here is a mere incomplete snapshot, but one that, I 
hope, has something interesting to say.  

 
What is the point of this ethnography? Van Maanen defines the point of what he 

calls “advocacy tales” as “to take on certain evils in the world, show what they have done ( 
and are doing ), and tell us what might be done about them (ibid, p 171). It was in this 
spirit that I tried to show the human cost of the European border regime and of the 
suffering it created and still creates today. We collectively came to call this suffering ‘The 
European refugee crisis’  and seeing it sparked me to become a part of the aid-work that 7

was supposed to alleviate it. But as I paradoxically found out the aid network itself was an 
integral part of the border regime and of the suffering itself. From a personal perspective, 
this is the most challenging realisation of my fieldwork, one that I am not at peace with 
even two years later. The way I wanted to point to the material and symbolic violence of 
the border regime was by posing a critique. I will explain my critical perspective in the 
following chapter.  

The critical perspective 
 

One of the goals of my fieldwork was to describe the complexity of the 
situation and to emphasise the need to reflect on it before choosing how to act. The lack of 
reflection of the power of humanitarians over the beneficiaries and the headless acting of 
some of the volunteers was at times troubling. I was inspired to do this by Bruno Latour's 
notion of critique that doesn't debunk people's illusions about the world from a position of 
a powerful intellectual, but critique that tries through the acquisition of knowledge to 
assemble and construct something new. Something that will help us understand the world 
in a better way (Latour, 2004). In other words, it is a bottom up approach to critique, one 
that believes that a deconstructed and reassembled sum of parts can create something more 
than a whole, a new insight. 

 
To do this, I drew on the notion of critique developed by Luc Boltanski. In his 

concept, the researcher's critique builds on 'ordinary' critiques of the actors involved in the 
field (Boltanski, 2011, p. 5). All the insights in this work rely on what my informants told 
me, on what I observed and then discussed with them. I do not claim expertise. I collected 
their opinions and their analyses of the field we shared together, I added my interpretations 
and discussed them with the informants as well. In this way, we created this paper together 

7  I use quotation marks here because I refer directly to the most common name given to these 
events. Otherwise I use the term refugee crisis without quotation marks as an emic term used by everyone 
during my fieldwork. 
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as partners. It is important to recognise here that this kind of critique drops any pretensions 
of neutrality, that's why it needs to stay reflexive (ibid, p. 4-5). Roy D’Andrade's proposed 
solution to the biased and political role of a critical anthropologist is the aspiration to be as 
objective as possible, which in his words means ”the degree to which an account gives 
information about the object being described” (D'Andrade, 1995, p. 400). The goal then is 
to strive for (unachievable) objectivity and at the same time through reflexivity embrace 
the fact that we can't avoid being biased and political. For this reason, as my fieldwork 
progressed, I chose to build some distance from the independent community, if I didn’t do 
that this paper would be just an account of the independents' point of view.  

 
Although I think that it is useful to strive for a degree of neutrality in the field, I 

embraced a very political role. I agree with Nancy Sheper-Hughes when she writes that if 
we insist on staying ‘neutral' as researchers in situations charged with inequality, we can, 
by our inaction, actually support the status quo and thus be complicit in upholding the 
position of the powerful (Scheper-Hughes, 1995). This is why I became an independent 
volunteer. I wanted to be a part of the challenge to the violence of the border regime and 
not just someone who observes and criticises it. The price for this was that at times I had to 
be a part of the border regime. I still think it was the more ethical choice. In the next 
chapter, I discuss the ethics of my fieldwork more fully. 

Ethics 
 

 I already discussed the power of ethnography to represent others. With this 
power comes responsibility. We as anthropologists need to be able to wield our power and 
carry the responsibility in an ethical way. Carolyn Fluehr-Lobban sums up the fundamental 
ethical principles of researching as “openness and disclosure”, moreover she stresses that 
the consideration of ethics should not come as the last thing, but it should be present in the 
entire process of research and writing (Fluehr-Lobban in Bernard et al., 2014, p 134). 
Hence my goal was not only to be open in writing but to be open about my position, my 
goals and my intentions for the entire duration of my fieldwork. I followed the code of 
ethical conduct defined by the American Anthropological Association (AAA) , and I will 8

briefly elaborate on its most important aspects. A careful consideration of all the points in 
the code of conduct is available in the attachments to this work. 

 
The primary ethical obligation of a researcher is to do no harm through his/her 

research. My responsibility towards my informants comes first, that's why all the names 
used here are pseudonyms. The second principle is to be open and honest regarding one's 
work. I was continually discussing my analysis with my informants, and I made sure to 
represent them in a way they agreed with. I provided the final draft of this work to the 
informants whose insights I have used the most for comments and approval. I did not 

8 Accessible here: http://ethics.americananthro.org/category/statement/ 
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plagiarise, falsify or fabricate my data and I did not knowingly misrepresent information or 
its sources. The third obligation is to obtain informed consent from all the participants in 
the field. I made sure that all my informants knew I conduct research and that they also 
knew its goals and what my position in the field was. I was open about my interpretations 
and my critique of the border regime.  

 

Personal reflection 
 

Entering my field was reasonably easy. I joined a group of volunteers, and 
this gave me access to the places that I needed access to. Leaving the field was more 
problematic. Both the research and the volunteering were taking a high toll on my mental 
well being. As I said before the crisis sucked me in, and slowly but surely, I lost sight of 
the difference between the situation of refugees and my normal life. What was worse I did 
not realise this until it was too late, or more precisely I did not realise the full extent of it. 
By the time my fieldwork progressed to Athens, I was desperate, and my field notes turned 
into short descriptions of the bleak situation of the refugees interlaced by emotional 
statements about my state of mind. I lost hope that anything I could do was useful and that 
I could have had a positive influence on the situation. In the end, I suffered a mental break 
down in Athens, and I had to leave the field immediately. My plans for further research 
evaporated, and it took a year until I could get back to the topic, face the data, finish the 
analysis and start writing. 

 
The distance between my research and my life collapsed, and it all became 

overwhelming. It took time to built the distance again. Some of my volunteering friends 
suffered similar issues, and I hope that my example can illustrate some of the problems the 
volunteers were facing. We all need boundaries, and no matter how much we sometimes 
want to cross them, there is a limit to how far we can go. I reached mine without realising 
it, and it cost me a lot. I can only imagine how much worse it was for the refugees, who 
compared to us couldn’t just run home when it got too much. It was a long journey for me. 
An idealistic young anthropologist went on a quest to help others and emerged scarred, a 
bit more informed and quite a lot more cynical. The journey started with energy, an energy 
that burned out and was replaced by questions. I tried to answer some of them in this paper, 
but the most pressing questions of what might be done to change the border regime are 
unfortunately left unanswered. The answers to them lie not only beyond the scope of this 
paper, but for now also beyond the scope of my imagination. 
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The People Herders 
 
 

Field notes: 14.10.2015 - Arriving to the border 
 
I was sitting in a car, looking out of the window at the dark and wet soil of the 

Serbian fields we were passing. It was a cold, grey and rainy morning and I was afraid. 
My friends and I were on our way to becoming volunteers in the so-called 'European 
refugee crisis’, and after driving through the night, we were almost there. Our destination 
was a small border crossing between Serbia and Croatia called Berkasovo/Babske. We 
were about to join a group of Czech volunteers that were in charge of crowd control at the 
border. It was around 7 am when we arrived and parked the car next to the muddy border 
crossing. We were all nervous. We still didn’t know what to expect, how many people 
would be there? Would there be panic, despair, and people suffering? To calm down, I 
kept on repeating to myself that we would not dive straight into the pit. First, we would be 
told what to do and introduced to the activities and responsibilities, or that was at least 
what I was told in the introductory meeting I attended before leaving. The air was cold. As 
we slowly walked to the line of distribution tents on the road to the border, I smelled a mix 
of wet mud, rotting banana peels and human faeces. This smell has later proven to be 
emblematic for Berkasovo. It was everywhere. Every time I’d walk into the area where 
refugees waited to be led across the border and loaded onto buses it would hit me in the 
face. 

 
We walked to a small tent where two Polish volunteers were handing out tea. We 

said that we had just arrived and that we need to speak to the coordinator. One of the 
volunteers, a tall man with a friendly face smiled broadly and said: “The coordinator is 
not here now, but there are people on the line (the border) who’ve been working for twelve 
hours and they need to be relieved”! And so we found ourselves falling headfirst into the 
refugee crisis. No intro tour, no explanations and contexts, just a five-minute introduction 
from the volunteer I was replacing and I dove into the most demanding job I’ve ever had.  

 
The first part of this work is about the volunteers who came to help people 

designated as refugees. We came to work as volunteers because we believed that the 
refugees deserve to be supported. We also believed in our elevated role as helpers and 
saviours of the 'less fortunate'. In the following sections, I analyse the encounter of us, the 
inexperienced volunteers, with the refugees in the underlying context of a border regime 
that perceives them as “undesirables” - a threat that needs to be controlled and managed 
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(Agier, 2011). I’m trying to show that the way the border regime was set up (indifference 
or control) turned the volunteer work into “disciplination” and “biopolitics” (Foucault, 
2003, 249), which shifted the volunteers' dreams of caring and helping to counting bodies, 
shouting and managing. 

The "borderland" 
 

In this chapter, I describe the border crossing in which the encounter of the 
volunteers and the refugees happened. How did the border crossing operate, and what were 
the consequences of the way it was set up? How did it impact the encounter of the 
volunteers and the refugees? To answer these question, I use Agier’s concept of a border as 
a place in which we can see our relationship to ‘The Other’. I plan to show the hierarchy of 
this encounter, which is a theme that permeates all of this work. 

 
The border crossing 

consisted of a narrow tar road 
with a small iron bar marking 
the border itself. One side of the 
road was dotted with a dozen 
tents of various NGOs and 
agencies, and on the other side, 
there was a field with around 
twenty porta potties. Behind the 
iron bar, there were five large 
military tents opened at the ends 
so people could walk through. 
Buses organised by private 
companies were coming from 
Peresevo in the South of Serbia. 
They were offloading the 
refugees just a short walk away 
(maybe 100 meters) from the 
border, where they then walked 
along the NGO tents towards the 
Croatian side. The five military 
tents were where we did the 
crowd control. This activity was 
called 'working the line’, and in 
the course of the next five days, I spent all my waking hours there. Our goal was to 
maintain order and facilitate the crossing of the incoming flow of people, a flow that 
almost never stopped.  
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This little border crossing in the middle of the fields was more than what its simple 

topography suggested. A border, according to Michael Agier, is “a place, a situation or a 
moment that ritualises the relationship to the other” (Agier, 2016, p 16). The “other” means 
anyone from outside of the bordered area, the subject with whom the relationship is 
constituted through the encounter with the unfamiliar and unknown, an encounter of the 
“local fact and the global context” (ibid). In this case, it is an encounter of people from the 
outside, of people who are on the move. We encountered migrants, who are either regarded 
as a threat or as helpless victims. Collectively some of us fear them because they are 
upsetting to the way of thinking that Lisa Malkki calls “national order of things” (Malkki 
in Anderson, 2014, p 180). They enter our imaginations of homogenous nations, they are 
outsiders who bear the mark of difference, and we fear they will exercise their difference 
and change our homelands.  

 
At the same time, we desire to help them and save them, because we recognise 

refugees as the ultimate “suffering subjects” (Robbins 2013). They are a symbol of 
desperate people in distress, of people who lost their homes and who deserve support. So 
they become both feared as aliens and pitied as victims. “Borderland” is Agier’s term for 
space where this encounter happens, it is a "border situation”, in which each person has 
their own experience of the world and of others” (ibid, p 17). I refer to this function of the 
"border situation" when I use the term border encounter. What follows in the next chapters 
(The part of the paper titled People Herders) is an ethnographic description of one specific 
"border situation" on the Serbo-Croatian border in October 2015. We came as volunteers to 
help the people who needed help, who were suffering while trying to reach better and safer 
lives. In other words, we came to help the people, who in our imagination played the role 
of victims, even though they would not see themselves as only that. The fact that they have 
minimal power over how they are perceived is one of the critical points that weaves 
through the whole paper. The paradox of this specific encounter of volunteers with 
refugees (but also of all the other encounters during my fieldwork) is that, at times, the 
volunteers who came to help ‘the victims' found themselves treating them instead as a 
threat. It is interesting to point out that no matter what was happening and no matter which 
country I was volunteering in (Serbia or Greece), the hierarchy of the encounter of 
volunteers and refugees did not change significantly. To develop this thought, I first have 
to describe what our job in Serbia looked like.  

  
The people who got off the Serbian buses walked towards the border. They could 

eat, rest and receive medical care. After that, they proceeded to cross the border. Most of 
them crossed immediately or rather tried to do so as fast as they could. It was not their goal 
to stop, but to keep moving on as quickly as possible to reach Austria (and stay or move on 
from there) before the borders close. For them, this stop was just one of many on the 
exhausting route between Greece and Austria. Periods of waiting during the long rides on 
trains or buses exchanged for quick bouts of activity during the border crossings. They 
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wanted to move closer to the dream destination before the constant rumours, and threats of 
the borders closing would materialise. The whole journey was marked by uncertainty about 
the future, an uncertainty that stemmed from leaving everything behind and putting your 
fate in the life of strangers like me.  

 
Field notes: 23.10.2015 - After getting home from Berkasovo - first analysis 
 
“Are we in Croatia? Is this Serbia? Are we going to Hungary?” These were 

questions we heard and answered all the time. We didn’t have any influence on what the 
answers were. I'm home now, and I had some time to reflect. I've finally understood the 
speed with which they wanted to rush through the border and the strength of their fear and 
frustration when we had to stop them, or even worse, force them to stay and wait for hours. 
The truth is that our primary job was not to care for them (give out tea, food and clothes), 
it was to manage the flow according to the needs of the authorities. We were their friends 
and their enemies at the same time.  

 
In Agier’s words: “The migrants sole existence is their politics. A politics of life 

against the politics of indifference. It symbolises alterity and mobility with an insistence, 
even obstinacy, vis-à-vis a world that sees them as a problem” (Agier, 2016, p 22b). Their 
politics of life manifested as their will to cross, to move past us as fast as possible, and 
when stopped, to exert the little power they had. The politics of indifference from the side 
of the Serbian state manifested in an unwillingness to improve the conditions at the border 
crossing, and in the ad-hoc way, the transports were managed. The authorities didn’t care 
when there was no transport. They said we would have to wait, which meant that we had to 
make the refugees wait, and it was up to the volunteers to maintain order between these 
conflicting interests. In this sense, we can say it was us (the volunteers) who ran the border 
crossing. None of us had any training in situations like this, and yet we suddenly found 
ourselves managing the flow of thousands of people we had power over. Our inexperience 
and the pressure we were under meant we could easily unintentionally hurt someone’s well 
being. 

  
So what did we actually do? On the other side of the border, behind the military 

tents was a checkpoint managed by the Croatian police. They loaded the refugees onto 
Croatian buses, which drove them to the Opatovac transit camp, from which they 
continued onwards, first to Hungary and after it closed its border, on to Slovenia. The 
tricky part was that the Croatian police only took the refugees by groups of twenty-five. 
They loaded the buses with two groups, thus making it approximately fifty refugees per 
bus. It was our job to take the disorganised mass of incoming people that were randomly 
dropped off on the Serbian side and ‘sort’ them as they passed through the five tents so that 
the last tent would have two groups of twenty-five people waiting at each side of the tent. 
We had to be ready for the call of the police: “Send another twenty-five!”; or “Give us 
thirty!” and so on, with the number changing often, but mostly oscillating around the 
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magical ‘twenty-five'. If the ratio of the buses on the Serbian and Croatian side had been 
equal, we could have managed. The problem was that this almost never happened. The 
Croatians organised the buses according to how full the Opatovac camp was, and if it was 
full, there were no buses until enough refugees crossed the Croatian border to Hungary or 
Slovenia. On the other side, no one really organised the Serbian buses. Private companies 
ran them, and the only thing that the few Serbian police officers present at the border could 
do was convince the drivers to wait for a couple of hours.  

 
Most of the time more people were arriving than leaving, and so we ended up 

managing large crowds of desperate and anxious people. We were few, inexperienced, and 
for the most part, we were not ready for the power we had over other people. I know this to 
be my case. I ended up facing large crowds of people who wanted to get past me, and I my 
task was to keep them in place. Even though I came with the goal of caring for them, I also 
had to manage. So I found that the individuals in front of me, each with their stories of 
expulsion, sacrifice and endurance, quickly merged into a faceless crowd. A crowd that my 
friends and I had to control and count. After hours and hours of sorting and counting 
people, they ceased to be individuals and became just a group of numbers. 

 
The politics of indifference from the part of the state meant that the disposable 

resources (the facilities and the people) at the border were minimal. There was barely 
enough to prevent a disaster. The fact that the crowd control was mainly done by an 
unofficial group of Czech volunteers that organised themselves over social media was 
telling. It pointed to the improvised nature of how the border encounter was governed. Due 
to these circumstances, 'working the line' meant “disciplination”, which is a Foucauldian 
term that defines a power that “manipulates the body as a source of forces that have to be 
rendered both useful and docile” (Foucault, 2003, 249). Instead of caring and 
understanding, there was repression. Most importantly, we sometimes ended up treating 
people as objects instead of subjects. When treated like this they can’t speak, they can’t 
move of their own accord, and they can’t exert power because they have almost none. We 
told them where they could stand and when they could walk. The speed and comfort with 
which they crossed the border depended, not only on the greater context of the transports 
and camps but also on the immediate face to face interaction between volunteers and 
refugees. In other words, it depended on them doing what we told them to do. 

The refugees were stripped of most of their agency, and therefore they couldn’t 
constitute true political subjects (Agier, 2016, p 214).  

 
The encounter of the volunteers and the refugees did sometimes bring us closer to 

each other, but only for fleeting moments because it was governed as a whole by only one 
side. It was governed by the rules of the state(s) and by the rules of the humanitarians. 
There was a massive gap between the refugees and us, and even though we were there to 
'help them', we ended up managing them according to the disciplinarian rules of the state. 
There were moments when we could share our common humanity. When we talked about 
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football, clothes or politics. There were moments in which the "border situation", the 
encounter with the other, created a community. In these short moments, we could connect 
as human beings and individuals and pretend that we were in a situation with more of an 
equal power dynamic. 

 
 
 
 
Field notes: 16.10.2015 - The young father 
 
One calmer afternoon I came across a young father from Iraq with his little son 

who was around four years old. He was a beautiful child with dense curly hair and big 
brown eyes. The pride and love in the eye of the young father struck me. He was probably 
younger than I was and I found myself imagining how it would be if our places switched. 
The father was standing behind his son, holding his little shoulders while I gave him a 
piece of cardboard so the little one could sit on it and rest. After that, they gave me broad 
and completely identical smiles . 9

 
These moments were only short and fleeting, usually when the border was not too 

busy and when there was time to connect and care. When there was time to do more than to 
manage. The fact was that in the end, the "disciplination" of the faceless crowd was more 
common. There was no time. They wanted to move forward. There was no more space. We 
couldn’t let them pass. They tried to push through, so we started shouting. And so it went, 
up and down in circles until it stopped and no one could cross. The border went from a 
place that constituted a relationship with the other, to a wall that tried to negate this 
relationship (Agier, 2016, p 22h). The only autonomy the refugees had was the ability to 
cross, even if it was on somebody else’s terms. With the deal between the EU and Turkey 
approximately six months later, this last advantage was lost and the only things left were 
the walls, both symbolic and material. 

 
To sum up, for Agier the "border situation" is the encounter of the outside world, 

with the other. Through this specific face-to-face localised encounter we can trace the 
global relationships between peoples and see how they are charged with inequalities. We 
can trace the clash of the “global contexts with the local facts”. In other words, through this 
relationship-establishing encounter, we can trace the inequality between people born in 
different countries. A "border situation" is a “space, in which people learn the ways of the 
world and of other people, [it] is thus the place where a new cosmopolitan subject is 

9  A couple of months after I came back from the borders the Czech president said on television that 
the refugees are using their children as human shields, so they can get to Europe. The first thing I thought off 
when I heard it was the situation I described above and specifically the affection the young father projected 
so visibly. What happened to basic empathy? 
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emerging” (Agier, 2016, p 17). More specifically the volunteers encountered the refugees, 
and this encounter carried in it the inequality between us. Through learning the rules of the 
encounter, we (both groups) transformed, and we emerged as cosmopolitan subjects. 
Subjects that experienced the otherness of each other and experienced the global 
relationships heavily marked by inequality. The volunteers lived their cosmopolitanism 
thanks to the privilege of their free mobility that enabled them to be a part of the encounter. 
The refugees on the other hand also lived their cosmopolitanism through their mobility, but 
for them, this meant being marked as ‘undesirables'. They still insisted on their mobility 
through the politics of life mentioned above (insistence on a movement that may one day 
secure a better life) (ibid, 22b).  

 
The rules of the encounter at the "borderland" were not negotiated between the 

volunteers and the refugees. They were dictated by a contemporary leviathan called the 
“humanitarian government" (Agier, 2011, p 5), which is a term I explain in the next 
chapter and that forms a theoretical backbone of the whole of this work. The questions I try 
to answer in the next section are: What are the presumptions on which the border regime 
operates? What are the underlying relationships within the border regime and what are 
their implications? 

The “humanitarian government” 
 

The refugees are at the centre of this work, and it was the people and the 
stories of suffering that stirred me to go and volunteer. The ugly paradox is that the 
refugees are also the ones who are missing from this work the most, or more precisely, it is 
their voice that is missing. The main characters of this paper are voiceless; they are 
shadows which are only allowed to speak through others. This is no coincidence, the 
voicelessness of refugees is a central trait of humanitarian interventions today. Agier is 
rightly preoccupied with what he describes as “dangerous ambiguity of humanitarianism” 
(Agier, 2011, p. 3). In his book, Managing the Undesirables (2011), he describes the 
compliance of the humanitarian organisations to the desires and goals of the governments. 
These goals are often directly opposed to the wellbeing of aid beneficiaries. Agier 
describes the solidarity between, what he calls, “the hand that cares and the hand that 
strikes” (ibid, p 5). It is the role of the NGOs to manage refugee camps (or border 
crossings) and to care for their inhabitants (hence the hand that cares), but there is no care 
without control. The role of the government is to control, restrict and prevent (the 
government is the hand that strikes).  

 
One of the central points of his analysis is that we live in a world of increasing 

control of movement and increased control of foreigners. A world that is represented as 
divided in two, the prosperous, wealthy and polished part (the part where the humanitarians 
come from) and the darker part that belongs to various 'undesirables', refugees or 'illegals'. 
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His point of departure is that the world today is represented as what he calls, “The 
Empire”. This “Empire” is characterised as a “consensual world order with an ‘imperial’ 
form in the sense that any political adversary is denied, and the world (is) conceived 
simply as divided between a single order (the whole - "The Empire") and the outside 
represented by ‘rogue' individuals” (ibid, p 200). These 'rogue' individuals are the 
'undesirables', the refugees, the subjects of humanitarian interventions. The point is that 
"The Empire" does not seek to incorporate and integrate the 'undesirables', but instead 
keeps them at a distance, where they can be controlled and managed. They only need to be 
provided with the bare minimum necessary for survival. It is the humanitarians who 
provide this minimum care, but the rules and conditions of the care provided are always 
dictated by members of "The Empire" (the developed world, the West, the global north). 
These factors are never in the hands of the refugees themselves. Agier calls the cooperation 
between care and control the "humanitarian government”. He defines it as a “global 
mechanism that enables control over extra territorial places and aims to control the world 
pariahs who are both undesirable and vulnerable” (ibid, p. 5). He’s also cautious not to 
describe it as a system, but as an apparatus, a network of networks that can be deployed 
anywhere in the world and impose order based on a particular exceptionality of the 
situation (emergency) (ibid, 201).  

 
The place of the refugees within the "humanitarian government" is only as 

nameless victims; they are its voiceless objects of care. Upon seeing the 'undesirables' we 
feel either compassion or fear, but they are so far removed from our own lives that the 
reaction is purely emotional and not rational. If we feel compassion, then we can go and 
help to care for them, and if we fear them, we support the harsh policies aimed at 
controlling them. The conclusion here is, that according to Agier and according to my 
fieldwork it’s often a mix of both sentiments, which I will exemplify in the following 
paragraphs and the next chapter. 

 
The refugee is a category created by the "humanitarian government". It’s a category 

of a “nameless victim” that is characterised only by its vulnerability and is stripped of 
almost all of its agency (Agier, 2011, p. 196-197). The refugees who speak for themselves 
are suddenly active agents and not just designated victims. They might imagine a different 
role for themselves and a different future. Therefore a problem arises when they speak up 
and become active as citizens, and when they try to come forth with their own 
representation of the situation because they become incompatible with the humanitarian 
category of the refugee. In these situations, it is the humanitarian who holds almost all the 
power. They have the power of representation and the power to distribute resources. The 
refugee can be suddenly rendered into a dangerous 'illegal' immigrant and be denied help. 
Humanitarianism then requires the refugees to be complicit in their categorisation as 
nameless victims. “They must know how to receive while keeping their place” (Agier, 
2011,p. 197).  
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The point is that in shifting our relationship with the refugees, it is possible to see 
echoes of the broader relation to the anthropological ‘other’. So when we (the volunteers 
working the line) shifted between caring and disciplining, we were incorporated into both 
hands of the "humanitarian government". 

 
Field notes: 17.10.2015 - The cheeky guy 
 
I had an afternoon shift, and I hoped that it would be a bit calmer than my busy 

night shift the day before. The tents were full to bursting, and people were pushing each 
other the whole time. We barely managed to keep them in lines. I had hoped just to give out 
tea and talk to people, but I soon found out that the afternoon would be the same as the 
previous night. The tents were already too full and yet there were a lot more people 
coming. It started raining, mud was everywhere, and everyone wanted to be in the tents for 
cover. I was one of the two volunteers standing between the tents that held around 100 
people each. People wanted to keep moving forward, but there was no space, and not 
enough buses were leaving. It was getting harder and harder to maintain order, and I felt 
the tension rising. Hands forward and palms out I kept on repeating “Stop” and “Don’t 
push, you have to wait!”. I saw a young man look at his friends and then at me as if 
thinking: “What’s the worst that could happen if I go?” and that’s what he did. He just 
walked past me as if I wasn’t there, and I knew that if I let him, the whole tent full of 
people would start moving forwards too. I started shouting: “I will call the police! The 
police!”, I grabbed him and shoved him back into the line with his friends, and as if that 
was not enough, I walked him to the back of the tent, so he had to wait even longer. No one 
else tried to challenge me, but I didn’t know what to think of myself (and I still don’t). 

 
As this episode shows, we could be both caring and striking at the same time. We 

forced the refugees to stop and spend the night in the cold and then we gave them blankets 
and tea while they waited. We were the embodiment of the "humanitarian government". In 
the name of keeping order, we were governing over the refugees. An interesting distinction 
here is that for Agier, the refugees are kept in a limbo of a camp somewhere far away. 
What I've described are refugees who are in the same marginalised conditions, but they are 
on their way to the heart of Europe, to the world that Agier calls "The Empire" (Agier, 
2011, p 200). In my opinion, the true exceptionality of the European refugee crisis was 
how wide the temporary crack in the wall of the repressive border regime (Anderson, 2014, 
p 137-173) became. Through this crack, the migrants could cross the distance that they 
were held at and attempt to become part of "The Empire". At the same time, they were still 
forced to play the role of the passive, nameless victim that was ascribed to them (Agier, 
2011, p 196-197) by us, the humanitarians. "The label of a refugee denotes denied 
citizenship; it’s denied in the combined humanitarian and police treatment of 'undesirables', 
that are transformed into hordes of placeless individuals - frightening or pitiful” (Ibid, p 
148). They are also denied political life; it’s only the suffering that justifies their being kept 
alive by the humanitarian intervention (Ibid). 
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What I showed in this chapter was the marginalisation of the refugees within the 

network of the "humanitarian government". The point is that through its workings they 
were stripped of their agency and assigned an identity they had little control over. They 
had no choice but to be managed and counted by us, and this lack of choice is what made 
them ‘refugees’. It separated them from the category of citizens we volunteers belonged to, 
and established their subjugation to ‘our' rules, that they had no control over. At times, the 
way we treated them (as a faceless crowd of bodies) reflected the relationships dictated by 
the "humanitarian government", which is something I will discuss in more detail in the 
next chapter. 

Our “Borderwork” 
 

In this chapter, I provide specific examples of the encounter of volunteers 
and refugees and discuss how they were influenced by the border regime. I also 
demonstrate how we (as volunteers) tried to challenge this hierarchical setup, and how we 
mostly failed and reverted to "disciplination". I argue that this pattern was not a 
coincidence but a result of the way the border encounter was set up. With not enough 
volunteers and too many refugees, at times the situation deteriorated to a point where we 
would form human chains with our bodies as barricades between the tents to prevent chaos, 
the danger of stampede and mass panic. We felt responsible for keeping order, and when 
we eventually failed,  the Croatian riot police met the refugees with violence.  10

 
The structure of our crowd control varied daily but I will describe its usual form. 

One volunteer always stood in front of the first tent. He or she would welcome the arriving 
groups of refugees and explain to them where they were, what was right ahead of them 
(meaning our tent system) and that they would be transported to a transit camp in Croatia, 
from where they would go onwards. The information we provided changed every day, 
according to the latest confirmed news we got. Will they go on to Hungary or Slovenia? 
Will their fingerprints be taken ? The more information they had about what was ahead of 11

them, the easier our job was. As Anderson notes, the most significant problem of sorting 
centres is the lack of information (Anderson 2014, p 192-193). One can only imagine the 
anxiety that arises when you leave everything behind and go on a journey, one where you 
have little to no control over where you are going and what conditions you will be in when 
you finally arrive. The least we could do was inform them on where they were and where 

10  I discuss this failure and its roots in the chapter The Last Day. 
 
11  This was one of the most important points for the refugees. According to the Dublin agreement 

every asylum seeker is required to claim asylum in the first Schengen country they enter. If they were 
required to provide fingerprints, they could theoretically be traced to entering Hungary and thus being 
deported back there. It seemed like this was one of the main anxieties among the refugees. One cannot blame 
them upon hearing about the conditions and treatment of refugees in Hungary. 

 

26 



 

they would go next. When we did these introductory speeches, all the people who didn’t 
speak English would frown when the word Hungary passed our lips and smile when the 
speech ended with the word Austria. The language barrier was a huge one. Our strategy 
was to find someone who could speak English, and if we were lucky we would find one 
translator for Arabic and one for Farsi. The translator would then pass the speech on to the 
ones who didn’t understand.  

  
Field notes: 17.10.2015 - Jirka's introductions 
 
Jirka, the owner of the car I came with, was the best in these introductions. It was 

his favourite thing to do, and we’d always laugh while seeing him perform. He took it on 
himself to make the refugees relax and laugh. He did this by morphing the job into a kind 
of street performance, where he adopted the tone of a tour guide with a broad smile and 
exaggerated gesticulation. He passed on all the essential information, but the comedic way 
made people laugh and feel less insecure and threatened.  

 
The fluent and comedic style Jirka used when he welcomed the refugees with 

always brought out smiles and lifted a little bit of the fear in the air. He also told them the 
much-needed information that diminished their anxious uncertainty . Another great 12

example of us succeeding in bringing back some of the refugee’s (but in a way also the 
volunteers') humanity were ukulele performances one of the volunteers staged. Music was 
a perfect way for all of us to forget what was happening. Sometimes when the people in the 
tents got angry and restless, one of the volunteers would come and play a few songs (Czech 
songs but that hardly mattered). It worked like magic. People were laughing at Jirka's 
theatricality and humming along, once he even taught a whole tent one of the songs. These 
performances brought our shared humanity back, and we felt connected instead of 
separated. His music became so successful that he had to start playing behind the tents, 
otherwise everybody came forward and wanted to see, so people would end up pushing 
against our human barriers anyway. It turned out that no matter what the situation we were 
in, music always had the power to attract people and make them smile. We just had to play 
it in the direction we wanted people to move, which in this case was backwards.  

 
These episodes helped to counteract the dehumanising treatment involved in 

counting, sorting and disciplining the arriving people. Chris Rumford uses the term 
"borderwork" to describe “ordinary people’s acts of envisioning, constructing, maintaining 
and erasing borders” (Chris Rumford in Anderson, 2014, p 246-247). Anderson uses the 

12  In his book The Lightless Sky, Gulwali Passarlay vividly describes how the uncertainty of not 
knowing what his next destination would be, and what to expect there, was one of the worst characteristics of 
the journey from Afghanistan to Britain he made when he was only twelve. . I recommend the book to 
anyone who is interested in the perspective of a refugee on the road. In particular, it was useful to understand 
the psychological effects and how these effects influence the migrant's decisions (eg. his explanation of why 
he fled a safe children’s home a decided to go to the Jungle in Calais). 
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term in his description of ordinary people trying to act upon the border regime through 
their activism. In this sense, we (the volunteers) were the ordinary people who wanted to 
push and improve how the border crossing worked. We were all stirred by the stories of 
hardship and suffering in the media and and we wanted to do something about it. 

 
The two episodes described above were some of the lighter moments. It is 

paradoxical that in the darkest moments, when people were screaming and shoving each 
other, we were unable to positively change the nature of the border encounter. Instead, we 
ended up participating in the harsh and dehumanising treatment that we wanted to 
contradict. The intention to improve the dehumanising conditions was the reason why 
many of us came to the border. In this regard, we mostly failed because the border regime 
made it impossible. When the camp in Croatia was full and the Serbian buses just kept on 
coming, the situation always got desperate. At times instead of sixty people in each tent, 
we had up to two hundred while hundreds of more people waited outside the tents. We had 
no control over the numbers, and we had no clue how many people would arrive and 
depart, each shift was like a roll of dice . It was especially difficult during the nights 13

because the Czech volunteers were the only group that would regularly work overnight. It 
was a very demanding job and most shifts we worked more than twelve hours, sometimes 
we stretched it up to eighteen or nineteen hours of intense crowd control. It was 
unsustainable, and the amount of stress was scarring. To this point, I want to highlight how 
dangerous it is to put 'ordinary' people under so much pressure, while they are managing 
someone who they have power over, as it became part of the process that served to 
dehumanise both sides of the encounter. 
 

We were ordinary people, and most of us had no previous experiences humanitarian 
emergencies. We were students, nurses, and engineers, and we were learning on the go. 
The problem was that we had a vast amount of power over other people and the conditions 
were so extreme that we were also very fragile.  
 

Field notes: 23. 10. 2015 - After getting home from Berkasovo 
 
I barely survived my first night shift. It was raining, and there was mud and people 

everywhere. Only a few buses left the border at night, so the tents were crammed and 
people were screaming and pushing. I felt like I was about to panic most of the night, and 
every second if felt like we were about to lose control. In the end, we didn’t, and I learned 
that this experience was normal, and that being there felt like this most of the time.  

 

13  Here is a link to a very comprehensive and well made guide to crowd control made by Michal 
Křivánek and based on our experience from Berkasovo: 
http://www.pomocuprchlikum.cz/managing-a-crowd.html 
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We slept in tents right next to the border; the routine was working, sleeping, 
working, and so on with just a fraction of the time spent sleeping. While I was at the 
border, there were not enough of us to enable a more sustainable way of working. Due to 
the ad-hoc recruitment of volunteers over social media, the numbers of volunteers rarely 
matched up with how busy the border was. It was all half-improvised, and because we had 
almost no facilities (a Czech NGO later rented a hotel for the volunteers), we brought our 
own tents that we set up next to the road (maybe a hundred meters from the border 
crossing). The Serbian state ignored the situation, there were few police officers present 
who were watching people as they left the buses, but they were not involved in 
coordinating them. The Croatian police were on the other side of the border, usually 
around five officers, ready to receive an orderly queue of people. Due to their complicated 
relationship, the two states did not coordinate together at all. It was left up to the 
humanitarians to try to make the situation bearable for the refugees. According to Agier, 
this difference in approach is the key of the symbiosis between the humanitarians and the 
governments, with the humanitarian’s role to make it bearable for the people marked as 
'undesirables' while they are kept at a distance by the governments. The symbiosis is in 
“keeping them alive”, so they can stay marginalised, controlled, and managed according to 
the needs and whims of "The Empire" (Agier, 2011, p 3-19). 

 

The cold nights were tense and long for everybody 
 
There was no escape and no distance from a constant and unending feeling of a 

crisis. Peter Redfield describes the time of crisis as seductive. Its exceptionality and 
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excitement lure you in, “time contracts and one inhabits the present as intimately as 
possible” (Redfield, 2013, p 32). Crisis strips away the complexities of normal life and “the 
time of an emergency offers moral clarity” (ibid). Or so it felt, the feeling of emergency 
did not go away, and we did what we saw as the right thing to do in the given moment. We 
tried to maintain order by doing what felt is right in the most immediate sense (ibid, p 2). 
That was why we were there, but the moral clarity grasped in the moment disappeared 
quickly. To maintain order we sometimes shouted at people, we pushed them, and we 
separated them from their travel companions (which in some cases might have been people 
they lived and travelled with for months). It felt horrible, but how much worse did it feel 
for for the people who were crossing? 

 
Anderson sees the deteriorating conditions in detention centres and at border 

crossings, not as a failure, but as a result of the contradictory policies towards migrants. 
Policies that are continually shifting between care and repression, and in the end, ones that 
buckle under the pressure of their contradictions. He uses Didier Fassin's term 
“compassionate repression” to describe the alliance of care and control (Fassin, 2005 in 
Anderson, 2014, 198). Only in the case of the Serbian state, there was no care nor control, 
there was only indifference, and so given the setting, it was up to us to exercise both. That 
is why the "humanitarian government’s” symbiosis of care and control, of “the hand that 
cares and hand that strikes” (Agier, 2011, p 5) was so visible. As long as we operated in the 
space between, Serbia (who didn’t care) and Croatia (who only wanted to receive orderly 
queues), we had no choice but to be part of this trade-off. This is precisely why the way the 
network of the "humanitarian government" operates is so troubling. In its network, the 
humanitarians and the beneficiaries can never meet as equals, regardless of their intentions 
(Agier, 2011) I will further explore this aspect of the relationship between humanitarians 
and beneficiaries in the second part of this work.  

 
In our "borderwork", we could see a marriage of two technologies of power. We 

made lines of people, counted their bodies, and handed them in neatly for registration. We 
moulded a faceless crowd into a manageable multitude that could be processed as data. 
There was no space for individuality unless it was represented as data (names, fingerprints 
etc.). Michel Foucault describes these technologies of power as “disciplination” and 
“biopolitics”, both of them exercise their power through the control of human bodies. 
“Disciplination” drills and controls individual bodies by regulating and manipulating them. 
It “manipulates the body as a source of forces that have to be rendered both useful and 
docile” (Foucault, 2003, 249), and "biopolitics" is not concerned with individual bodies, 
but instead with whole populations and life in general. Its goal is life's regulation through 
various forms of knowledge (for example statistics). “It aims to establish a sort of 
homeostasis, not by training individuals, but by achieving an equilibrium that protects the 
security of the whole from internal dangers” (ibid). Here I would add that the "biopolitics" 
exercised over the multitude of refugees’ bodies by registering them, taking their 
fingerprints and keeping them in enclosed camps was aimed to protect 'the whole' 
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(European states). Not from an internal but an external threat, or more precisely, from what 
the governments of most of these states considered a threat. Most of us volunteers would 
not agree with this conclusion of seeing the refugees as a threat. The reason why we were 
there was to help them cross the borders and boundaries into 'the whole' (onto what Agier 
would call "The Empire"). The paradox was that it was us who ended up handling and 
exercising the power of discipline, and thus we enabled the easier management of the 
refugees through the use of "biopolitics". This is one of the keys to understanding the 
symbiosis of care and control in Agier’s "humanitarian government", that manages and 
controls populations of 'undesirables' by employing biopolitical principles (Agier, 2011, 
16-17). 

 
What I described above is the death of my illusion of seeing the volunteers as just 

people who ‘save them’. I described the depth of the structural gap between the volunteer 
and the refugee. I tried to show the mechanisms that prevented the more humane and equal 
treatment of the people subjected to our "disciplination". The contradictory policies of 
Serbia and Croatia meant that we were stuck in our role as people herders. My romantic 
dream of simply 'helping' dissolved. We ended up enforcing the cruelty and "biopolitics" of 
the border regime, and as I will show in the next chapter, we sometimes didn’t even realise 
it. 

Do not separate the families 
 

In this chapter, I describe my realisation of the volunteer power and its 
possible implications for the refugees. We had a lot of power over them, and we were 
sometimes not careful with how we used it. I also show that the refugees knew the few 
tools they could use to influence the powerlessness of the situation they were in. 

 
The most important part of the crowd control (and a boundary to our 

"disciplination") was not to separate the families. Opatovac was a big camp, at times it held 
up to seven thousand people. As long as we succeeded in arranging the people into groups 
of twenty-five it was manageable, but when the pressure of the incoming refugees got too 
high, we failed, and we lost control of the individual groups. The police would then 
sometimes just count to twenty-five and not let anyone else pass. They'd divide a family, 
and parents would clutch their children and shout if one of them, the mother, the father or 
the grandparent got separated. It was not a pretty sight, and we did what we could to 
prevent this from happening. I was schooled on the topic during one of my night shifts by 
an older UNHCR worker from Pakistan. Before my shift, I was told about a family 
reunification point in the Opatovac camp on the other side, and my primary focus was just 
to survive the shift. It was up to my colleagues and me to keep order.  

 
Field notes: 16.10.2015 - The man from UNHCR 
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It was halfway through my shift, in the middle of the night when everything outside 

the tents was dark. The UNHCR worker was standing outside at the edge of the darkness, 
he was watching us work, and then he approached me. He had a kind, wrinkled face and 
an air of authority around him. He just said: “The most important part is not to separate 
the families”. I said: “Okay, I will try”, but I was thinking that I was just happy to be alive 
at the time and it felt like I really couldn't deal with anything else. Almost none of us had 
experience doing humanitarian work, and it took some effort to realise how much 
responsibility we ended up with. Fortunately for me, he pressed on and started explaining 
to me what it meant to cross a border in a setting like that. How stressful it could be, and I 
tried to imagine how I’d feel being separated from my closest ones in such an uncertain 
situation, even if it was just for a few hours until meeting again at the camp. He also 
reminded me that the camp was huge and sometimes there was no time to wait at the 
reunification point. I was deeply ashamed of my arrogance, and I realised I was an 
ignorant rookie. 

 
It was the first time that it dawned on me how easy it was to succumb to the magic 

of self-importance in such a position of power. The lack of my self-reflection and the 
resulting ignorance could have hurt a lot of people. Not separating families was the bare 
minimum of what we did for the refugees. It was the boundary between care and control 
we would not cross, and it was the difference between us and the police. 

 
All the incoming refugees knew that not separating the families was one of the few 

rules they could count on (at least at the border crossings that were just a little bit 
organised). In a setting where almost all the power was taken away from them, it became 
one of the only tools with which they could influence how quickly they crossed. As I 
described above, we held power, and due to the conditions set by the "humanitarian 
government", the refugees had to adopt the role of passive victims that needed to be looked 
after. To pass as fast as they could (which was their goal) meant they had to 'obey'. A 
passive refugee is a norm, and an active refugee is scandalous (Agier, 2011, p 149). Unless 
they wanted to break free of the category of a refugee (in reality Agier’s nameless victim) 
that we assigned to them, the only tools with which they could influence what was 
happening around them where the few rights that victimhood provided. The right not to be 
separated from one's family was the most used one. As the groups that travelled together 
approached and we explained that we would sort them into groups without separating the 
families, their first reaction was usually to proclaim that the whole group was a family. We 
would follow by saying how many places there were in the line, and from there it was a 
negotiation over whose definition of a family counted. It was understandable that people 
wanted to stay in the groups they travelled in, and we always tried, but space was limited 
so the number of people included in one’s family would change according to how many 
places there were on the next bus. It was a reminder that even in such unequal settings 
there was always a little bit of agency and room to manoeuvre. However it was us, the 
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volunteers in the reflection vests, who “dictated to the beneficiaries their proper responses” 
(ibid, 197). In this situation, that meant telling them who was still part of the family and 
who was not. 

 
In short, this section aimed to show not only the power of the volunteers and the 

dangers of a lack of self-reflection. It also sought to explain the fact that even within the 
network of the "humanitarian government", and the marginalisation it meant for the 
refugees, they still had agency and tools that they used to navigate the border regime. 

The power of the reflection vest 
 

The reflection vest the volunteers wore was a symbol of our power. In this 
section, I explore how far apart "disciplination" and the tension within the border regime 
could take the volunteers and the refugees. I provide examples of some of the volunteers 
who realised the power they had in their volunteer role, and I show how wearing the vest 
impacted one’s agency.  

 
After the talk with the UNHCR worker, for the first time, I reflected on how much 

power we as volunteers wielded over the refugees. Later on in my fieldwork, this 
reflection, and the initial lack of it, became one of my primary interests. In Berkasovo this 
power was symbolised by the reflection vests that every volunteer was wearing. Without 
the vest, one was just a 'normal' human being. In such a disciplinarian setting this meant 
that a 'normal' human being was always suspected of trespassing, and was always free to be 
questioned. The assumption was that everyone, who wasn't a humanitarian (who didn't 
wear a vest), lacked authority. Upon donning the vest, one became a volunteer, still a 
normal human being but now vested with the power to organise and manage the crowd. 
One became part of the governing process in the "humanitarian government". The vest 
made all the difference. Walking around the border crossing without the vest I felt almost 
naked, the other volunteers would ignore me, I had to struggle to get through the crowd, 
and I’d get stopped automatically. They simply didn’t see me in the crowds of people even 
though they knew my face, I didn’t stand out, and so I was as ignorable as the rest of the 
people who were crossing. This in itself shows the dehumanisation of refugees and the lack 
of agency that is one of the definitions of this category. If you’re not a humanitarian, e.g. if 
you’re not wearing the vest, you’re treated as a “nameless victim devoid of identity” 
(Agier, 2011, p 213). The fact that if I took the vest off and tried to move through the 
crowd, I immediately felt the difference shows how great the divide was, and how far apart 
we stood from each other (the volunteers and the refugees). 

 
With the vest on, refugees would suddenly start asking me questions about the 

journey and expect informed answers, but most of all they would follow and do what the 
person with the vest told them to do. Every day the power of the authority provided by this 
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orange or yellow piece of clothing continued to surprise me. I didn’t think that I was ready 
to hold so much power over other human beings in such an intense situation. The 
introductory meetings might have warned me (and others) about the dangers of 
misinforming the refugees and to not be overtly initiative without consulting someone, but 
they definitely couldn’t prepare us for the responsibility that came with such power. 

 
Field notes: 23.10.2015 - After getting home from Berkasovo 
 
My friend Jana told me how surprised she was that she could stop fifty men on the 

spot. Men who left everything behind and at times travelled for months. She could stop 
them and make them listen to her with just the power of her voice (and her vest). One 
afternoon we gave two vests to two siblings from Syria who offered to help us translating, 
while the rest of their family was waiting for the buses. With the vests they moved around 
freely, passing back and forth through the lines without anyone questioning them. They 
spent roughly four hours translating and explaining, and their help was priceless. They 
immediately transformed into humanitarians, they were listened to and they were not 
questioned. The volunteers started treating them as equals . Sometime after they gave the 14

vests back and said that they had to go, I was passing one of the lines, and suddenly I 
noticed that they were arguing with one of the volunteers who wouldn’t let them go to their 
family. Without the vests they were just two of hundreds of people who would say anything 
(in this case that their family was already on the bus) to try to get out of the border 
crossing faster.  

 
This is another example of how powerful the symbol of the vest was and the role it 

symbolised. I was so happy that I noticed the siblings! I just led them to their family who 
were already the next group in line to get on the bus. If I hadn’t seen them by chance their 
help might have been repaid by another six hours of waiting and possible separation from 
their family. The vest was a symbol of power and a broad field of agency, an agency that 
we as volunteers had and the refugees were denied. To illustrate how far volunteers' power 
could go I will describe a decision that my friend Jack had to make while receiving 
refugees on one of the Greek Islands.  

Fieldnotes: 5.12.2015 - Jack's decision 
 
A boat landed, and his team assisted the refugees during the landing. After 

everyone was out, some of the refugees pointed out the driver as a smuggler, and it was not 
clear if he was just a refugee tasked with the steering the boat or if he was part of the 
smuggler's network. The volunteers on the beach started transporting the refugees to the 
reception camp, and Jack was told to wait on the beach with the suspected 

14  A few months later when I was volunteering on one of the Greek islands we gave one of our vests 
to an American volunteer of Iraqi descent. She couldn’t work without it because both the refugees and the 
volunteers would think she was a refugee and as a result no one listened to her. 
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smuggler/refugee until the police could arrive. The man was visibly shaken and kept on 
repeating that he was just a refugee. He was terrified of the incoming police and broke 
down crying. Jack suddenly found himself deciding the future of this man. If he waited for 
the police, the man might spend years in prison, and if he let him go, he would go on to the 
EU as an asylum seeker. No one knew who the man was. Was he a smuggler, a refugee, 
maybe both? And Jack, a Dutch philosophy graduate who just happened to be on the beach 
during this landing, ended up possibly having a massive influence on this man’s future. 
Jack described how torn he was, he had no idea what to do, but seeing the man’s 
desperation he let him go.  

 
This is an extreme case, but it shows how much power the humanitarians had over 

the refugees. We were not ready for how our power as volunteers would manifest itself 
when under pressure. What would we do in the cold of the middle of the night, after 
working for 18 hours and with people trying to push past us all the time to skip the line, or 
sometimes trying to rouse the whole tent to move forward and just leave the volunteers 
behind. During the tensest situations when we felt the control slipping and the crowd was 
ready to charge towards the police on the other side, we found ourselves screaming at the 
poor people in front of us. On one occasion when it was particularly bad, and even our 
human chain was being pushed aside we had to force the refugees to sit down on the 
ground to stop them from moving. It was raining, there was mud everywhere, but they still 
did it. They were desperate, scared and cold people who just wanted to move forward, but 
they still did it because we told them to do it. 

 
Field notes: 18.10.2015 - The IT guy 
 
I saw a young man from Syria crouching on the wet ground, his face full of fear. 

There were more than a thousand people behind him who all wanted to move forward. In 
front of him were a bunch of volunteers and the imposing figure of one of the team leaders 
screaming with his army trained voice “Sit Down! Sit Down!”. I talked to him some hours 
before, he was in IT, we shared a taste for dark humour, and he kept on laughing at me for 
my ignorance when it came to football. Seeing him like this, sitting on the wet ground, 
powerless and stripped of his dignity made me sick. My stomach sunk and I realised the 
absurdity and the horror of the situation. 

 
After a moment of universal human closeness, we found ourselves on opposing 

sides of the crowd. The paradox was that we were on the same side as one would say. I was 
there to help him and to fight the simplistic and racist representations of refugees so 
widespread in the Czech Republic . A TV spectator at home might see him as a part of an 15

15 
http://www.europenowjournal.org/2017/02/09/why-is-the-czech-republic-so-hostile-to-muslims-and-refugees
/ 
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aggressive and faceless crowd, a threat and a danger, while he and all the people around 
him were just trying to survive, to come through this hell as fast as possible and start a new 
life . Astonishingly, I somehow found myself as part of a brutal machine that 16

dehumanised him and the people around him even more than the conditions they were in. 
The wider context of the contradictory policies of care and control of migrants meant that 
the conditions at the border crossing would not allow anything else but becoming a part of 
the brutal machine.  

 
Above I described moments in which we were forced to transgress against the 

intentions of our "borderwork" and truly become one with the repressive border regime. 
These were the moments when the contradictory policies of care and control collapsed 
(Anderson, 2014, 198) and we became the hand that strikes (Agier, 2011, p 5). The 
refugees were fleeing war and trying to start a new life in Europe. We came to help them 
do it, but because of the contradictory ways of the border regime and of the symbiosis of 
care and control in the "humanitarian government" (Agier, 2011 and Anderson, 2014), we 
at times scarred each other. The refugees were dehumanised, counted, and controlled, 
while the volunteers became robots, suppressing their emotions to survive the work. We 
did this while trying to keep order. I told myself that we were doing it for them, in order to 
help them and that it would be worse without us being there, but at times it still felt like 
something was profoundly wrong. The vest was a symbol of this contradictory role, and as 
shown in the example of the Syrian siblings, its effect were immediate and fleeting at the 
same time. 

The last day 
 

This chapter shows how the border regime crumbled under the weight of its 
contradictions of care vs control and indifference vs excessive governance. It also shows 
the powerless position of the refugees subjected to all the changes and the limits of what 
humanitarians can do in these situations. 

 
The whole system of the border crossing  collapsed like a house of cards on my last 

day there. Hungary closed its border with Croatia for the transit of refugees, which created 
a bottleneck that was only resolved when Croatia managed to divert the flow of incoming 
people to Slovenia. Simply put, Croatia temporarily stopped accepting refugees but Serbia 
didn’t do anything, so the buses just kept on coming and our job of facilitating the crossing 
of the border became impossible. Before the world of high politics managed to reach an 
agreement, a humanitarian disaster was underway. This is what Agier means by saying that 
we can trace the interplay of global contexts with their local “anchoring” at the border. In 

16  When the situation calmed down I went to him and to his friends to apologise for the situation 
and for what happened. They left for Croatia the same day. I am very sorry that in the chaos I did not 
remember to write down his name. 
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his words: “The instability of borders, their shifting (between local, national and global 
contexts) or constant renegotiation (…) is what constantly ‘replays’ the relation to others 
and makes possible the double recognition of self and others in changing contexts” (Agier, 
2016, p 22f). He describes the global context (drawing on the work of Saskia Sassen and 
Wendy Brown) as a paradox between the tendency for global denationalisation in the 
economic sphere and “an emotional tendency to national assertion or even nationalist 
withdrawal in the political sphere (…). This permanent hiatus is a source of conflict, in 
which national sovereignties bear on those links in the social structure viewed as 
‘weakest’, whether culture or identity-based rhetoric. In the end, they bear on the human 
part, another ‘weak’ link of globalisation, investing time, much money and a great deal of 
meaning in the control of migratory flows” (Ibid, p 22e). The need to control this specific 
migratory flow led to the border closure, which in turn manifested locally during our 
border encounter as a bottleneck. This created a mass of people without rights or resources 
stranded with just minimal assistance (at this point we were overwhelmed and useless). If 
the border encounter exemplifies our relationship with the other, it is in this treatment of 
'the others' (in the fact that this failure was just another day on the 'Balkan route') that we 
can see the problems in this relationship. This is where the European policies of 
indifference and fear towards migrants come to light. 

 
So how did this relationship look in reality? What was the encounter in the 

"borderland" like on that day when the contradictions became too much for the system to 
bear? In short, it was chaos. It was a stalemate between the police who closed the border 
and the refugees who wanted to continue on but had no other alternatives. We were stuck 
somewhere in the middle, we tried to keep the status quo and persuade the refugees to wait, 
but we didn’t know any more information than they did. We wanted to prevent a clash 
between the police and the refugees, by forming a human chain and looking desperate we 
ended up literally in the middle of the two groups. At its worst moment, the refugees were 
packed on the tiny road with almost no space to move, and the crowd was full of women 
and children.  

 
Field notes: 18.10.2015 - The breakdown 
 
I tried to persuade a Serbian police officer to divert the incoming people, but he 

just said that they didn’t listen to him, and that he didn’t know what to do. A few meters 
next to me I noticed Jirka screaming at another police officer. He was not holding back 
one bit, and the policeman just looked mildly ashamed and as scared as the rest of us . If 17

we were scared, tired, and angry, it must have been even worse for the refugees. Most of 
them had no clue what was happening and why they couldn't go on. They were afraid that 
the borders were closed for good and we had no answers for them. One moment in this 

17  This turned out to be a rare situation, when you can freely scream at a policeman without any 
consequences. 
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panic and chaos stood out to me. A short man approached me and asked me: “Please sir, 
can you help me? I want to go back to Syria”. I looked at him in surprise, and I saw that 
he wasn’t making a joke, and in that moment he really wanted to go back . 18

 
This episode shows exactly how exasperated the refugees were in these situations. 

Furthermore, it also shows how much power they perceived us to have. We were 
volunteers who had no boundaries and didn’t know when to give up. The next episode 
shows the point of view of a mainstream humanitarian to this kind of a collapse.  

 
Field notes: 18.10.2015 - The breakdown 
 
Everyone was afraid, most NGOs evacuated, and the UNHCR personnel locked 

themselves up in their tiny container. We tried to get them to help us manage the crowd, 
but they said that they were evacuating as well and that it was up to the governments now. 
When I banged on the door of their container, the coordinator opened. I asked her for help, 
and I couldn’t believe that they were not going to do anything. Where were they now when 
the people needed help the most? She looked at me with eyes full of understanding, but she 
firmly explained that it was not their responsibility and that the system broke down 
because some governments closed the border, some opened it, and some did nothing. From 
her experience as a humanitarian veteran of the Balkan wars, this was just one of many 
similar situations. Just another day where she needed to take a step back and protect her 
and her team's safety. She said it was not her responsibility and no matter how hard it 
sounded at the time, she was right.  

 
There was nothing she could do but be a witness of what was happening, so she 

could give testimony of other people’s suffering (Redfield, 2013, p 32). The Czech 
volunteers were not professional humanitarians. We didn't understand the limit of when to 
let go. In the moment of crisis Redfield writes about, where the exceptionality of the 
emergency offers moral clarity and only the present exists, there is an overwhelming need 
to act (ibid) or to at least do something. Later on, in my fieldwork, the lack of set 
boundaries of the volunteers had proven to be one of the significant weaknesses of 
volunteer work. It could hurt not just the volunteers themselves, but also the refugees they 
had power over. I ended up personally struggling with the same issue for quite some time, 
but let’s return to the border encounter in Serbia. How did the day end? 

 
Field notes: 18.10.2015 - The breakdown 
 

18  This was one of the most emotional moments of my fieldwork. I couldn’t keep my emotions in 
check anymore and I had to leave for a couple of minutes. On the way home we joked that we all had little 
crying sessions. This was mine. 
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We ended up standing in front of the growing crowd, blocking the way with our 
bodies and holding red sleeping mats over our heads, with DO NOT PUSH written on 
them in Arabic. The people in the front of the crowd were very conscious of the number of 
people behind them and the iron bar just behind our backs that was cutting off the way 
forward (which was also the best escape route). I didn’t want to imagine what could 
happen if we lost control. We talked to the people in front, told them not to move and they 
were all nodding. The situation was very tense. I saw one man right in front of me with two 
small children beside him. His hands were spread around his children, holding them close 
to his body and his face was pale as ash. 

 
It was obvious that we were postponing the inevitable clash with the police. In the 

end, the Croatian police came to the Serbian side (this in itself was a very extraordinary 
moment) and took over. Sometime after, the riot police arrived and a fence was built, but 
by this time I was already driving home. The border remained closed for the whole night 
and most of the next day. People had to spend the night in the cold rain and without any 
shelter. Later the next day they were allowed to start walking into Opatovac to relieve the 
pressure from the border crossing . The volunteers that remained were forced to stand 19

aside and wait for the situation to calm down, as they were overwhelmed by the sheer 
numbers of people. The material help ran out quickly, and as a friend put it, “We were 
standing there, feeling helpless”. They found themselves in the same position as the 
UNHCR, the only thing they could do was witness the events taking place .  20

 
This episode showed a temporary break down of the whole system at the border 

crossing. It was the inevitable collapse under the contradictory European policies of 
welcome and restrictions towards migrants (Anderson, 2014, p 179-207). It was a moment 
in which the care disappeared because it could no longer be sustained. The hand that cares 
pulled back and only the hand that strikes was left to act. 

The prison of ascribed categories 
 

This chapter is a summary of the position of the refugees and the volunteers within 
the border regime in this particular "border situation". It summarises the most important 
theoretical concepts I used and builds a bridge to the next section of this work that deals 
with the next part of my fieldwork. 

 

19  
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/19/thousands-refugees-rush-into-croatia-no-mans-land 

 
20  For a day by day overview of the situation along the Balkan route, you can read daily updates 

gathered by Michal Berg. They proved indispensable to many volunteers all along the Balkans who wanted 
up to date information. You can find them here: https://pastebin.com/u/michalberg 
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Watching these events unfold from home proved to be almost as painful as 
witnessing them first hand. I traded the exhausting action for draining inaction and feelings 
of powerlessness. Our lives in the field were exhausting but ontologically simple. All the 
doubts and complexities of everyday life were suddenly gone and our life shrunk into one 
single and plainly visible task, to do the best we could. As Redfield writes “crisis is 
seductive” (Redfield, 2013, p 36). We got sucked in, we wanted to work all the time and 
felt guilty for resting. We lacked any distance from our work, and I found that problematic. 
This commitment achieved a great deal, but it rendered reflection of our actions almost 
impossible. The feeling of constant emergency demanding a never-ending response was 
not just draining, but most importantly it made us (at times) blind to the possible 
consequences of our actions and to our power over the people who were subjected to our 
aid . 21

 
While watching the news about what was happening at the border that I just left, I 

noticed a huge difference in how the refugees were represented. I came home full of tales 
of their suffering. In my mind they were the victims. They were everything Agier criticises 
about the refugee category, helpless and nameless victims that need to be taken looked 

21  I don’t mean subjected in a negative way, I just want to emphasise the power difference and the 
clear cut hierarchy between the aid-workers and the refugees. 
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after and are not allowed to take care of themselves (Agier, 2011, p 200 - 215). On the TV 
I saw something very different. I didn’t see victims, but instead I saw dangerous 'illegal' 
migrants who were throwing rocks and shaking fences at the Croatian border. The stranded 
people were desperate and angry, and as both Agier and Anderson note, when the passive 
refugee becomes active, he  is immediately transformed from a victim to a dangerous 22

undesirable. We change the meaning of the identity ascribed to them from an infantilised 
victim without agency to a threatening and ungrateful 'illegal' migrant (Anderson, 2014, p 
179-207). In this case, they did not even refuse any care; there was none left to give. The 
point is that migrants are not permitted to define their own identity towards what Agier 
calls "The Empire" (the representation of the world as a whole, or in this case the EU). 
They are ascribed an identity without agency, and when they try to become active and take 
part in their categorisation, they are quickly re-represented as threatening and dangerous 
(Agier, 2011, p 182-189). 

 
To summarise our actions as volunteers, we did right, and we did wrong. Thrown 

into the crowd and made responsible for keeping order, we tried our best, and through that, 
we helped, and we sometimes hurt too. The contradictory and confusing nature of the 
situation is a reflection of its complexity. To reflect on the power wielded by the volunteers 
is to try to understand the web of power relations within the "humanitarian government". A 
web that was cascading from the police to the UNHCR and then down to the volunteers, 
who still stood at an incredible symbolic distance from where they gazed at the refugees. 
No matter how much we tried, we could not escape the workings of Agier’s "humanitarian 
government", because we were one of the many wheels in its complex machinery. With 
power comes responsibility and the need for accountability. Most of us were rookies with 
no experience. Our lack of knowledge made it easy to be arrogant and act as if we knew 
whatever needed to be known at the time. Independent and spontaneous action like the one 
that was happening in Berkasovo can accomplish great things, but there is another side to 
the story. We have to know how powerful we are as volunteers and we have to be able to 
reflect and handle this power. The lack of direct accountability in situations like this is 
problematic. I encountered many profoundly professional and responsible independent 
volunteers and organisations during my fieldwork, but the same goes for individuals who 
thought of themselves as entitled to 'help the weak' from a position of arrogance and 
unreflected self-admiration. 

 
Coming back to Agier's concept of a "border situation", we can say that the whole 

Balkan route was a "border situation" asserting a direct relationship between Europe and its 
others. It was an abnormality, an emergency. Agier writes about it as a liminal space 
“marking the crossing of a threshold and the entry into a different ‘law’ for any actors who 
find themselves there and take on new identities” (Agier, 2016, p 19). During the crossing 
of the boundary, during the transformation (for example from a citizen to a foreigner) one 

22  As it usually are men, who are portrayed in this manner.  
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is temporarily without status. It is a “state of uncertainty about existing socially and being 
recognised by others: a liminal condition, therefore, which does not have the status of a 
social category (…) a state hardly perceptible, hardly audible and ‘voiceless’” (ibid, p 
19-20). The refugees crossing through the Balkan route found themselves in this voiceless 
liminality. Legally they were not refugees yet. They were asylum seekers, victims defined 
only by their vulnerability, and even that could be taken away from them if they tried to 
break free of their voicelessness (being turned into 'undesirables'). They were voiceless, but 
at the same time very visible. The whole world was watching them through a media 
representation that they had no power over. They were not able to start building new 
identities until they claimed asylum, but it was just a matter of time until the Balkan route 
turned into a wall negating the relationship of the border. A wall that they were not allowed 
to cross, a wall stopping the flow and stranding the ones caught in it in empty time. They 
end up stranded in the empty liminal space of their status as stateless (ibid, p 22s), or left to 
navigate the contradictory and confusing asylum policies of the states they happened to be 
in when the borders closed. The citizens of "The Empire" look down on the people who’re 
coming to join it. We are managing and controlling them; we are branding them 
'undesirables', we fear them, and we are trying to keep them at a distance (Agier, 2011, p 
192-199). Even when we come to help them, we come as all-powerful saviours who won’t 
let them speak for themselves, we come to teach them that they’re weak.  

 
The refugees within the "humanitarian government" are figures without a voice and 

with minimal agency, but there’s considerable strength in their ability to play the game that 
is set up to their disadvantage. This strength manifests itself through the politics of life, in 
doing everything one can to reach the destination and by speaking out in between the 
cracks in the system (Agier, 2011, p 214). The "border situation" is a space of exception, 
and “exception may also be created or turned to profit as an extraordinary moment and 
space of emancipation and political sovereignty of subjects against their assignment by 
identity and locality” (Agier, 2016, p 20). It is this opportunity in the state of an exception 
that I will explore in the next part. I will describe an attempt by groups of independent 
volunteers on one of the Greek islands to create a more egalitarian aid-work. One where 
the distance between the aid-workers and the aid beneficiaries would be minimised. 
However, it was still an attempt created mainly by aid-workers themselves (even though of 
a slightly different kind) without the participation of the refugees. This meant that the gap 
between the two groups (although seemingly much smaller) remained mostly untouched. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

42 



 

The Island of Humanitarians 
 
Field notes: 26.11.2015 - Ivan is picking us up at the airport 
 

The plane landed around ten o'clock at night. We were three people total, 
all from the Czech Republic, two women and me. We were the new additions to the 
emerging crew of one little unofficial group of volunteers. We were told that someone 
would pick us up. However, upon arriving no one was there so we had to wait. We sat by 
the side of the road and talked about our expectations. We were all anxious, and even 
though we had all read the volunteer manuals, we didn't know what to expect. How would 
it be and what would we see? Those were the questions running through our heads. After 
half an hour a car appeared. It stopped next to us, and Ivan climbed out with a broad 
smile. He was a Croatian ex-military type, tall, thick, completely bald and with a 
surprisingly warm smile for someone who spent most of his time looking very serious and 
grim. We worked together on the Serbian border, and I knew I could always rely on him, 
he had made things happen with his military and cold effectiveness. I think he was wearing 
the same military-style clothes the last time I had seen him. We embraced, and he 
introduced himself to the other volunteers.   

The cost of the island was lined with shipwrecks (notice Turkey in the distance) 

 
We had a two-hour drive north ahead of us, but it took Ivan an hour and twenty 

minutes. It was dark, and he was speeding through the mountain roads so fast that the tires 
were screeching in the curves. I was sitting in the front, and I heard gasps of fear from the 
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backseat. I was holding on to the door handle with white knuckles, and, I hoped Ivan 
wouldn't notice. He was busy talking about the situation on the island. The picture he drew 
for us was pretty dark. There were thousands of refugees crossing from Turkey every day. 
There were also plenty of volunteers and prominent NGOs, but according to him, 
everything was a disorganised mess. There was chaos everywhere. I felt a lump growing in 
my throat. It sounded terrifying. When we arrived at the small apartment the team was 
renting, I met the team coordinator Rebecca. She came a week before I did as part of the 
team that established the group. She was the only one staying for more than a week, so 
they made her into a coordinator of the team. The first thing one noticed when meeting her 
were her bright red hair and the second was her deep raspy voice. She was supposed to 
leave a week after I came, but she never did  and as the time passed, I began to deeply 23

admire her courage and her never-ending endurance. When I arrived, we sat down and 
started talking about the island and what was going on. Her view was very different from 
Ivan’s perspective. She emphasised collaboration between the volunteers and the feeling of 
community that emerged from it. Of course, there were still drawbacks and things to 
improve, but her view seemed far from the apocalypse Ivan was trying to prevent. 

The bright life jackets lined all the beaches closest to Turkey 
 

In this part, I move from the single border encounter of volunteers and refugees 
onto a broader scale. I analyse not just two groups of actors that face each other in a couple 
of open-ended tents, but the wider context of humanitarian aid on one of the Greek islands. 
To do that I use the concept of “humanitarian space as an arena” developed by Hilhorst and 

23 I am writing this two years later and she is still there. 
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Jansen (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). I describe the most important actors in the arena, 
namely the paid aid-workers, the independent volunteers, the refugees and the local people 
and I analyse their positioning vis á vis each other. I will start by introducing the 
theoretical concept of “humanitarian space as an arena” (ibid), and its implications for my 
field. At the end of the next chapter, I discuss the concept in its connection with Agier’s 
theory of the "humanitarian government". 

The Arena 
 

The little episode I described above is meant to illustrate two things. Firstly, the 
situation on the island was confusing and very complex; secondly, all the various actors 
engaged in it had their own views and opinions, and they interpreted the situation in 
multiple ways. No one could grasp it in its entirety, because no one had a clear picture of 
what was happening at all times and how many actors there were. The volunteers came, 
acted as they saw best and left. The prominent NGOs were trying to stick to their 
procedures and emergency plans, but none of them had any control over what the scores of 
volunteers were doing. The local government left the humanitarians to 'do their thing' 
because it was unable to control the situation. As a consequence, the local population had 
very little information and almost no control over what was going on. The refugees came 
across the channel from Turkey in (the now infamous) overcrowded little dinghies, and as 
at the borders of 'the Balkan route', the refugees were on the bottom of the hierarchy and 
therefore had no control. From the moment they stepped on to European soil, a clear path 
was set for them. A path that they had no choice but to follow. 

 
In the next chapters, I will visit each of these groups, namely the refugees, the 

independent volunteers, the paid aid-workers, and last but not least, the locals. I will 
analyse their interactions with each other, and in order to navigate the overall complexity; I 
will use the theoretical lens developed by Hilhorst and Jansen who see "humanitarian 
space" as an arena of daily negotiations.  
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This diagram illustrates the different groups of actors in the arena. They are all constructing the 
arena through the daily negotiations. This means that they are all interconnected. 

 
 
"Humanitarian space" is a widely used concept, defined as a safe and neutral space 

devoid of politics where humanitarians can carry out their work (Spearin, 2001, p 22; in 
Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1117). Hilhorst and Jansen emphasise that this separation of 
"humanitarian space" and politics is just an aspiration, an idea that is not reflected in 
practice because the "humanitarian space" is necessarily a political space. Hence, it is more 
the idea of this neutral space and its uses in practice that is of interest (Hilhorst and Jansen, 
2010, p. 1118). “Humanitarian aid, viewed through this lens, can be imagined as a conduit 
between places and people, facilitating relief and reconstruction assistance as well as 
political legitimacy and, hence, the political and economic stability of a place" (Kleinfeld, 
2007: 170, in Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1119)”. 

 
The aid organisations use the idea of a neutral "humanitarian space" to represent 

themselves as devoid of the connections with local contexts and politics and thus 
concealing their “intended or unintended political roles”. This neutralising representation 
helps the organisations to reach the intended beneficiaries of their aid and to legitimise 
their presence (ibid). This is crucial for my later analysis, in which the aid-workers 
deployed the rhetoric of 'saving lives' that symbolises the seeming absence of politics and 
the lack of local contextualisation (in my opinion mainly unintentionally), which 
undermined the voices of the local population. At the same time, it also manages to shroud 
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the troubling connection of care and control and its impact on refugees (Agier, 2011, 
Anderson, 2014), that I tried to describe in the first part of this work. 

 
The question Hilhorst and Jansen ask is how is the idea of "humanitarian space" 

used in practice and most importantly how is the "humanitarian space" itself constructed in 
practice. The notion of a "humanitarian space as an arena” serves to illustrate this process 
by studying the everyday realities and negotiations by which the "humanitarian space" is 
constructed. “The realities and outcomes of aid depend on how actors along and around the 
aid chain — donor representatives, headquarters, field staff, aid recipients and surrounding 
actors — interpret the context, the needs, their own role and each other” (Hilhorst and 
Jansen, 2010, p. 1120). “Aid, in this perspective, is the outcome of the messy interaction of 
social actors struggling, negotiating and at times guessing to further their interests” 
(Bakewell, 2000: 108–9; in Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1120). This is why in the 
following text I don’t use the term "humanitarian space", but I substitute it with the term 
"humanitarian arena". It is to emphasise the negotiations and the fluid and constantly 
evolving nature of the everyday realities of humanitarian aid. 

 
The decisions the actors make in the field are driven by different motives and 

interpretations of the situation (ibid). This is where the actor’s various goals and political 
backgrounds come most into play. “From the arena perspective, humanitarian principles 
are seen as socially negotiated and acquiring meaning in practice. Despite their universal 
semblance, different actors interpret the humanitarian principles differently” (Leader, 2002 
in Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1121). This will again prove to be crucial later on when I 
show how the explicitly political views of the independent volunteers challenged the idea 
of the neutral "humanitarian space" used by the large NGOs. This challenge was an attempt 
to change the way in which aid was provided. 

 
The "humanitarian arena" is constructed through everyday negotiations. It is 

important to note that it is not just the humanitarians that construct it. The aid recipients are 
not passive, nor is the local community, but their agency is severely limited. There is a 
distinct hierarchy in the "humanitarian arena" in my analysis. The humanitarians are on 
top, and the aid recipients are on the bottom (with the locals oscillating somewhere in 
between). Even though the aid recipients are devoid of much of their agency, they are still 
active actors trying to influence their fate (ibid). “Humanitarian agencies, to fulfil their 
function, need vulnerable people to assist. The language of vulnerability is thus the vital 
twin of the humanitarian discourse. By vulnerabilising people, agencies can legitimise their 
own intervention and claim the need for their expertise” (ibid, 1132).  

 
This statement, even though it is fitting and it agrees with Agier’s theory of the 

"humanitarian government", seems harsh, especially in the context of the refugee crisis in 
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which so many people have died (and continue to die)  instead of reaching their dream of 24

a better, safer life. Now I have to make a small detour and clarify certain points. Many 
more people would have died, and or be in worse situations had the island not been overrun 
by humanitarian workers. Their presence on the island was undoubtedly a good thing, and 
the critique I present here is not meant to de-legitimise or demonise the aid workers. I only 
want to point out some of the problematic aspects of humanitarian emergencies which are 
too often seen as neutral and ontologically simple. 

 
What I want to point out (following Hilhorst and Jansen) is that the "humanitarian 

space" is not neutral, it is a political space. In the case of the refugee crisis, it is explicitly 
political. It is an arena with many hierarchies, differing interests, competition over 
resources, prestige, legitimacy and in the case of this specific island, territory as well. The 
coast was divided into zones that were effectively the territories of different organisations 
and NGOs, where they could assist the landing refugees. There was no way to enforce this 
territoriality and it sometimes resulted in curious cases of various individuals claiming that 
someone 'stole' their refugees. This is one of the clear examples of the competition within 
the "humanitarian arena". According to Hilhorst and Jansen part of this competition is 
trying to de-legitimise competing actors or groups. In their research, the actors debated 
over who to define as a “real humanitarian”, and this turned the debate over who is a 
“legitimate humanitarian into a political rather than a principled one” (ibid, 1134). In my 
view, the struggle was not over who was a real humanitarian, but over who was a more 
effective one. For example, the independent volunteers used the issue of effectiveness to 
criticise the large organisations, describing them as monstrous, inflexible bureaucracies 
that were drowning in paperwork and incapable of any 'true' action. They did this to try to 
de-legitimise them and claim the position of the most effective and dedicated group, of the 
only 'real humanitarians', meaning the only ones who really cared about the refugees. The 
‘ineffectiveness’ of NGOs was the so-called ‘campfire talk’ of most volunteer gatherings, 
and I will provide specific examples of this agenda aimed to delegitimise The NGOs later 
on.  

 
The perspective of the arena is useful in its emphasis on the social space that is 

being constructed by the everyday negotiations and practices, but it is for precisely those 
same reasons that it can be limiting. If we focus on the daily negotiations too much, the 
general picture of the aid-work becomes conflict because conflict is much easier to spot. 
During coordination meetings, it was the problems and unresolved issues that people 
discussed the most. This is obvious and natural, there were so many things to do that 
something was always missing, and things could still be better. We were coming back to 
the opposing views of Ivan, who saw chaos and conflict, and Rebecca, who saw 
collaboration and improvement. It was impossible to resolve their dilemma as there were 
as many voices in the "humanitarian arena" as there were actors. We can see the 

24 http://data2.unhcr.org/en/news/20546 
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complexity in the fact that Rebecca and Ivan were both a part, of not only the independent 
community, but also a part of the same independent group. That still didn’t mean that they 
couldn’t hold entirely opposing views of what was happening in the "humanitarian arena". 
It should suffice to say that the truth was somewhere in the middle. In my opinion, the 
short-term perspective offered more of a snapshot of all the things that were missing. The 
long-term view, on the other hand, provided an insight into how much the overall 
coordination and infrastructure of the aid-work on the island improved over the months of 
the crisis. On the other hand, it is also important to note that more control was gained over 
the situation due to the governments' effort to crack down on the refugees and stop them 
from coming, with the numbers of incoming people decreasing it was easier to manage the 
arrivals smoothly. 

 
It takes time to establish the complex network of humanitarian response, and it 

takes time to build the "humanitarian arena" (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). The 
"humanitarian arena" on the island never stayed still, the external and internal conditions 
were constantly changing, the numbers of incoming refugees changed, the governments 
chose new policies, the smuggling networks changed in reaction, the numbers of 
humanitarians changed, and the infrastructure of the aid tried to follow all these variables. 
It was a state of constant flux. In general, I am trying to describe a process drowned in its 
fluidity, but the one thing that changed the least was the position of the refugees within the 
"humanitarian arena". Due to its set up, they were always 'the beneficiaries' and the 
'vulnerable in need' because the structure of aid wouldn’t allow them to be anything else 
(Hilhors and Jansen, 2010, p 1132; Agier, 2011, p 3-19). The only thing that changed for 
them was how much assistance they received, which again reflected not a change in their 
status but a change in the aid infrastructure. The critical underlying problem of 
humanitarianism according to Agier is that due to the way aid work is set up (as a 
"humanitarian government"), the humanitarians unintentionally work to sustain the refugee 
category, instead of eliminating it (Agier, 2011, p 155).  

 
To summarise, the concept of the "humanitarian arena" allows us to look at 

aid-work, not as a given and static thing, but as a process of daily negotiations. By using 
this perspective we can see how "humanitarian space" is constructed, how it changes over 
time, and what are the different positions of the actors involved in it. In the next chapter, I 
will explore the implications of what it means to be seen as a refugee in a "humanitarian 
arena" where the relationships are pre-defined by the network of the "humanitarian 
government".  

 
A significant part of the refugee category is their voicelessness. They do not speak 

for themselves because they are spoken for by the humanitarians. As should be clear by 
now, I wrote this work from the position of a humanitarian (me as a volunteer/researcher). 
This means that I am also guilty of speaking for the refugees and also of seeing them as 
victims without agency (at least initially). That is why in the next chapter you will read 
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about them as characters that are spoken about and spoken for. In short, they are acted 
upon, and from the point of view of mainstream humanitarianism, they are rarely seen as 
acting themselves. It was this realisation in connection to my work that sparked a lot of the 
following analysis. 

The Refugees on the beach - liminality, statelessness and the 
risk of death 

 

Thousands of refugees were landing on the beaches of the island every day. 
I didn’t meet a single refugee who wouldn’t refer to the crossing as to the most (or one of 
the most) terrifying parts of their journey . Especially in the summer, before the full 25

mobilisation of the aid community, the local fishermen were pulling bodies out of the 
water instead of fish. The spikes in the charts of arrivals provided by the UNHCR speak for 
themselves . Listening to the local's stories of the early desperation in the summer and 26

autumn of 2015 and the tens of thousands of refugees stuck in the streets without any help 
was heartbreaking. The worst of the tragedy were the deaths happening in the channel, out 
of reach of anyone but the coast guard and the rescue vessels of the NGOs that mobilised 
in response to the horrifying images of death .  27

 
The critical moment of the channel crossing leads me back to Agier’s concept of a 

"border situation" and its liminality. It is the unique status of the border that carries in itself 
the possibility to transform one's identity. By crossing a border the way people look at one 
another changes, we become foreigners. Crossing a border is stepping over a threshold and 
being transformed socially and politically (Agier, 2016, p 19). This particular crossing was 
extreme in its close connection to death. Everyone who stepped into the boats knew that 
they might die and those who made it were stepping into Europe, marking a huge symbolic 
step in their journeys. For the duration of the crossing, everyone was literally in the same 
boat, sharing the same conditions and the same fears. The importance of these moments 
was apparent in the emotions of the people who got off the boats on the beaches of the 
island, extreme relief, joy, shock, grief. For them death was close, but now it was averted, 
and a new part of their journey began. Agier sees the "border situation" as a state of 
exception (ibid, p 20), in this case, the exceptionality was highlighted by the simultaneous 
state of a humanitarian emergency. In this state of double exceptionality, the refugees did 

25  For a harrowing description of one of these journeys gone wrong written by a refugee, again see 
Gulwali Passarlay’s book The Lightless Sky (the introduction). 

 
26 https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean/location/5179 
 
27 The picture of the dead body of little Alan Kurdi became a symbol of this tragedy and a spark for 

the mobilisation of aid 
(https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/01/alan-kurdi-death-one-year-on-compassion-towards-refugee
s-fades#img-4). These deaths didn’t stop, they’re still happening.  
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cross to Europe, but they got stuck in their political liminality. They disembarked from the 
boats, and the government saw them as 'illegal'. To lift this label marking them 
non-citizens without rights, they had to walk from north to south of the island, it was a 
long and demanding hike through the mountains (to some it took more than a day). They 
had to do this to register as asylum seekers (fortunately this practice didn’t last too long as 
the two most important NGOs on the island organised and paid for a bus system 
transporting the refugees), but in this gap, they had no status and no rights. 

Around 250 people were on this boat. 
 
They were what Nicolas De Genova calls “illegalised” by the border regime that 

through its restrictions produced “illegalised migrants”, “unwanted refugees” and 
“undesirables”. He reminds us of the constant suspicion that people seeking international 
protection are facing, the figure of the “bogus asylum seeker” haunts the imagination of 
European governments and populations. A severe, seemingly objective categorisation of 
who is a refugee and who is 'a mere' economic migrant is imposed on them, and the rules 
of who fits can be changed from one day to the other (De Genova, 2017, 8). In his words 
“these people on the move across state borders are not in fact considered to be the genuine 
bearers of any presumptive (purportedly universal) 'human right' to asylum, but rather are 
always under suspicion of deception and subterfuge” (ibid). 

 
In the specific case of the island at the beginning of the crisis, this suspicion was so 

strong that it was illegal for the local population to help the incoming refugees in any way. 
If they did, they risked being charged with people’s smuggling (a practice the government 
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later abandoned), because as I mentioned above, if the refugees were not registered, they 
were considered 'illegal'. It is a testament to the bravery and compassion of the locals and 
the first 'guerrilla' volunteers that many people still helped, even when it might have 
carried severe consequences for them.  

 
Field notes: 15.12.2015 - Anna's friend 
 
Anna a middle-aged Dutch photographer who had been living on the island for 

years recounted a story of one of her friends for me. She couldn’t just watch the crowds of 
desperate people walking past her house, and so she sometimes opened her door for 
families with children, who could eat something and take a shower in her home. Once she 
almost got arrested when a policeman saw ten pairs of shoes in front of her door, but 
fortunately for her, he was understanding. He just told her to put them away and carry on. 

 
Similar stories were circulating in the local community. Another example was of 

people handing out food packages out of their windows to avoid suspicion. I only heard the 
stories recounted by the locals. When I was there, the refugees were already transported by 
the buses and the aid community filled in the gaps, left open by the state. 

 
The stateless status of the most vulnerable people reminds us of the paradox of 

human rights developed by Hannah Arendt. Simply put, she says that human rights are for 
people who need them, but it is precisely the people who need them the most that don’t 
have access to them. She tied this deficit to the collapse of nation states and the resulting 
status of statelessness (Arendt, 1994, p 134; in Benhabib, 2004, p 50). The stateless were 
“denied the right to have rights. Statelessness, or the loss of nationality status, she argued, 
was tantamount to the loss of all rights. The stateless were deprived not only of their 
citizenship rights; they were deprived of any human rights” (Benhabib, 2004, p 50).  

  
As Agier writes, it is the role of the "humanitarian government" to take care of the 

stateless today, though take care often translates to keeping them at a distance by caring for 
them and policing them (Agier, 2011, p 19). This particular situation of the fresh arrivals 
on the island is different though because the refugees were not kept at a distance. They 
managed to exercise their mobility despite the restrictive border regime. What we call the 
refugee crisis is a moment in which the people who are meant to be kept at a distance by 
the "humanitarian government" managed to find a way into the heart of "The Empire". 
This is exactly what De Genova says when he writes about the primacy of human mobility, 
“the autonomy of migration” over the restrictions of sovereign powers. These restrictions 
arise only as “reaction formations” to human movement that existed before them (De 
Genova, 2017, p 5-6). What I describe here is viewed as a crisis by the sovereign power 
(the state, EU), who see it as a challenge to the current status quo.  
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The 'undesirables' and the refugees as nameless victims devoid of agency are 
usually kept “outside the geographical and legal borders of the common political order. It 
is a mere step from non-existence, and a step that can be crossed easily - as soon as there is 
a political possibility of letting them just die” (Agier, 2011, 19). In this case, they manage 
to exercise their mobility and show that they do still have agency. That there is still room 
to manoeuvre and use the categories pre-designed by the network of the "humanitarian 
government" (the refugee category). They managed to use these categories to reach their 
desired destinations successfully.  

 
As described earlier, to do that, they had to 'play along' and subordinate themselves 

to what these categories entailed. They also had to risk their lives just to be able to claim 
their right to be part of these categories. This leads us back to the paradox of human rights 
I described at the beginning of this paragraph. For the refugees to be able to claim their 
rights to international protection outside of the limbo of a camp, they first had to be willing 
to risk their and sometimes also their families deaths. The people who need the rights don’t 
have access to them unless they’re willing to risk losing everything.  

  
This is why the refugee crisis was a humanitarian crisis as well and not just the 

crisis of sovereignty. It was because of the human costs of exercising the migrant's 
mobility. The time of the worst suffering of the refugees on the island that I hinted at above 
(and that I will come back to in the chapter about the locals), the time before the 
humanitarians arrived, was the time when the network of the "humanitarian government" 
was incomplete. At that time there was only the “hand that strikes” that by itself did not 
provide space for compassion (Agier, 2011, p 3-5). The resulting horrible conditions 
sparked the answer of the humanitarians, who symbolise the second arm, the one that cares 
(ibid), but naturally, it took time for them to arrive and establish themselves. It was the 
pictures and news of death that compelled many of the humanitarians to come. Agier 
writes that it is only the refugees' suffering (not their politics) that justifies that they’re 
being kept alive by the humanitarian intervention (Agier, 2011, 148). The only bargaining 
chips that the refugees have in their struggle of getting into Europe are their lives and 
suffering, the hope that they won’t be left to die. Their deaths and their suffering turn into a 
kind of currency of desperation. The smugglers use it to save money on transport. The 
humanitarians use it to justify the intervention and their jobs (Agier, 2011; Hilhorst and 
Jansen, 2010, p 1132); and the European border regime itself uses it to justify its growth, 
the increased spending and the industry growing around its securitisation (Anderson, 
2014).  

 
The refugees’ only gain is the hope of better life that comes at a very steep cost. A 

cost created by the border restrictions of the sovereign power that tries to protect itself 
from the mobility of the people it considers undesirable (mostly non-white), and as a side 
effect, creates this cycle of death and suffering (De Genova, 2017). It seems to me that 
Europe is balancing right on the edge of the previously mentioned “political possibility of 
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letting them just die” (Agier, 2011, p 19). Within this system, it is the role of the 
humanitarians not just to save lives and alleviate suffering as they see it, but also to assist 
the restrictive forces of the border regime. They do this by maintaining the pain these 
forces generate at levels that the public can still tolerate and thus help to preserve the status 
quo. 

 
It will be useful now to come back to the concept of "biopolitics", but not in the 

original Foucault’s meaning of population control I mentioned in the first part. Instead, I 
want to look at the expanded version of Giorgio Agamben, who emphasises the connection 
of "biopolitics" and sovereign power in the “philosophical production of life” (Rozakou, 
2012, p 564). Agamben sees "biopolitics" as a fundament of sovereign power. He 
distinguishes between two forms of life: 1) "bare life" (life that humans share with animals 
based on the Greek concept of zoe) and 2) “bios (social existence), he conceptualises 
biopolitics as the power to discriminate between socially included and excluded forms of 
life” (Agamben, 1998 in Rozakou, 2012, p 564). The concept of "bare life" is fundamental 
to sovereign power which can produce a “state of exception” and strip subjects of their 
social and political existence (ibid). “Nowadays, it is the refugee and the asylum seeker 
who primarily instantiate bare life, life that is excluded from juridical law and stands 
outside the polis” (Agamben 1994, in Rozakou, 2012, p 564). It is because of this 
exclusion that it was temporarily possible to leave the refugees on the island to walk so far 
as "illegalised" bodies that you’re not even allowed to help. 

 
Field notes: 7.12.2015 - Barbara's story 

 
Barbara was an American activist who came to the island with some of the first 

volunteers. According to her own words, she looked like a kind primary school teacher, 
and she used her 'innocent' look to fuel her hard-core activism and get away with it. 
Barbara told me a story from the summer when she drove the most vulnerable people to 
the registrations, so they didn’t have to walk and risked arrest by doing so. One day she 
found a pregnant woman limping far behind one of the groups. The woman had a deep cut 
on her calf, and was struggling to walk. There was no one there to help her, so Barbara 
drove her and made sure she got medical assistance in the reception camp. Barbara told 
me about the thousands of people forced to sleep in the streets, sometimes even on the road 
and said how happy she was that now there were buses to drive them and boats to pull 
them out of the sea. 

 
In this little story, we can see a clear parallel to the previously mentioned theories 

that highlight the treatment of refugees not as political subjects, but as bodies to be saved 
or to be left to die. This was just one of the many examples of the dehumanising conditions 
the refugees were subjected to at the start of the crisis. There were also instances of taxi 
drivers dropping people off in the middle of the mountains and demanding more money, 
refugees being robbed and even of bodies of the drowned being stripped of all their 
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possessions. Just in this, we can see the massive improvement in people’s well being when 
they are elevated from being "illegalised" to being victims. This is where the sovereign 
power chooses, or in this instance allows, to save people instead of letting die. 

 
According to Peter Redfield, the saving done by humanitarian actors “emphasises 

the maintenance of physical existence and therefore the preservation of bare life, 
constituting a form of minimalist biopolitics” (Redfield, 2008 in Rozakou, 2012, p 564). 
The concept of "bare life" is useful in showing the ability of the sovereign power to 
withhold the status of a political and social being to certain subjects through branding a 
situation as a “state of exception”. The instance of the refugee crisis is handled as such a 
situation (it is called a crisis and an emergency). The sovereign power sees migrants and 
refugees not as political beings but as a political problem. At its margins (meaning at the 
borders) it treats them as a problem and as people without politics, it treats them as "bare 
life" to be kept alive through “the minimalist biopolitics of the humanitarians” (ibid).  

 
 We can treat this as a sort of static philosophical background of the refugee 

crisis, but as I said the "humanitarian arena" on the island was in a state of constant flux 
and fluidity. The refugees didn’t see themselves as 'mere' "bare life". They had a clear goal 
as political subjects. It was to reach Western Europe and have a better life, and many 
people made it to where they wanted to be. They made it even though the sovereign power 
tried to strip them of this politic. The sovereign power tried as hard as possible to 
discourage them from pursuing their goal. It did it by forcing them to walk without any 
help, by detaining them for weeks until they registered and eventually by building more 
and more walls and fences and denying their mobility altogether, but despite all this many 
people still made it. The problem is that they might never get completely rid of the 
refugee/migrant label, so they will always be looked at as some kind of alien not originally 
from 'here'. The border as a practice and as an idea moves along with them (Kallius, 
Monterescu, Rajaram, 2016, 34). The refugees and migrants are not only at the margins 
when they cross the border, but also when they are at the geographical margins of given 
sovereign power. They stay at the margins even in the heartlands. We can say that they 
take the margins with them, they carry the border as a burden wherever they go. 

 
In this chapter, I described the double exceptionality of the moment of the crossing 

and the conditions the refugees were subjected to on the island at the start of the crisis. I 
showed how they were first "illegalised" and then saved as "bare life" when there was 
nothing left for them to do but to play the role of the victim. I also tried to explain the 
connection between sovereign power and the category of a refugee, because it is this 
connection that forms the basis of what this category entails. In other words, refugees are 
threatening and challenging to the power as spectres of mass migration, which is why they 
are being separated, kept at a distance, andstripped of their political life. 
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It is not only the refugees themselves who resist the category of "bare life", or the 
category of nameless victims. These are useful categories that help us to describe the 
overall treatment of refugees. However in the daily practice of the refugee crisis, in the 
daily "borderwork" on the beaches and borders, these categories became not only reified 
but also challenged and contradicted by various groups of actors (and not only by refugees 
but also by some of the humanitarians). I keep on describing the role of humanitarians as 
complicit in the injustice of the border regime because I want to make this problem visible. 
Now I have to emphasise that this complicity was actively reflected upon and challenged 
by many humanitarians, and not just the explicitly political ones (as the independent 
volunteers were). It was also many of the professionals working for the big organisations, 
and who were deeply embedded in the border regime itself, who challenged the complicity. 
As Katerina Rozakou warns: “one of the pitfalls of the biopolitical theoretical framework is 
that it can obscure the actual practices and the diversity of aid” (Rozakou, 2012, p 565). In 
the next chapters, I will focus on the actors who reflected this diversity of aid and their 
practices that challenged the biopolitical view of refugees. Namely, it was the independent 
volunteers who tried to challenge the border regime, supported the refugee politics and 
didn't see them just as "bare life" to be saved, but as political subjects with rights of 
self-determination. 

The Independents as free range humanitarians 
 

In this chapter, I introduce a group of actors that I was part of who called 
themselves the independent volunteers. I explain why they differ from paid aid-workers 
and I describe their activities as “horizontal solidarities” (Kallius, Monterescu, Rajaram, 
2016). The key to understanding the independent volunteers is that their aim was to be as 
close to the refugees as possible. By crossing the symbolical distance between the aid 
workers and the refugees, they wanted to pose a challenge to mainstream humanitarianism 
and to the border regime in general. They wanted to distance themselves from the NGOs 
that they saw as inefficient and hypocritical. I argue that this intention was successful only 
to an extent, as they still worked from within the border regime and thus they were part of 
the "humanitarian government" themselves. 

 
The volunteers on the island were not a single category. In fact, there were two 

distinct categories of volunteers essential to my fieldwork (though one could come up with 
an infinite number of groups depending on the criteria of distinction). The first were the 
ones that came to volunteer as part of official NGOs, and the second were those who came 
on their own or as part of the fluid and unofficial groups(like the one I came with). The 
island was full of groups like that. They were small, sometimes just a few individuals, 
some of them only started working together on the spot. These groups and individuals 
described themselves as the independent volunteers. The question one immediately wants 
to ask is: Independent from what? On the practical level, they were independent of the 
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multinational NGOs. Independents 
were not paid humanitarians, they 
were volunteers, and they didn’t 
join any of the official 
organisations as volunteers either.  

 
This independence from 

large organisations and the lack of 
a salary were the only traits that 
bound this loose group together. 
Hence an independent could be 
anyone who didn’t work or 
volunteer for an NGO and didn’t 
get paid. It is a category with 
permeable boundaries. It was not 
unusual for a successful 
independent volunteer to get a job 
with a prominent NGO. The 
volunteers who came for a couple 
of weeks and were subsequently 
offered a job were suddenly facing 
life-changing choices, and this 
does not apply only to those who 
found employment, others stayed independent but never left. Some of the independent 
groups were active for a couple of days or weeks, but some grew in size and later 
registered as official NGOs, seeking funding through grants and governments and thus 
ceasing to be what the volunteers would describe as independent.  

 
It’s important to note that it was an incredibly variable and fluid category. In a way, 

it meant nothing except the fact that one was not a paid humanitarian (I am not saying a 
professional humanitarian because many independents were very professional). Some of 
them became principal characters during big meetings, rescues and distributions with 
similar levels of respect and authority as coordinators of some of the well known NGOs. 
Hilhorst and Jansen describe the group I call the independents as “non-governmental 
individuals” or NGIs (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1131). They define them as individuals 
with diverse motives and motivations that enter the "humanitarian arena" out of their own 
initiative; and who very often regard the official NGOs as inefficient because “they spend 
too much money on maintaining their expensive offices and bureaucracies” (ibid). The 
NGOs, on the other hand, criticised the NGIs for being amateurish and unprofessional. 
Both groups use these mutual critiques in the struggle for legitimacy within the 
"humanitarian arena" with the NGOs using “the language of humanitarian 
professionalism” and the NGIs using the language of “the humanitarian spirit” (ibid). A 
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key insight by Hilhorst and Jansen is that both groups “represent a variety of good and not 
so good humanitarians and cannot be lumped together in a single category” (ibid).  

 
We can say that the independents were not only unpaid and unassociated with big 

organisations, but that they were also symbolically independent. Independent from the 
procedures and obligations that bind official organisations and represent the limits of 
"humanitarian professionalism". In the eyes of many volunteers, these limits made the 
NGOs slow, inefficient, and they represented the rigidity of the "humanitarian 
professionalism" and the detachment of aid-workers from their beneficiaries. Independence 
in this sense means freedom from obligations which would slow one down or hinder his or 
her immediate action. To be an independent volunteer meant not to waste one's time with 
chit chat in meeting rooms and in offices bent over paperwork. It meant to be in the field 
constantly, preferably as close to the action and as close to the refugees, which in this 
setting meant to be close to the beaches where the refugees landed after their arduous sea 
crossing. This kind of attitude is what, in my opinion, represents what Hilhorst and Jansen 
call the “humanitarian spirit”.  

 
An ideal type of an independent volunteer would be a young European, deeply 

committed to 'helping the other' and spending as much time as possible in direct action to 
assist the refugees. He or she would oppose both the 'voluntourist' who takes days off and 
doesn’t work hard enough and the paid humanitarian for their professional distance and 
lack of 'true commitment'. This is, of course, an overstatement serving as a partial critique 
of some of the aspects of independent work. What is important is that this critique came 
from the independents themselves, from within the group. It came out during multiple 
interviews, informal chit chats and meetings as a form of self-reflection. There were huge 
benefits to independent action as well. The independents were flexible, and they could 
improvise according to what the situation required. We can say that at its extreme, the 
independents could do whatever they wanted (of course only within the limits of the law), 
so they could help the refugees in any manner they deemed fit. This was their greatest 
strength, but it also implied a lack of accountability, which, in my opinion, was the 
independent’s greatest problem. 

 
A good example of an independent group was a small group of volunteers that our 

team called 'The Ninja Team'. We called them Ninjas because they worked all the time, 
especially during the nights, they were just a few of them but they were everywhere all the 
time, and their commitment was almost suicidal. Questioning their "humanitarian spirit" 
would be impossible, and this makes them a perfect example. The core members were a 
girl from Slovenia, a girl from England, and Jack the Dutch volunteer who had to decide 
what to do with the suspected ‘smuggler’. They were all in their twenties, and they met on 
the island. Each of them came independently, and upon meeting each other on the beach 
they decided to start a tea distribution tent where the wet and stressed refugees could get 
something warm right there on the beach while they were waiting for transport to the 
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transit camp. After working together for a couple of weeks, they came up with a plan to 
fundraise money over Facebook and buy a van they would convert into a food truck and 
distribute cooked meals. None of them wanted to associate themselves with any big 
organisation, they believed in direct help on the ground and without any intermediaries or 
boundaries that would separate them from the beneficiaries of their help. They spent weeks 
distributing tea day and night and basically living on the beach, sometimes just sleeping in 
a car parked next to the tea tent. When the refugee flow slowed down after what the 
aid-workers called 'the first EU-Turkey deal'  they had time to register as a proper new 28

organisation and start fundraising money to buy the van. The problem was that with more 
free time and the complexities of planning new activities as a group, internal strife divided 
them and in the end they each went their own way. We worked together before and after 
they split up, and we became friends. Six months after I first met the Ninja team, I found 
out one member of the original group went on to fundraise money to buy the van and 
refurbish it into a fully functioning food truck. She is still distributing food to the refugees 
in Turkey with it. 

 
 Another example is a group that started similarly, a bunch of volunteers 

decided to form a group together and to rent out a small plot of land next to the beach. 
They set up a minor camp with food and clothes distributions and safe space for the most 
vulnerable. In time they ended up growing into an organisation using hundreds of 
volunteers and spreading its activities to mainland Greece. They formed into an established 
and influential actor within the "humanitarian arena" and gradually evolved from a small 
and independent operation to a full-fledged NGO. These two examples should serve as an 
illustration of the variability of what I call independent work. These volunteers were 
individuals who came out of their own initiative and managed (with greater or smaller 
success) to negotiate a space for themselves within the "humanitarian arena" on the island. 
Their points of departure as well as their strategies for this negotiation were different, 
hugely variable, and changed over time. Nevertheless, I will try to point out some general 
features, especially when it comes to their politics and ideologies, as these were the 
founding stones that informed their decisions in the field. 

 
The independent position reflects a particular form of politics. It is a leftist position 

based upon strong universalism, sometimes openly labelled as an anarchist approach. The 
independents wanted to be face to face with the refugees and to get as close as possible in 
order to tear down all the barriers that stand between them. The lack of this willingness to 
be as close as possible (the detachment) was why the independents criticised other 
humanitarians. We can say that the independent volunteers were proud to reflect on the 
inequality of power embedded within the networks of the "humanitarian government" 
(Agier, 2011). Some of them recognised the collaboration between the “hand that strikes 
and the hand that cares”(ibid, p 5) and wanted to distance themselves from it. In their eyes, 

28 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-15-6330_en.htm 
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it represented a corrupt and collaborationist position of the large multinational aid 
organisations, and some of them were also very careful to reflect on their position of 
power. This doesn’t mean that the paid humanitarians didn't reflect on this, as of course 
most of them did. The difference is that they were already an inherent part of the network, 
which the independents considered as going too far. Kallius, Monterescu and Rajaram 
(2016) describe a similar rift between what they call “vertical politics” and “horizontal 
solidarities” with the example of how refugees were treated in Budapest in the autumn of 
2015. "Vertical politics" in their view is the top down politics exercised by the state and 
official humanitarian organisations. It establishes a binary categorisation of actors as 
citizens and foreigners (refugees/migrants) that in turn reflects the categories of the ones 
that act and those who are acted upon. The "vertical politics" deployed by the state puts 
agency solely on the part of the state and leaves no room for it on the part of the migrants.  
 

The authors emphasise that while the humanitarians are often critical of the actions 
of the state, they deploy their own form of "vertical politics". This form is based on the 
victimhood of migrants and their representation as passive receivers of aid, and so they 
also follow the citizen/migrant binary. The effect is that the “vertical politics” and 
intervention displace violence by naming the problem as a threat to the political actor or as 
a moral mission for the aid worker. Vertical politics can isolate the complex structure of 
violence that affects migrants in Europe today, depoliticising and dehistoricizing 'cases' for 
charitable or political intervention” (Kallius, Monterescu, Rajaram, 2016, 27).  

 
In contrast, the "horizontal solidarities" mobilise themselves in reaction and 

opposition to the "vertical politics". The "horizontal solidarities" represent citizens that 
question the “acting and acted upon” dichotomy and work to transcend and deconstruct the 
citizen/migrant binary (ibid). I argue that the independent volunteers can be seen as a kind 
of horizontal solidarity because they both criticised and acted against the "vertical politics" 
of the state. They also opposed the victim/aid-worker binary of the "humanitarian 
government" while at the same time attempted to transcend the boundaries between 
themselves and the refugees (and thus the citizen/migrant distinction). 

 
The problem is that the distance between the volunteer and the refugee can never be 

completely closed. The desire exists only as an impossible aspiration. The mere presence 
of the volunteer on the beach and their acts of care highlight the hierarchy and power 
inequality embedded in the situation. Within the setting of the "humanitarian arena" on the 
island, one group had no power and was entirely dependent on the care of the other group, 
and more importantly, the rules of the interaction were, as Agier notes, entirely in the 
hands of the humanitarians, both paid and unpaid (Agier, 2011). The ultimate incarnation 
of this hierarchy was the fact that the volunteers were there by choice and were free to 
leave at any time. The refugees were forced to follow a set corridor of places and 
procedures without any opportunity or possibility of alteration. If they wanted to seize their 
agency, they had to do it in ways that did not contradict the rules set by the "humanitarian 
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government". The symbol of this unbridgeable categorisation of peoples is the passport. 
The refugees themselves were, and still are, categorised by their nationality, and it is no 
accident that at times the beaches and cliffs of the island were lined with passports that 
people had thrown away. With my passport I could decide to go home from one day to the 
other, no questions asked. With a Syrian passport one was allowed to walk the Balkan 
route and claim asylum in the country of their choosing (at least for a time), but with the 
'wrong' kind of a passport, the only thing that remained was a distant hope of a better 
future. In Serbia, I met a group of Ugandans who spent a year working illegally in Turkey 
to be able to afford the crossing.  

 
Field notes: 23.10.2015 - After getting home from Berkasovo 
 
We had a great and friendly chat about Uganda, its food and its people. They were 

laughing all the time and in an excellent mood. They were happy to be on their way, but I 
just kept on thinking about the almost inevitable results of their journey, either deportation 
or the crushing label of ‘illegality'.  

  
This little story is meant to illustrate the way the border regime creates obstacles 

that volunteers or refugees cannot bridge even if they want to. To sum up, by employing 
"horizontal solidarities" (forms of action designed to transcend the binary view), the 
independent volunteers challenged the "vertical politics" of the states and the NGOs that 
followed the citizen/alien binary. I provided examples of independent groups and stressed 
their variability. I emphasised that they tried to be independent of official organisations and 
the ties to "vertical politics" that came with officially recognised institutionalisation. I 
concluded the chapter by pointing out that the markers (e.g. passports) of difference 
between people, like the refugees and the volunteers, lay out of their reach even if the goal 
was to disregard them. 

Baby hunting and selfie craving 
 

In this chapter, I introduce some of the problematic aspects of the volunteer 
work, for example, the unprofessional behaviour of some volunteers and a lack of 
accountability in general. I describe this behaviour and its reflection within the volunteer 
community through the stereotype of a 'voluntourist'. 

 
In the previous chapter, I sketched out some of the differences and issues between 

the independents and the NGOs including the debate about "humanitarian professionalism" 
vs the 'true' "humanitarian spirit". The possible lack of professionalism of some of the 
volunteers (due to their lack of experience in the field and short stays) was an ongoing 
concern for both the NGOs and the independents themselves. If unchecked it not only 
threatened to undermine a lot of the good work the volunteers were doing, but more 
importantly it could hurt the refugees. The issue was managing the expectations and 
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activities of the scores of volunteers who (as I did in the beginning) came to 'do good' and 
'save lives' with only short time to do so and minimal experience in the complexities of 
humanitarian aid. They were an indispensable labour force, but their good intentions 
sometimes caused more chaos than anything else. Following the phrase “to hell with good 
intentions,”  a critique of this behaviour developed within the "humanitarian arena". It was 29

directed towards actors who were lumped together under the stereotype of 'voluntourists' 
(volunteer/tourists). It often appeared during discussions of the landings of the refugees on 
the beaches and the way they were received by the volunteers waiting for them. 

 

 
The landing was considered the heart of the action. Everyone wanted to be there, to 

see it and to help the people off the boats, adrenaline and emotions were running very high 
during the landings. We can almost say that volunteers were feeding on the state of 
exception and liminality that was present during the crossings and the landings. The 
extraordinary nature of this moment, the emotions and its symbolic importance for the 
refugees, were what drew the volunteers to the beaches and it was easy to forget the 
enormous responsibility that came with this job. It was a sensitive moment that required 
careful, calm, and informed action, but the popularity of this job, the quick rotation of 
volunteers and the emotional pressure of the moment sometimes meant that it turned into a 
confused and panicky mess. On the beach, it was possible (and desirable) to just let the 
boat land and help the people off in a calm and orderly manner. This was often the case, 

29 http://www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm 
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but with so many volunteers who wanted to do this job, there were notable exceptions of 
volunteers running into the water and pulling the refugees out before the landing. The first 
victims of this help were often children. The unfortunate possible outcome was that the 
refugees in the boat panicked and started jumping into the water, sometimes even 
overturning the whole boat with dozens of men, women and children into the waves. 

 
These actions were widely criticised by basically everybody, but by the volunteers 

themselves especially. One can, with a bit of an exaggeration, say that the most shunned 
figures among the volunteers were not border patrols, Frontex or policemen, but the baby 
hunting and selfie craving volunteers. If the boats were landing on the beaches, the real 
dangers at the open sea had already past. The priority was to get everyone on the shore in 
an orderly manner, which also helped to identify individual cases that needed the most 
attention, people with hypothermia, the elderly, pregnant women and small children to 
name just a few. Rushing in and, as my friend Jack put it, “Saving your own Syrian baby, 
so you could put your selfie with it on Facebook afterwards” did not help anyone.  

 
 Taking a child from its mother's side during the landing just meant making both 

the child and the mother afraid. At times there were many people on the beach, and it could 
be hard to find the family again. As in Serbia the most repeated sentence during the 
coordination meetings was “Do not separate the families”. Some camps on the beaches 
were forced not to accept volunteers with single children, which was supposed to prevent 
this seemingly 'children first' approach. Long and vital lectures were held among various 
groups about the fact that 'children first' meant most importantly keeping the families 
together, keeping the children with their mothers and preventing chaotic and unpredictable 
situations as much as possible.  

 
Taking a baby of the boat and taking a selfie with it would genuinely box the 

individual into the category of a self-centred 'voluntourist'. This transgression transformed 
into a sort of a myth of a bad volunteer that was rarely seen but talked about constantly. A 
'voluntourist' was someone who came just for a couple of days or a week, worked short 
shifts and not every day, and spent the rest of the time as if on a 'sort of' holiday. Such a 
person would party a lot and in some instances not turn up for shifts due to their hangovers. 
Many questioned the motivations of the so-called 'voluntourists' and saw them as helping 
out only for their self-promotion. The term 'voluntourist' was a stereotype that summed up 
all the negatives of volunteer work. It was a label used to understand some of the issues 
that appeared in the volunteer community. The social feeds were still overflowing with 
volunteers’ selfies with little refugee kids. It was easy to ride the dopamine wave that came 
after posting similar content in the enclosed social bubbles of the volunteer groups on 
Facebook. The likes and admiring comments would rain down on anyone posting them. 
That’s why the selfies were impossible to eradicate. Some volunteers stayed only a couple 
of days, so the turn over of volunteers was fast and uncontrollable. At the same time, 
everyone wanted a piece of the action and the recognition that came with it. To be on the 
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beach and to help people off the boats was the most desirable and the 'sexiest' job, and 
snapping a piece of it for 'the network' meant being seen as a hero. The babies were the 
best currency in the economies of social status on the social networks.  

 
The images of heroic volunteers with babies in their arms and pictures of the 

dramatic landings with people screaming and being pulled out of the water spread through 
social and mainstream media like wildfire. They helped to create what Nicholas De 
Genova calls “the border spectacle” which is a spectacular narrative of migration that 
reinforces migrants’ separation from the rest of the society by dehumanising them as 
“illegal aliens” (De Genova, 2013, p 1181). In this case, it was by depicting them as 
“vulnerable victims” or mere “bodies to be saved”. Through this spectacular narrative 
migrants are made constantly visible and “their subjectivity is harnessed to fit into a fixed 
category, varying from 'victim of a humanitarian crisis' to 'illegal alien.' Thus, a spectacular 
narrative is a narrative that fetishises its subjects by fixing their identity” (Evelina 
Gambino in Nicholas De Genova 2017, p 266). By spreading the spectacular pictures of 
the landings, the volunteers elevated themselves to the position of heroic saviours and as a 
result, contributed to fixing refugees’ identities as nameless victims. As humanitarians, we 
were all part of the spectacle of migration, but the explicit critique of the volunteers’ selfies 
was directed at the 'voluntourists', but we were all to a degree 'voluntourists'.  

 
The primary source of the 'voluntourists' critique were volunteers themselves. In the 

debate over legitimacy within the "humanitarian arena", the stereotype of a 'voluntourist' 
was used as a tool by the independent volunteers who wanted to distance themselves from 
the kind of unprofessional behaviour described above. The reason for this was that these 
actions justified the critique of volunteers by the NGOs who pointed out their possible 
unprofessionalism. Thus, the label of a 'voluntourist' served as a scapegoat used by 
volunteers who were striving to maintain their legitimacy within the "humanitarian arena" 
by appropriating both the discourse of "humanitarian professionalism" and the 
"humanitarian spirit" (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1132). A 'voluntourist' shared the spirit 
but lacked the professionalism. In a sense, we were all to a certain extent 'voluntourists' 
because we all enjoyed the attention, the appreciation, and most importantly the validation 
(as long as we stayed in the right bubble) that came with our actions. I wouldn’t dare 
generalise about why people like me came to help the refugees. Each of us had our own 
mix of complex motivations ranging from altruism to self-promotion and more. Denying 
the existence of the darker, self-serving motives would be a transgression against the 
reality of my fieldwork.  

 
The same is true for all the positive action the volunteers caused and the relief they 

brought to the refugees and a lesser extent to the local population as well. Many volunteers 
spent time and energy on figuring out how best to help and how to apply their action with 
the best sensibility towards both the refugees and the local population. It was their 
flexibility given by the absence of set rules of conduct that enabled both the transgressions 
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and the creative and positive innovations. The lack of accountability for individual action 
was, in my opinion, the largest and the most dangerous downside of the volunteer action.  

 
The paradox is that the longer the volunteer stayed, the better he or she could 

reflect on the work they were doing and the easier it was to realise the complexities and the 
implications of humanitarian aid. The problem was that the longer we stayed, the less 
energy and often also the less motivation we had. It was easy to work yourself to apathy 
and nihilism, to be considered a good independent volunteer you had to work yourself day 
and night to help everyone but yourself. This was the ideal and the essence of the 
"humanitarian spirit". The conditions of the work were often unsustainable to one’s mental 
health, and there was almost no safety mechanism ( except maybe feedback from friends). 
On the other side of the volunteer spectrum, was the quick rotation of the volunteers who 
came just for shorter periods of time and could be called 'voluntourists'. Their role had 
proven to be invaluable, because they were a source of fresh labour and fresh energy. They 
could be used for any task, but as I said before, due to short stays and the excitement 
generated by the state of exception, one could be easily prone to irresponsible, unreflected 
behaviour.  

 
There was a balance to be found between action and self-reflection, between 

dedication and self-preservation. We could harm the refugees, and we could hurt ourselves, 
and I would argue that at times we did because we did not stop to think. We can say that 
the refugees didn't always need the volunteers (or not all of them), but the volunteers 
always needed the refugees. We let the feeling of emergency and its imperative for action 
take over (Redfield, 2013, p 32) and for the better and for the worst, we acted. At the best 
of times we were helping people in a terrible situation, and at the worst of times, we were 
like crazed elephants in a porcelain shop, running around and stomping on the refugees, on 
the local people, and ourselves. 

 
As Katerina Rozakou notes, one can’t ignore the willingness of the volunteers to 

assist the refugees nor their capacity to experience and reflect upon the paradoxes and 
contradictions of their behaviour (Rozakou, 2012, p 574). Both their dedication and their 
ability to reflect on the fact that good intentions are not enough are significant. The critique 
summed up in the stereotype 'voluntourist' is, in my opinion, a proof of the self-reflection 
of the group based on the awareness of the contradictions of humanitarian aid. Rozakou 
makes another important point when she writes about the volunteers as people who “strive 
to help the people they meet in the camp and the street and improve their living conditions 
in ways that seem [to them] to be universal and natural but are, in fact, profoundly 
cultural” (ibid). In other words, the presumptions that the volunteers (and humanitarians in 
general) hold about their work and the refugees are not necessarily shared by the refugees 
themselves. They are based on a specific understanding of the situation, one that is 
anchored in the frame of a 'humanitarian crisis'. This frame and the binary relationships of 
citizens/foreigners or acting/acted upon that it entails are deeply embedded within our 
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understanding of the situation. Here we can see what Kallius et al. (2016) warns about 
when they say that the depoliticising label of a 'humanitarian crisis' can serve to shroud the 
violence of the European border regime. This can happen either in the frame of refugees as 
threats to the state or, as in this case, refugees as objects of a “charitable intervention” 
(Kallius, Monterescu, Rajaram, 2016, 27). In either case, there is still only minimal space 
for refugees to define themselves. 

  
In this chapter, I described some of the pitfalls of volunteer work and their possible 

consequences for the refugees (for example the children-first approach that might end up 
only as a cover for self-promotion on social media). I argued that these behaviours could 
often be unreflected, but through the label of a ‘voluntourist’, they were subjected to 
debate. It is, of course, important to point out the shortcomings of volunteer work, but in 
the last section, I stress that this does not mean that it would be meaningless. During my 
fieldwork, I saw its extreme value to the refugees, but to think through the boundaries of 
volunteer work means to move it forward towards greater reflexivity, accountability and 
efficiency.. 

The Solidarians 
 

In this chapter, I introduce a distinct type of actors that I call (following 
Papataxiarchis, 2016) the solidarians. They are in many ways similar to independent 
volunteers, but they make their political stance explicit and implement it to make their 
work more accountable. 

 
One group of Greek activists (called anarchists by others) that established a camp 

on the island stands a bit out of the NGO/independents axis. They spent hours negotiating 
every aspect of their action during assemblies where anyone could speak and provide their 
opinion on how and why to do something. This meant that their conduct was not wholly 
improvised and without clearly set rules as was the case with some of the more loosely 
defined groups. They made a point of reflecting on their actions, and they negotiated 
everything they did, and thus they avoided the problem of a lack of accountability. They 
formed their own rules derived from universalist values and principles of solidarity, and 
they were accountable only to these self-established rules. They established them through 
constant negotiation. They also tried to stick to them. This approach could be summed up 
as left-wing politics of solidarity, which opposes the state and has a long tradition in 
Greece (Rozakou, 2016). In comparison to the defined categorisation and hierarchy within 
the mainstream of the "humanitarian government", the solidarians tried, similar to most of 
the independents, to cross the boundaries and categories that existed between them and the 
refugees. If a refugee arrived at their camp, he or she could join the assemblies if they 
wished and their opinion was taken into account. In this setting, the refugees had a voice, 
and they were not regarded primarily as objects of aid and victims. They were seen as 
active agents, as citizens who had a right to choose. Rozakou describes the solidarians as 
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people who “systematically sought to incorporate them (refugees) in sociality and 
recognise their social existence” (Rozakou, 2016, p 189). They strived to form egalitarian 
relationships with the 'others' and this was reflected in their interaction with the refugees, 
in the fact that the refugees had a voice. This didn't mean that hierarchy was absent (ibid, p 
186), but the process of striving for equality is crucial in its opposition to the distinctly 
hierarchical way in which the network of the "humanitarian government" is set up. The 
solidarians were trying to operate outside of these hierarchies.  

 
They also maintained an almost universally accepted reputation for efficiency, 

which was what all the groups in the field craved. It was the highest mark of the legitimacy 
of action in the negotiations within the "humanitarian arena". Being efficient meant also 
being 'a real humanitarian' (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1134). The groups that had a 
reputation for efficiency where the groups with the most successful claim for the right to be 
present in the "humanitarian arena". Their actions were considered legitimate and 
desirable. In my opinion, the fact that the solidarians were seen as capable was a result of 
the internal reflection of their work. They knew exactly how they wanted to work and what 
standards to follow and because of this, they were more successful in achieving their goals 
and their actions assured them respect. This approach helped them to be more effective and 
more focused, especially in comparison to some of the more loosely organised independent 
groups.  

 
In this subchapter, I described how and why I regard the solidarians as particular 

kind of actors. They were independent, and through their assemblies, they focused on 
negotiating accountability and provided themselves with feedback on their work. This was, 
in my opinion, an important improvement to independent work. 
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The paid aid-workers - employees of NGOs and IGOs  30

 

In this chapter, I briefly introduce the official organisations and their 
employees as actors in the "humanitarian arena", and I compare them with the 
independents. To do this, I look at the differences in how they negotiate (or don’t) their 
efficiency, accountability and legitimacy.  

 
On one side of the "humanitarian arena", we have established the independent 

volunteers, who came to act in their free time. Next to them were professional aid-workers 
who got paid for their work and who were part of official and established NGOs. Where 
the independent volunteer is free to act more or less as he or she pleases, the aid-worker is 
directly tied to a large hierarchical network, the NGO or IGO. .  31

 
To describe the role of paid aid-workers more closely I will use an example of an 

NGO worker called Dita. She came to the island to find work, initially with no interest in 
the refugee crisis or humanitarianism. However, refugee help was the most readily 
available job at the time, and after a short stint as a volunteer she ended up being hired by 
one of the largest organisations. Slowly but surely she transformed into a fully-fledged 
humanitarian. She got employed in a specific position with clearly defined tasks and 
responsibilities. She was an employee with most of the typical characteristics that come 
with this status. Dita had a defined schedule that said when and where she had to work. She 
came and left at clearly defined times when her shifts were over. Of course, this didn’t 
mean that she would not be burdened by the difficulties of the situation while at work as 
was everyone else. Though unlike the independent volunteers, she was encouraged by her 
superiors to take a break and enjoy her time off so she could more easily bear the weight of 
the situation when it was needed (meaning during her shifts).  

 
She was also actively dissuaded from volunteering on the side, which became an 

issue for her. The independent volunteers considered these boundaries a weakness, a sign 
of the lack of the "humanitarian spirit", but as I argued before, this was something that the 
independent world was lacking. Where the hierarchy was not explicitly set, the more one 
worked meant the more dedicated they seemed and the more they fit into the category of a 
'real' humanitarian which resulted in higher status among the volunteers. In the NGOs 
where the hierarchy was delineated and set, overworking oneself was discouraged. 

30 NGO - non-governmental organisation 
IGO - intergovernmental organisation (UNHCR, Red Cross, IOM, etc.) 

31  I am consciously putting the paid aid workers and the volunteers who work for organisations into 
the same category, as the volunteers who worked for NGOs were subjected to similar rules of conduct and 
they usually came only for short periods of time (basically as free labour) 
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Interestingly, the independents perceived this as slacking and not being personally invested 
enough in the situation.  

 
They would sometimes look down on the aid workers who were leaving only 

because it was six o'clock. The implications among the independents were that the 
professionals did not care that much about the refugees (they lacked the spirit), which was 
clearly not true. We (volunteers) were the people who chose the humanitarian action as a 
temporary state of being, they chose it as their careers. On the other hand, it is true that 
some of the organisations were so entangled in the complexities of the humanitarian 
network that their obligations made them almost incapable of any real action. At times they 
couldn’t act because they were too restricted by obligations and paperwork. They 
sometimes spent more time preparing projects and getting everything approved than 
actually acting. They were accountable to headquarters and their donors, and this 
accountability took time.  

 
The long bureaucratic process heavily impacted one of the transit camps in the 

north of the island. It was big and perfectly equipped for everything, but before it was 
completed it was not needed anymore. It was a big and expensive project that was 
supposed to solve significant inadequacies of the aid network on the beaches, but because 
of all the ties that the responsible NGO had to live up to, they finished it only after the 
worst part of the crisis was over. It was of course not for lack of trying on the part of the 
employees, in my opinion, there were just too many actors to satisfy before action could be 
taken.  

 
The agency of the paid aid-workers in the "humanitarian arena" shrunk because 

they had to spend so much time on the bureaucratic aspects of their work, and this is what 
allowed people to be “independent” volunteers. It liberated their field of action. They were 
free to run where they were needed most and act as they saw fit. The other side of the coin 
was that they were not directly accountable for their actions to anyone but themselves and 
that their resources (including their personal agency) often got diffused because their 
networks were not stable. The groups got together and dispersed according to how the 
individual members saw fit. A disagreement could mean the end of the collective action. In 
such a complicated situation as a humanitarian crisis, these kinds of conflicts erupted 
regularly. At the same time, if a large NGO managed to overcome all the administrative 
obstacles, the potential impact on the situation in the "humanitarian arena" was incredible.  

 
One of the examples of their vast potential impact was the launch of the 

transportation of the refugees by buses. This was a massive change for the better of the 
refugees, but the cost was so high that it could only be covered by the two largest 
multinational NGOs on the island. No volunteer could ever dream of having such an 
impact. We can say the same about the whole humanitarian aid network on the island. It 
was mostly set up by large international organisations and the volunteers could only 
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establish themselves in the gaps that these organisations left behind. The whole channel 
between Turkey and the island and the entire northern coast needed to be watched and 
patrolled. The refugees could appear almost anywhere at any time and in very variable 
states of distress. If the needs had been covered only by paid and professional aid-workers, 
the costs would be unimaginable even for the largest of organisations. 
 

The volunteers were needed as much as the professionals. One logistician working 
with Doctors Without Borders (MSF) described the situation perfectly when he compared 
it to a layer cake. He said that the humanitarian aid on the island works as a cake with 
different layers, the actors with the most resources and the most power are in the smaller 
top segments and the bottom layer, the largest one, is filled with volunteers who do the 
unskilled labour. I find this fitting, but I don't intend it as a negative comment or a value 
judgement. It is a description of the division of labour and the complementarity of these 
two approaches. The point of this polemic is to show that these two different ways of 
humanitarian action are not opposed, And most of the actors in my fieldwork knew this. 
Some of them were veterans of similar situations, and this would seem obvious to them. I 
still think it needs to be said, especially when a lot of energy and time was spent arguing 
why some of these groups were supposedly better than others. 

  
The difference between the paid aid-workers and the volunteers was not in their 

levels of dedication as some of the actors insisted, but in two different approaches to aid 
work. The paid aid-workers were employees who represented some very powerful 
organisations with elaborate hierarchies and structures of the organisation. NGOs are 
defined and set networks. Just the flow of money is very complicated, and for the most 
prominent NGOs the resources are enormous (though so are the costs of continually 
running buses or building camps, especially in Europe). NGOs have to account for all the 
money spent, and the actions they undertake have to be approved by the hierarchy 
structures. All this creates a lot of paperwork and slow negotiations. In short, I am trying to 
say that NGOs (especially the largest ones) are bureaucratic networks. They have explicit 
rules of conduct and set means of organisation. All this is, of course, necessary because the 
stakes that an NGO carries are much higher than those of an individual volunteer or a small 
independent group. One of the key elements is accountability. Where independent 
volunteers are not accountable to anyone else but themselves, NGOs have set patterns of 
responsibility and codes of conduct to ensure that no harm will be done to the 
beneficiaries.  

 
The fact that quality control and NGO accountability is a complex and unresolved 

issue within humanitarian organisations themselves should not be overlooked (Hilhorst, 
2002). Hilhorst mentions that accountability towards donors is easier to manage as it 
depends on precisely defined contracts and requires a degree of transparency. On the other 
hand, transparency towards beneficiaries is much more complicated, there are no clearly 
defined expectations and often no institutions of representation. “ The picture is further 
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complicated when taking into account other stakeholders and the nature of different 
obligations, including legal requirements of local governments” (ibid, p 204). If the 
accountability of NGOs was complicated, the accountability of independent volunteers was 
non-existent, or more precisely it depended on individuals. In many cases, individuals 
made sure to be transparent to their donors and reflected about their relationship to the 
refugees and the levels of accountability were similar to the professional organisations (see 
also Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1131). However, in many cases, accountability and 
reflection were not even issues the volunteers thought about. 

 
Where an NGO is slow due to its need to be accountable and its need to adhere to 

defined rules, independents were fast and continuously modifying their approaches and 
activities. This difference was very apparent in the field and it was also at the centre of the 
mutual critique that NGOs and independent groups undertook so happily. Speaking 
bluntly, the difference was that the NGOs had to follow all the rules and the independence 
made their own rules (for example by squatting in buildings without any official 
permission). Ignoring standards or making your own is clearly problematic. Who has the 
right to determine which rules to follow and which can be transgressed? Ideally, this would 
be a constant topic of negotiation within and between the independent groups, but my 
fieldwork points me to a more sceptical position. The immediacy of the needs, the 
overwhelming dedication and sometimes a self-destructive drive to help at all costs, all of 
these often (but not always) took precedent before a careful consideration of one's actions. 
The results were not only tensions with some of the NGOs, who were often concerned 
about the consequences of independent work, but most importantly tensions between 
independents and the local community. Many locals feared the freedom of the 
independents to ignore some of the rules (like obtaining necessary permits or not having all 
the required paperwork), and they saw it as arrogance and lack of respect. I will explore 
this topic more in-depth later on.  

 
In this chapter, I pointed out some of the differences between NGOs and the 

independent volunteers. I looked at the differences in hierarchy, legitimacy and 
accountability and noted that for the NGOs all these factors are explicitly set, 
pre-negotiated, and less fluid (of course, this does not mean that they wouldn’t be 
subjected to change). The independents on the other hand, can be defined by their 
flexibility and the ability to improvise. I argue that the most significant downside of this 
approach is its lack of accountability and I conclude by stressing that both approaches are 
complementary. 
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The different ethics of paid aid-workers and independents 
 

In this chapter, I dig a bit deeper into the difference between paid 
aid-workers and independent volunteers. I look at their differing relationships with the 
refugees. The paid aid-workers are part of bureaucratic organisations, and this separates 
them from the refugees. They are the professionals, and the refugees are the beneficiaries 
of their work. The independents, on the other hand, don’t have any formal relationships 
with the refugees, they approach them and create the relationships anew. A big part of this 
approach is the attempt to bridge the gap between a volunteer and a refugee. I see this as an 
essential feature of their work, but one that they ultimately cannot accomplish. 

 
The difference between the independent volunteers and the paid aid-workers, was 

had a material manifestation in the uniforms of the paid aid-workers. Once the individual 
wears a piece of clothing with a logo of the NGO they belong to, their agency is curtailed, 
and they no longer represent themselves but the organisation as a whole. The individual 
has a role in the representation of the organisation and a stake in upholding its reputation. 
This doesn’t apply just to a specific locality (like the island), but to the organisation as a 
whole. As a result paid aid-workers have to be careful about their actions continuously. If 
they make a mistake and transgress the codes of conduct (like losing their temper during 
crowd control or favouring specific individuals with aid), it is not just them who made this 
mistake, but in a way the whole organisation is responsible. They can be photographed or 
taped, and then this transgression can be made public and potentially impact the 
organisation's reputation, its legitimacy, and ultimately its funding.  

 
Field notes: 29.3.2016 - Dita's frustration 
 
As Dita, who was an anarchist at heart and an NGO worker at the same time 

complained, she was not allowed to assist as she’d wished because she was wearing a 
jacket with a logo on it. Because of the symbolic importance of her jacket, she needed to be 
more distant from the people she was working with than she’d like to. As a part of an 
organisation that was struggling with its reputation for inefficiency, she was under 
pressure to be extremely careful about her actions and she was frustrated because in her 
opinion it did not allow her to be effective and close to the people she was assigned to 
help. 

 
By donning the work clothes with logos all over them, Dita curtailed her agency, 

and the fact that she approached the beneficiaries as a part of an organisation created a 
distance between her and them (we can detect the gap just in the impersonal term aid 
beneficiaries). It is this distance that is at the heart of Agier’s "humanitarian government". 
Simply put, it signifies difference, and the difference between aid-workers and aid 
beneficiaries is charged with hierarchy. The result is symbolic violence, a kidnapping of 
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the refugee's agency and their resulting inability to define themselves because it is the 
"humanitarian government" that determines who they have to be to recieve aid. They are 
the refugees, they’re the aid beneficiaries, and in this setting, they need to be helped, 
because they can’t help themselves. The paradox is that it is the other side of the 
"humanitarian government", namely the hand that strikes that is represented by the 
authorities (e.g. the police, the government agencies etc.) that prevents them from helping 
themselves. The hand that strikes curtails their agency by labelling them 'illegal' or 
'undesirable', which prevents them from crossing borders safely, from hiring taxis and hotel 
rooms, and it forces them into conditions in which they require assistance from the hand 
that cares. It is not because they're helpless per se, but because they were made helpless 
(Agier, 2011, Anderson 2014, De Genova 2017).  

 
They are pushed into the category of the refugee and defined by anonymous 

bureaucratic networks represented by a series of constantly changing individuals from very 
specific (Western) backgrounds (meaning paid aid-workers). Zygmunt Bauman describes 
this principle as "bureaucratic ethics" and defines it as a social production of moral 
indifference. In his analysis, it enables an erosion of moral inhibitions (Bauman, 1989, p 
15-22). In my study, I do not use the bureaucratic ethics as something that produces moral 
indifference (on the contrary), but something that creates a distance. Meaning that the paid 
aid-workers were not indifferent to what was happening to the refugees, they just kept their 
distance from it. Hence I would say that in this case, it is defined by a social production of 
a distance between two actors. Of course, here I mean the distance between the refugees 
and the aid-workers, which is the result of the bureaucratised ways of working of the 
"humanitarian government".  

 
The gap created by the bureaucratic ethics is crucial for two reasons. Firstly it 

enables the lapses of the European border regime (see De Genova, 2017) through the 
dehumanisation of the people subjected to it, and secondly, it allows the mental 
sustainability of the work of humanitarians by distancing them from the precarious 
conditions of the aid beneficiaries (of course not entirely). It does not necessarily lead to an 
erosion of morality, most of the aid-workers were present because of their moral principles 
(what Bauman means is that the distance makes the erosion possible). This distance is 
sustained by an absence of direct face-to-face interactions that would be based on equality 
of all the involved individuals.  

 
The independent volunteers reflected on the distance the paid aid-workers had to 

maintain, and for many of them, it was the reason for staying outside of the formal 
structures. Many of them despised the distance and saw it as arrogance and exaltation. 
However, the problem of distance applies to the independents themselves as well. The 
difference is that for the paid aid-workers it was unavoidable, it was a characteristic of 
their work, and it was the way in which the "humanitarian arena" (defined by the workings 
of "humanitarian government") worked. On the other hand, it is important not to forget that 
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the bureaucratised way of functioning ensures (or strives to ensure) transparency and 
accountability. On one side of the coin there is distance and hierarchy, and on the other, 
there are means of self-control.  

 
The ethics of independent work were very different. As I mentioned above, there 

were no set structures or hierarchies (they might have or might not have emerged later). 
The crucial point is that the independent volunteers had no official organisation between 
them and the person they was trying to assist. They met face-to-face as two individuals, 
who represented only themselves, and in some cases (like for the solidarians) there was a 
desire to frame this face-to-face contact as a meeting of equals. However, I think it would 
be foolish to imagine them meeting entirely as equals. That might have been the ideal and 
the goal towards which some of the independents strove, but the difference in roles was 
there, and it was defined by the fact that the aid-worker or the volunteer was there out of 
his or her free will. It was our choice to go and to assist. The return home was always 
possible for us. The refugees very often had no other opportunity, and the return home was 
by definition not the preferred option. It is impossible to meet as entirely equal if one party 
requires the help of the other and is bound by rules of the more powerful group. 

 
Despite this unbridgeable gap, the fact that some of the volunteers were actively 

trying to deconstruct the boundaries (instead of highlighting them) is extremely important. 
The independent volunteers wanted to get close, they tried to bridge the gap between 
themselves and the refugees as much as possible, and they wanted to get personal. The paid 
aid-workers had set boundaries that they shouldn’t cross if they were going to keep their 
jobs. These boundaries kept them at a distance, but they also kept them safe. The 
independents had to find and define their limits, and sometimes, they failed and went too 
far (as I eventually did in Athens). Some of us ended up in a vortex of continuously facing 
misery, and there was nothing except our own decisions to protect us. Sometimes we didn't 
even realise that we had reached and crossed our limits until it was too late and we had 
already hurt ourselves. As I wrote in the first part, there was also no way to ensure that we 
wouldn't end up not hurting just ourselves, but also the people we came to assist. That is 
why the feedback loop of the solidarians in the form of an assembly is so important. 
Without feedback, there is no accountability.  

 
The situations one can face during humanitarian crises are exceptionally ethically 

complex. During March 2016 a large group of refugees got fed up of being held on the 
border of Greece and Macedonia and decided to walk around the border fence. To cross the 
border they needed to ford a river with a considerably strong current. Any paid aid-worker 
who’d help in this 'illegal border crossing' would cause problems for their organisation 
(they would participate in an illegal activity and would probably get immediately fired). It 
was the independents who faced the difficult decision to help them cross or to ignore them 
and risk that someone might drown. They were there just as individuals, and they stood 
before a crucial decision. Should they assist with what was technically people smuggling 
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and make sure that the refugees (among them many children and disabled people) would 
be safe, or should they stay away and follow the official rules?  

 
Field notes: 24.3.2016 - Sonja's blisters 
 
Sonja a young Swiss volunteer who was present during this situation described it to 

me as an impossible choice. In the end, they tried to persuade the refugees to stop, but 
when they saw that they wouldn’t turn back no matter what the volunteers did, they 
decided to help them ford the river. All the refugees and some of the volunteers who 
accompanied them were detained by the Macedonian police shortly after entering the 
country and deported back to Greece, some of them got beaten up. After fording the river 
Sonja noticed a baby with no shoes and no socks, she told me that she couldn’t just let the 
baby go on like that, so she gave it her socks. She walked back without socks in her shoes 
and got blisters so big that she couldn’t walk for a week.  

 
This is precisely what I meant by the independents trying to cross the gap and 

getting personal. She helped the baby and ended up hurting herself, and it was her own 
independent choice. She was admired for her dedication by some and judged for her 
recklessness by others. During this event, the independents followed the agency of the 
refugees and not the other way around as usually the case (aid-worker telling a refugee 
what to do). The fact that the refugees followed their own agency seems significant, even 
though it did not change their situation, because in the end the police quickly restored the 
status quo. It is also important to note that this situation was made possible only because of 
the way the European border regime works, meaning shutting the borders and 'illegalising' 
asylum seekers (see De Genova, 2017). We can see the limits the European border regime 
imposed on the actors in the “humanitarian arena” with the example of the police reaction 
to the refugees' attempt to cross the river. The refugees tried to take their agency in their 
own hands and challenge the “humanitarian government” and they were immediately put 
firmly back in place - back into the category of a victim. I will explore the the border 
regime as an underlying setting of the “humanitarian arena” in greater detail after I 
introduce all the actors in it. 

 
To sum up, the paid aid-workers are part of bureaucratic organisations, and this 

separates them from the refugees. They are the professionals, and the refugees are the 
beneficiaries of their work. The independents, on the other hand, don’t have any formal 
relationships with the refugees, they approach them and create the relationships anew. A 
significant part of this approach is the attempt to bridge the gap between a volunteer and a 
refugee. I see this as a fundamental feature of their work, but one that ultimately cannot be 
accomplished. The interesting point is that the distance of the paid aid-workers from the 
refugees also means a boundary designed to protect the paid aid-worker. The limits of their 
work are set for them, whereas the independents have to negotiate their boundaries 
individually (as seen in Sonja’s and Dita’s examples). 

75 



 

Negotiations within the “humanitarian arena" 

 
Now I will provide ethnographic examples of the negotiations in the “humanitarian 

arena”. I will focus on how the actors negotiated their legitimacy and efficiency, and I will 
also point out some of the implications of this negotiation for the actors within the 
"humanitarian arena". The actors I describe in the negotiation are the paid-aid workers and 
the independents, the locals are sidelined because, at the time, their voice in the 
“humanitarian arena” was missing. I discuss this in the section about the local point of 
view. 

A coordination meeting or a shouting match? 
 
Every week, there was a coordination meeting opened to all the groups that 

provided aid on the island. I made a habit of going there every time as it was a perfect 
opportunity to observe the negotiation within the "humanitarian arena" in real time. The 
actors came from different political backgrounds and at times used very different strategies 
to argue their positions (from impersonal professional jargon, through the ethos of saving 
lives, to the anarchist principles of solidarity). These negotiations and the discourses they 
were stemming from sometimes got very explicit, but nowhere near as much as during the 
first meeting I went to. The reason for this was that this was the first and, to an extent, the 
last meeting where the whole range of actors on the island were represented. The 
coordinator was there (as always), the representatives of all the most significant NGOs and 
independent groups were there (as always). However, the more unusual participants were 
the vice mayor of the island, a representative of the European Commission, few interested 
locals, a very active and passionate expat and a whole group of the Greek solidarians. By 
the end of the meeting, the air was filled with contradictory opinions. What follows is a 
description of this meeting that illustrates the negotiations within the "humanitarian arena" 
and the underlying politics behind it. 

 
Fieldnotes: 1.12.2015 - The meeting  
 
I was so nervous about attending my first meeting that I arrived way too early. I 

was the first one there, but after a while Abigail, a friend from another independent group 
came and led me into the beautiful town hall and up the stairs into the conference room on 
the first floor. A long and broad wooden table dominated the room with high chairs around 
it. There were also chairs in rows at the sides of the room. It all looked very important and 
official. I was very conscious of the fact that I spent the whole previous day collecting life 
jackets and garbage on the beaches. After a couple of minutes, people started arriving. The 
coordinator began the meeting. After a short round of speeches, the coordinator started 
posing direct questions about the situation and the participants summed up the progress. 
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Everything went smooth until Abigail stood up and said. “There was a shipwreck in the 
early morning yesterday. It was around 6 in the morning, and there were only a few of us 
on the beach (She meant that the Ninja team was there when no one answered the doorbell 
at the 24/7 doctor’s post in a nearby restaurant). We saw a boat approach, and then 
instead of heading towards us on the beach, it turned to the rocks (the people put behind 
the wheel by the smugglers often had no experience in steering boats). People started 
jumping off-board into the waves in panic. We saw a speedboat (from a big NGO) nearby, 
but it didn’t do anything, they were just watching”?! I later found out that the water was 
too shallow and the waves too dangerous for them to do anything. She continued: “We 
didn’t know what to do, so we just jumped into the water and started pulling people out!” 
At this point in the story her voice broke, she was visibly emotional and shaken. Who could 
be surprised, we all understood how she felt. Fortunately, no one was injured, she thought 
it a miracle, and by her recount, it sounded like one. She insisted that things like this 
shouldn’t happen, there were plenty of aid-workers on the island. She asked the whole 
room a straightforward question “Why is there a lack of coordination?” 

  
After her speech, the expat who lived directly at this specific beach burst out 

emotionally. “Why aren’t there tents yet? We asked for them months ago!” He continued 
with a storm of criticism and demands. He had tried building some tents, but someone had 
set them on fire. The coordinator had to calm him down. The coordinator insisted that they 
asked for the necessary paperwork a long time ago. The vice mayor was silent, and people 
started openly arguing their opinions on what was needed. The atmosphere was tense. A 
specific meeting just for this beach was set up for the next day, and then the EU 
Commission’s representative spoke out about how he was there to help with bureaucracy. 
In response to that the solidarians’ spokesman stood up, faced the EU representative and 
confronted him directly, saying:  

 
“With all due respect, you're useless here, and you won't help. We don't need you, 

and we never did. We have been here since the start, and we just do things. We act first 
and ask later.” And then he said something that at once resonated and divided the room. 
"Ask for forgiveness, not for permission”. Some people laughed at this, and some nodded 
and agreed. "We don't need to ask permission. We just don't ask, we act. I am extending an 
open invitation to act to everyone. You don't need to ask the authorities. This was the first 
meeting we came to, and it will be the last”. 

 
 An all out fight broke out between the people who supported this approach 

exemplified by acting first and the people who wanted to (and had to) stick to the rules. It 
was an explicit manifestation of the different ethics of action I described earlier. It was the 
"humanitarian government" facing off with the solidarity movements together with all the 
positions in between.  
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The room broke up into small group discussions. The coordinator was sitting there, 
looking tired and resigned and then Abigail stood up again and put a cherry on top by 
saying in a high voice: “I would like to announce that the yoga studio on the beach is now 
open. Christina does free yoga classes for volunteers, so make sure to come and see you 
there!” The message was in sharp contrast to what was discussed. I felt like I was in an 
absurd drama. The coordinator just looked at her in disbelieve and said: "Yoga?” And the 
meeting was over. 

 
All the aid-workers were present on the island for the same purpose - to help the 

refugees, and the one thing that unified all of them was a rhetoric of saving lives. This 
rhetoric exemplified that the goals were the same. It was during meetings like this that the 
different views on how exactly lives should be saved were made explicit. It was the first 
and the last meeting I attended with such a wide variety of actors. The solidarians stuck to 
their word and didn’t come back. The next meetings were calmer because it was mostly the 
professional aid-workers, who shared the same language and the same approach to 
humanitarian aid. The discourse of the "humanitarian government", the discourse of the 
professional aid-workers, was the most powerful one and the opposing strategies were in 
its shadow.  

 
The fact remains though that anywhere where there were cracks in the official 

system, the independent, the unofficial and the improvised strategies came in. For example, 
when there was a shipwreck in the early morning, and there was no one around, it was a 
bunch of tired young people who ended up pulling refugees out of the sea. This strategy of 
filling the gaps was not lost on the professional aid-workers and even though both sides 
had some severe reservations towards each other, they also knew that they couldn’t 
efficiently work without one another. It was a few weeks after the meeting when one 
independent group simply build a small military tent on the beach without asking anyone 
and this time no one burned it down. In the end, the principle of “Ask for forgiveness, not 
for permission” worked side by side with the official and bureaucratised way. The 
disregard for rules and the means of working around them were, of course, problematic and 
had severe implications for how the local population saw the aid-workers. I will discuss 
this at length in the next chapter.  

Politics strikes back - the denial of legitimacy 
 
Now I will discuss how the aid-work got more efficient thanks to the slow process 

of conflict and negotiation. A few days later after the coordination meeting, a special 
meeting for 'our' problematic beach took place. I couldn’t participate, it was head 
coordinators only, and so it was Rebecca who went. She came back furious and described 
it as a disaster. There was a lot of fighting because people started accusing each other of 
incompetence and Rebecca complained that it is just a war over influence. She called it a 
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“turf war”. The participants were accusing each other of incompetence and blaming each 
other’s groups for the failures on the beach. In the end, the coordinator who chaired the 
meeting banged his papers on the desk and left.  

 
The participants fought for the right to act on this specific piece of the 

"humanitarian arena". They tried to strip each other of the legitimacy of action by pointing 
out the failures of other organisations. Interestingly it was only through this painful 
negotiation that a formal structure and division of labour on the beach emerged. The 
meeting sounded like a disaster, but it was just the beginning of a real improvement. 
Numbers were exchanged, responsibilities divided, and the military tent emerged on the 
beach. These negotiations intensified in periods when the refugee arrivals dropped. I 
mentioned this to a coordinator of a Swiss NGO, and she told me that she saw a huge 
difference from just a month ago when the beaches were overwhelmed. She said that:  

 
Field notes: 7.12.2015 - A quote from hitchhiking 
 
“When you're busy with a lot of refugees, the boundaries (between aid-workers) go 

down quickly, but when you sit idle, the politics comes back”.  
 
 I found that fitting, on the other hand, it was through this politic, through 

the negotiation within the arena, that a more robust and more efficient network of aid was 
built. In my opinion, the most problematic aspect of this negotiation was the willingness to 
delegitimise the work of others. There were countless occasions when I witnessed (and 
sometimes also participated in) bad-mouthing of the NGOs with the other independents. 
This is what I meant by saying that the independents had to assert the legitimacy of their 
action continually. When there were no NGO employees to confront, self-confirmation 
also worked. One warm afternoon I was sitting on a beach with a random group of other 
independents. There were no refugees, and we were bored.  

 
Fieldnotes: 13.12.2015 - The beach talk 
 
We watched a rescue vessel full of aid-workers in dry suits anchor nearby. Then a 

group of journalists came to the shore and to our surprise the aid-workers jumped into the 
water and then carried the journalists on board so that they wouldn’t get wet. This 
generated waves of laughter but also a lot of scorn and judgement. Sentences like “They're 
just playing around and showing off to get more funding” or “They don’t know what it’s 
really like when you’re all in and on your own!” were flying around.  

 
Upon reflection, I realised how foolish these remarks were. It was ridiculous to 

doubt the dedication of the men and women who were cruising the channel and who were 
often pulling drowning people out of the water, and it was ignorant not take into account 
the need for representation and funding. On the other hand, I also witnessed the arrogance 
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of some of the paid aid-workers, who drove around in shiny land cruisers and watched the 
independents clean garbage from the beaches. One Greek aid-worker took it so far that he 
didn’t complain just about the crude and dirty ways of the independents, but also about the 
lack of respect from the locals. He complained that he got scolded by a man in front of 
whose gate he parked his jeep while buying his morning coffee and continued to say: 
“They have no respect! They should be grateful that we’re spending our money here!” 

 
In my opinion, it was this bad-mouthing and delegitimising of the actions of others, 

and not the differing politics, that were the most problematic aspects of the negotiation. If 
you don’t agree on how to act most efficiently, you can still talk about it, as the example of 
the beach meeting shows. However, if you don’t see the other side as a legitimate partner 
and actor (ultimately meaning that they shouldn’t even be there), there is no space for 
negotiation or collaboration. We can connect this idea of a struggle over legitimacy to 
Honneth's notion of a social struggle based on groups craving recognition. In his view each 
social group sees itself as moral and deserving recognition and legitimacy. Withholding 
respect means marginalization and denial of legitimacy (Honneth, 1994, p. 263). This 
notion is directly applicable to my field. All the groups see themselves as moral and 
deserving recognition and at times they try to deny the recognition to other groups.  

 
Now I will move on to describe a direct conflict that erupted between the 

solidarians and one of the prominent NGOs. I will recount it as Jim, a lifeguard from the 
USA, described it to me and use it as an example of an explicit manifestation of one group 
withholding legitimacy to the other. 

 
Field notes: 29.11.2015 - Jim the lifeguard 
 
He told me a story about a conflict he had with a rescue crew of one of the largest 

and most well known NGOs. He considered himself a seasoned lifeguard and one day in 
the middle of the channel he saw a rescue boat that belonged to the NGO towing a dinghy 
filled with refugees. He got agitated because in his description they connected the towing 
rope to the dinghy in a way that threatened to tear the dinghy open. If that happened, the 
whole boat full of people would sink in seconds. He pulled over next to them and told them 
that what they were doing was dangerous. His warning was not received as he imagined. 
They told him to mind his own business. The NGO crew asked him: “Who the hell you 
think you are?” They went so far as to call the Greek coast guard on him. The same coast 
guard he had been working with for months now, long before this NGO became active on 
the island. He and his solidarian friends saw this as a clear example of the arrogance and 
exaltation of some of the NGO workers.  

 
In the eyes of the 'professional' aid-workers, he was just an unprofessional 

independent that had no right to stick his nose in their activities, even though his advice 
was well meant. The fact that he didn’t wear any logo on his west that would mark him as 
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representative of an organisation indicated that he was not to be respected. He was denied 
respect and marginalised, and thus he was denied legitimacy in Honnet's sense (Honneth, 
1994, p. 263). His vast individual experience, his commitment, and the fact that he was 
deeply embedded within the local environment (the solidarians being Greek meant that 
they were in constant contact with the local community as well) meant nothing because he 
did not have an official label. He despised this kind of approach. 

 
Direct challenges such as this one were not common, but less explicit 

misunderstandings were happening all the time. They were part of the power struggle and 
the negotiation of legitimacy within the "humanitarian arena" (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010). 
The professional aid-workers derived their legitimacy from the power of the organisation 
they worked for, a power symbolised by the logos on their jackets. No matter how much 
time the individuals themselves spent on the island, some of the paid aid-workers thought 
themselves superior and 'better' (meaning more professional) than the independent groups, 
especially those that they called 'anarchists'. This seems like a contradiction of what I 
wrote earlier about the solidarians being considered efficient, but this contradiction reflects 
the complexity of the daily interactions within the "humanitarian arena".  

 
The coordinator of the NGO regarded the solidarians as professional and reliable 

partners, but at the given time someone else from the NGO denied their legitimacy of 
action and called the coast guard on them. There's a difference in the legitimacy of the 
NGOs and the independents. Both groups had to constantly build and defend their 
legitimacy through their actions and their representation of these actions. However, the 
'officiallity' of the NGOs meant that their legitimacy was more stable because their 
network stretched far both in space and in time and because it was symbolised by a stable 
and widely recognised logo stitched on every available space. It was a part of the 
organisation per se, it was (only partly) already embedded in the existence of the 
organisation. This is why the NGOs also spends so much time and resources protecting 
their reputation. It is in their reputation that the long-lasting legitimacy lies.  

 
On the other side, the legitimacy of the independents is negotiated and renegotiated 

on the spot. It is unstable and constantly questioned. It needs to be established over and 
over again with a much greater sense of urgency than for the NGOs. In short, it was much 
more unstable because they had to build a reputation first. In Jim’s story it was 
paradoxically the reputation, and to a much smaller degree, the legitimacy of the NGO, that 
was hurt more as this widely shared story portrayed its employees as arrogant and less 
professional than the solidarians. Although it would be easy to focus only on conflicts like 
these, because everyone had stories of unprofessional aid-workers or irresponsible 
volunteers, I want to emphasise the widespread collaboration and understanding between 
the independents and the NGOs. Unfortunately, it is the conflicts that highlight the 
differences between the groups, but this doesn’t mean that everyone was in constant battle, 
the opposite was true. The collaborations were usually informal and based on personal 
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relationships between individuals. For example, my friend Jamal whom I met during one of 
the calmer shifts on the beaches was very proud of his network of contacts within the NGO 
community.  

 
Field notes: 29.11.2015 - First time I met Jamal 
 
He was proud to be independent, and he was the head of a small team of engineers 

that went around the camps designing and building various structures. He started on the 
island as part of one of the new local organisations, but he was very unsatisfied with the 
management, so he left and put together his own small team. As an example of a successful 
collaboration of independents and NGOs, he used a story from a couple of weeks before 
we met. While working on the same beach where we were standing, he noticed that the dry 
toilets there were not emptied, they were overflowing and in his words “super disgusting”. 
There were thousands of people passing through the beach and sometimes they had to 
spend hours waiting for the busses. He was horrified by this apparent health hazard. 
Approximately four large NGOs were sharing the aid responsibilities on the beach, but 
even though they had the resources, no one took care of this problem. His solution was to 
go to one of his contacts in an NGO that did not work on this beach and together they 
managed to set up a regular cleaning of the toilets. In his opinion negotiating with the 
NGOs already present on the beach would take much longer as the division of 
responsibilities was not clear and they didn’t know him.  

 
In this example one independent individual managed to use his ingenuity to 

improve the situation for all the people that found themselves on that beach each day. It is 
precisely in this way that the independents 'filled the gaps' left by the NGOs. At the end of 
winter of 2015 the refugee arrivals to Greek islands were dropping  because of the 'the 32

first EU-Turkey deal', the volunteers got bored and started leaving for places where there 
was more work. The busiest place at the start of spring 2016 was Idomeni. It was there that 
I saw a great way that made the collaboration of independents and NGOs official. It was a 
kind of middle ground. A multinational NGO with a considerable amount of resources and 
only a limited space to use them decided to create a position of a coordinator for 
collaboration between the independents and themselves. The coordinator was a young, 
energetic woman who spent her days talking to independents and evaluating their ideas and 
projects (for which they lacked resources) and then tried to apply the resources of the NGO 
to the most promising ones. The economic capital of the NGO got paired with the almost 
inexhaustible workforce and creativity of the independents. It was the unofficial 
collaboration based on personal relationships, that was already taking place (as seen in 
Jamal's example), made official and formal.  

 

32 See the the monthly arrivals at:  https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean 
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 In this chapter, I provided examples of how legitimacy was negotiated within the 
"humanitarian arena", and I pointed out some of the possible consequences of the different 
types of negotiation, e.g. slowly building an agreement vs denying the legitimacy of other 
groups which can mean no negotiation at all. I also showed that together with the formal 
relationship building, there was a parallel network of informal relationships. I emphasised 
that even though disputes like the ones I describe above were common, the NGOs and the 
independents collaborated widely. The following diagram illustrates some of the aspects of 
the negotiation. 
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The Locals 

 
Halfway through my fieldwork, I realised that something, or rather 

someone, was missing from my field notes. I was getting swamped by the differences and 
similarities between the paid aid-workers and the independents and the endless bickering 
between the groups was tiring. It was only then that I realised that I'd overlooked the whole 
stage on which it was happening. While criticising the self-importance and arrogance of 
some of the actors I realised I was guilty of the same. The humanitarian crisis was not 
happening in a vacuum. We were on an island with history, economy, and most 
importantly with its people. Below I present a short passage from one of my interviews 
with the locals that serves to illustrate some of the issues they were facing due to the crisis, 
and that I will discuss in the following chapters. 
 

Transcript - 9.12.2015 - Helena and Elias 
  
Helena: Yes because the volunteers coming, they think they're the gods. I have to 

say this. 
 
Elias: And they think we don't want the refugees. 
 
Helena: Yes and they think they're the only help. But they don't know what we were 

doing for a long time. Before yes honestly I was crying every day about what is happening 
(at sea) and what is going to happen. Even our little son, one of the nights that we wanted 
to come and help I told him: "Let's go to the harbour", and he said to me: “Mamma I don't 
want to see kids drowning”. And I said I'm sorry, I'm not taking you down. It was my 
mistake you know. 

 
Stories like these made me realise how much the locals had done to help the 

refugees when there were barely any volunteers present and how it must have felt to be 
sidelined or labelled as ‘refugee haters’ by some of the humanitarians. In the next chapters, 
I will discuss the point of view of the locals both on the refugees and on the volunteers. I 
will show that many felt overwhelmed by the humanitarian apparatus and marginalised by 
it. To do this, I use Mariella Pandolfi’s theory of the humanitarian apparatus as “migrant 
sovereignty” (Pandolfi, 2003). 
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Our reality has changed 
 

 In this chapter, I start with a general description of some of the challenges 
the locals were facing during the peak of refugee arrivals to their island. I provide 
examples of the profound impacts on the local community and how it changed the lives of 
some of the inhabitants. 

  
In the midst of the chaotic and tense humanitarian response, it was the local people 

who remained mostly forgotten. In a country on the verge of bankruptcy and riddled with 
precarity after the financial crisis, the local people were sidelined on their island. They 
were pushed out of the stage, not just by the suffering of the refugees, but also by the 
aid-workers, who were first and foremost interested in the refugees. There was no space for 
the local people and the complexities of their lives in the representation of the 
humanitarian emergency. To legitimise the presence of aid-workers and to secure 
continuous funding, the network of humanitarian organisations had to construct a 
representation of suffering victims in need of immediate assistance (it’s crucial to say that 
this representation did save a lot of people). This is one of the crucial aspects of De 
Genova's “border spectacle” which I discussed earlier (De Genova, 2013, p 1181). The 
refugees were the objects of spectacle. However, it was not just the refugees whose lives 
were undergoing a radical and permanent transformation. The lives of some of the locals 
were shaken to the roots as well, and with few exceptions, there was no space for them in 
the representation of their island. The “border spectacle” produced only victims and the 
heroes who saved them. The island was seen as a place of the suffering of refugees and 
heroism of humanitarians who were helping them. There was no space for the locals and 
their lives in this narrative. 

The view of one of the villages  
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The villages where I did my fieldwork were economically dependent on tourism. 

There were restaurants and hotels everywhere, and based on the scenery one couldn’t be 
surprised. The nature on the island is stunning, a medieval castle on top of a hill dominates 
one of the villages, the view from there reveals a green mountain range on one side and the 
waves of the Aegean sea on the other. The walk downhill from the castle leads through 
winding narrow streets filled with tavernas and wine bars. It was heaven for tourists and 
every summer it was full of them. Refugees have been arriving on the island for a long 
time, but only in small numbers that didn’t cause a stir. In April 2015 the numbers started 
rising, and by August there were thousands of refugees landing on the same beaches where 
the tourists were sunbathing. Upon seeing the desperate people often in need of immediate 
assistance, some of the tourists started helping, and some fled immediately. It was the same 
for the locals. Only they had nowhere to escape. Their yards became a stage of a 
humanitarian crisis. By September the little town with the castle was overrun by refugees 
who were receiving minimal assistance. The NGOs and the volunteers started coming in 
larger numbers only in September. The refugees were in dire situations, and as I mentioned 
before, the locals who wanted to help them risked being charged with human trafficking, 
but many did it anyway. Anna, who is originally Dutch but married a Greek and moved to 
the island some twenty years ago described the local precarity and the arrivals of the large 
numbers of refugees like this: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Anna - 15.12.2015 
 
“They (the locals) are threatened in their own existence. (…) Greeks don't really 

have anything, and they are still helping. Doctors, schools, pensions, they have nothing. 
No school books because there was no money to print them. We were supposed to have 12 
teachers, and there were only 3. All these things people don't see, but just look at the roads 
and the lights, half of them are not working. There is just no money for that. And then you 
have this (refugee) crisis hitting. (…) During the summer, all the kids and women, they had 
to walk 70 km, and people were not allowed to take them. Because you'd be human 
trafficking if you do that, they were not registered yet. You are not allowed to give them 
food, nor a shelter. You can't take them in. They all had money, the first wave was rich 
Syrians, and they all had money, and they asked if they can hire hotel rooms and have a 
shower and go on the next day, but it was not allowed”. 

 
This quote serves to illustrate the pressure the locals were under. The reality of their 

lives had changed dramatically. Many of them found themselves in danger of losing their 
livelihood and under extreme emotional pressure from constantly seeing images of 
desperation, suffering, and sometimes even death. Some of them began helping as much as 
they could. Some of them also reacted with fear and hate, as would happen anywhere else. 
It is understandable that these reactions occured when people’s livelihoods were in danger, 
and there was no hope of help from the government. What I found very problematic was 
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that when the aid-workers came and took over, most (but not all) of the care for refugees, 
the local people and their sacrifices seemed to disappear in the waves of images of 
suffering refugees and valiant helpers from all over Europe. The representation of the 
island in the media was a key feature of the “border spectacle”(De Genova, 2013, p 1181) 
at the time. It consisted of pictures of suffering and heroism, but the island was very rarely 
pictured as a place where ordinary people live.  

 
What is even more problematic was that the local population was missing also from 

the representation created within the "humanitarian arena". Local people were rarely 
present at the coordination meetings and the issues the community was facing were almost 
never talked about. Simply put, the locals were struggling to be part of the "humanitarian 
arena". The only part of the local community that constituted an issue for the 
humanitarians (and especially for the independents) were the people who actively fought 
against the refugees. The fact that this was the only group of the local people that the 
humanitarians talked about often gave the impression that all the locals hated the refugees, 
which only widened the gap. When I realised my mistake in ignoring the locals, I started 
talking to some of the key members of the local pro-refugee community. I found out that 
this impression couldn’t be further away from the truth.  

 
I will describe the radical transformations of some of the local’s lives through the 

example of Philippos. He was a carpenter who owned his own workshop, and before the 
refugee crisis he employed eight people. When I met him, all of his employees had already 
left. They didn’t agree with his plan to build a refugee reception centre at the edge of their 
village. The refugee crisis drove a wedge into the local community. People who knew each 
other their whole lives found themselves on opposing sides, and Philippos was a very vocal 
proponent of refugee support. This opinion had cost him a lot of friends. He was 
middle-aged, slowly going bald, and with a round, wrinkled face marked by years of 
smoking that was complemented by round glasses. After his employees left, his family was 
on the verge of bankruptcy, yet he still dedicated all of his time to helping the refugees. He 
was in a tough situation, with a failing business and under a lot of pressure from the 
community, but there was a constant wicked smile playing on his lips and an endless 
supply of dirty jokes. His voice was deep and coarse, and you could always smell ouzo 
(local anise flavoured liquor) on his breath, no matter the time of day. By the time we met 
for the first time he was almost always drunk, and it was only getting worse. It was only by 
getting to know him that I realised how dark his world had become.  

 
Field notes: 7.12.2015 - Philippos' motivation 
 
During one of our chats, I asked him what lead him to sacrifice so much, and he 

told me how people started finding bodies washing up on the beaches and how he and his 
brother took their boat and went looking for people every day. With tears glistening in his 
eyes, he described how they slowly towed a body of a young woman to the harbour by her 
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ankles; “She was younger than you are!” He told me; and after, he described how he was 
cradling a corpse of a two-month-old baby. He kept on repeating: “These things shouldn’t 
happen, these things just shouldn’t happen”.  

 
He told me how he couldn’t stand by and wait, it changed him (scarred him) 

forever, and he became obsessed with trying to find a solution. The problem was that I 
could see it was slowly destroying him from the inside. During one of my night shifts on 
the beach, he came to pick me up in his old beaten up yellow pickup truck. The truck 
looked so bad that we suspected it was running purely on Philippos’ willpower. We were 
supposed to bring more wood for the watch fire.  

 
Field notes: 15.12.2015 - Philippos and his drunk driving 
 
I had the shift with two new volunteers, two young girls from the Czech Republic 

and when Philippos appeared out of nowhere with tires screeching and shouting 
obscenities, they were visibly scared. I would be too if I didn’t know him, he was drunk. 
Through all my experiences of crowd control and beach distributions, this ride to pick up 
more wood was one of the scariest moments of my fieldwork. It was the middle of the night 
and raining, he was driving fast, and the wipers barely worked.  

 
I was terrified for our safety, and I worried for him. I didn’t know how much 

further he could go on like this, but no matter what happened or what time of day, one 
could always call Philippos and tell him what was needed and he was always there doing 
his best to help, holding on despite his life being in tatters. When I was leaving the field, he 
just lost his business license. Although Philippos’ example is a bit extreme in the impact on 
his life that crumbled underneath him, I think it is fitting in showing the pressure the local 
community was facing. I will illustrate this pressure on two events that became turning 
points for the local community 

 
There were two turning points that my local informants kept on coming back to 

during our interviews. One of them was the beginning of the school year for the local 
children. During that time the refugees didn’t have anywhere to go before they embarked 
on the hike across the island where they would then register and board on a ferry to 
Athens. Lacking a better spot, they started gathering in the centre of one of the towns on a 
playground right next to the local school. There were thousands of them stranded there, 
and without any facilities, the situation was desperate. The local children were about to 
start school, but its surroundings turned into an improvised refugee camp. The local 
community had to face the dire situation. They were forced to evict the refugees so that the 
kids could go to school. This provoked an angry reaction from the few volunteers who 
were helping the refugees. They claimed that the locals kicked them out of town, but 
during our interview, a member of the school committee insisted that they only wanted to 
make a safe space for their children and find a more suitable spot for the refugees.  
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The second turning point was the 11th of October  when an especially large boat 33

filled with around 200-300 refugees sunk in the middle of the channel. The scenes that 
both the aid-workers present at the time and the locals described were horrific, there were 
many casualties including young children. Many local people brought clothes and food to 
the beach, and they witnessed the disaster, including unsuccessful resuscitations of 
children. The 11th of October was a dark day on the island, voices were breaking, and eyes 
were tearing up during the descriptions of the events. The echoes of that day could also be 
heard during the coordination meetings where sentences like “Let’s not have another 11th 
of October” were not uncommon. By the accounts of the locals, it was also the day when 
even the most hard-lined opposers of helping the refugees softened and tried to help. Still, 
the community was divided, the Dutch expat Anna described the divide like this: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Anna - 15.12.2015 
 
“The village started dividing into two camps, actually they say it's two, but it's 

three. One camp that was totally against any refugees whatsoever (…). And then you have 
the ones that really don't want the refugees but then they understand that they are here so 
maybe we have to do something, and then you have the humanists, who say that whatever 
they are, refugees or gold diggers, we have to help them. They are human beings, and we 
can't do anything but help.” 

 
She compared the divisions in the community to a divorce, when you see people 

you know for years in a completely different light, and sometimes you’re forced to take 
sides. In her view, a divorce is a moment when you find out who your friends really are 
and this situation reminded her of the same by sharply dividing the community. 

 
The problem was that one could come as a volunteer or as an aid-worker and never 

hear about these issues. The locals were left out of the representation of the "humanitarian 
arena" and the negotiations taking place within the arena. They were represented only as an 
obstacle that had to be dealt with, as people who were opposed and whose resistance had to 
be overcome. In this light, it is easy to understand the feeling of injustice felt by many of 
my local informants who had been helping the refugees way before the first humanitarians 
arrived. We already established the refugees as people kept on the bottom of the complex 
power structures of the "humanitarian arena". The refugees were subjected to the rules of 
the "humanitarian government" that tried to dictate their identity, and by themselves they 
were voiceless, but this does not mean that they would not be talked about. They were 
spoken for by the humanitarians, though they were mostly portrayed as victims without 
agency that needed to be helped, but they were still portrayed. They were a part of the 
"humanitarian arena" although a passive part, and they were also an object of the “border 

33 The date has been changed 
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spectacle”. In this we can see that the representation of the refugees created by the 
humanitarians was charged with the aim to help both the refugees and the humanitarians 
themselves (e.g. the refugees needed to be helped, and we needed funding to help them). 
The crucial distinction was that the locals were not portrayed at all. They did not have any 
purpose for the humanitarians (except providing them with accommodation and food), 
representing them had no use.  

 
To sum up, the examples I provided were aimed to show the involvement of the 

locals and the impact of the crisis on their lives. I argue that the humanitarians overlooked 
these issues and that the locals were largely left out of the mainstream representation of the 
island. The humanitarians were on top of the power structure within the "humanitarian 
arena", they spoke for the refugees, they omitted the locals who had minimal means of 
speaking for themselves, and it was the humanitarians who catered to the journalists. I will 
describe this problem further in the next chapter with the example of Eva, a hotel owner 
who was a crucial figure in the local refugee assistance and one of my key informants. 

The flight of the tourists and the invasion of the volunteers 
 

Eva's name kept on coming up during my interviews with the locals, and 
when I finally met her, I understood why. She had been heavily engaged in helping the 
refugees since they started landing on the beach in front of her hotel. I will use the example 
of her involvement with the refugees and her careful critique of the humanitarians to 
highlight the issues faced by the local community, and after that, I will put these issues in a 
theoretical context.  

 
Eva's hotel was fully booked in the summer of 2015 but emptied quickly as the 

numbers of boats landing on the beach in front of her hotel increased (although some of her 
guests started helping as well and some even returned later as volunteers). Her business 
was severely affected during the autumn and in her estimate, her reservations for the 
following year dropped by 80%. The situation was a direct threat to not just her livelihood, 
but also to the livelihoods of all her employees who depended on her. Even though she was 
one of the most affected, her resolve to help the people landing on her beach was adamant. 
When we met for the first time in November, I couldn’t help but be impressed. We met in 
the lobby of the hotel. Everything was polished and spotless but empty, and our voices 
echoed in the large room. She described how the tourists facing the desperation fled 
quickly and how her family and her staff sometimes had to tell the guests to fetch their own 
breakfast and serve it themselves because the boats were coming and the people in them 
needed help. For her the decision to help was evident, and even though the situation 
significantly transformed her daily life, she was fully committed. She said that as a mother 
she could not do otherwise. She tried to put herself in the refugees’ shoes and kept on 
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asking herself: “What if it happened to us?” and she also wanted to be a positive example 
for her children.  

 
Many of the local inhabitants are descendants of Greeks who were forced out of 

Turkey in the 1920s (there was also a similar exodus of Turks from Greece) , although it’s 34

just one of many factors, it helps to explain the empathy many of them had with the 
refugees. The hardships of similar journeys were still alive in their family histories . Eva's 35

direct contact with the personal suffering of the refugees provided her with an insight into 
what was happening to them. It was an insight that informed her compassion, but also 
turned out to be a burden at the same time. She described the conditions the refugees were 
facing and the impact of the 11th of October on the local people like this: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Eva - 18.12.2015 
 
“That's what changed everyone (the 11th of October). I think, and it changed the 

local perspective, if they were people who were negative, they totally changed their view 
that day. They realised they are helping other people. When you talk to them (the refugees) 
and look in their eyes, it changes everything. It has nothing to do with what you see on TV, 
when you see them walking or when they show them when they're closed behind bars and 
upset. These people are being dehumanised of whatever bit of integrity that they had after 
they have left. They lose their final shreds of it when they continue their journey. When you 
are someone who is forced to sleep on the ground, and you are not provided with a toilet 
or something to cover yourself at night or your children. One day you can deal with this, 
two days you can deal with this, but thirty days? You cannot deal with it. You are 
dependent on total strangers to feed you, and you are not given the option to travel by taxi, 
or by bus, but you are forced to wait until someone gives you a solution? Ehh I am sorry 
but that I don't think anyone is... no one is worth being treated like that.” 

 
Her description fits perfectly with the critique of the category of a refugee 

developed in this work, a category that is defined by the need to be helped by someone 
else. Eva made three crucial points. The first was the fact that the refugees do need help 
when they land in front of her house. The second was the precarity of the local community 
as a result of the refugee crisis. The third was the fact that the humanitarians who came to 
assist the refugees often ignored the impacts of the situation on the local community. At 
the same time she valued their work immensely, and her only goal in this was to bring the 
groups closer together. The purpose of her critique was to inform and bring together, not to 
shame and accuse. She explained the local perspective through the prism of radical change. 

34 http://www.nytimes.com/2006/09/17/books/review/Cooper.t.html 
 
35  I couldn’t but compare this empathy with the lack of it in my home country. These people’s lives 

where fundamentally changed and yet they still recognised the refugees as people deserving help, whereas 
the reaction at home was often just cold ignorance mixed with fear. 
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A change that came in times that were already uncertain due to the financial crisis. The 
flight of the tourists caused by the incoming refugees loomed over the community like a 
dark shadow that they couldn’t escape. She feared for the families of her employees who 
were dependent on the income from the summer season for the whole year. In her view, 
many people just wouldn’t have enough money for essential supplies like food and 
clothing, and this was a sentiment that resonated throughout the community. This 
uncertainty understandably generated a lot of fear in the community. A concern that 
sometimes transformed into hatred and opposition to the refugees (as we could see in the 
example of Philippos’ struggle). In this light, the dedication to help that many of the local 
people showed is admirable, and it makes the fact that they were partly left ignored by the 
humanitarians even more severe. The point that Eva and all my other local informants kept 
on coming back to was this: They have their own lives to take care of first and only after 
that they can help others. As she said: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Eva - 18.12.2015 
 
“As locals, we are working 14 or 15 hours a day, and in the meantime, we have to 

help the refugees as much as we can, and then we also have our families and home that we 
have to deal with.” 

 
This was a crucial point that many of the aid-workers, especially the volunteers 

failed to realise. We came there with a single purpose, to help the refugees and we also 
came only for a limited amount of time. We could spend all our energy on this sole 
purpose, and we did. What is apparent in retrospect is that the locals could not dedicate 
everything to the refugees, because it would have absorbed their entire lives and left 
nothing behind. They couldn’t just spend themselves helping and then heal in a far away 
home. There was no escape from the changed reality of their lives caused by the refugee 
crisis. No matter if they helped or not they were more invested in the situation than most of 
the humanitarians just because they could not escape. For us aid-workers it was a 
temporary situation that we chose to be in, but for them, it was their lives and livelihoods 
that were at stake. They were thrown into it by circumstance. Eva made an excellent point 
again when she said: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Eva - 18.12.2015 
 
“We all realise that our reality has changed. We are not the volunteers who will 

come here even for a month or two, but I know that no matter what horrible images I see, I 
do have the security of my home to go back to (as a volunteer). You change when you see 
what you see here, so when you go home, you aren't actually calm and at peace, because 
you know what's going on out there even though that you are actually not there. So this I 
respect, I respect people who give up their personal lives for one day, one week, one month 
and they come here and do what they do, but I need them to respect me, and who I am, 
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because I can't leave. I can't drop what I am doing and get peace of mind for even a 
moment because I can't sleep at night. I am thinking about my children.” 

 
This respect and (more importantly) the lack of it is crucial. Eva told me some 

jaw-dropping stories about volunteers coming to her beach, pushing her aside and acting as 
if they owned the place. One volunteer said to her she couldn’t park her car in its usual spot 
(on her property) and another one demanded to know who she was and what organisation 
she worked for when she was running around with clothes for the refugees. She just looked 
at him, told him her name and pointed to a sign behind his back that carried both hers and 
the hotel’s name. She always insisted that these were rare and unusual experiences and that 
most of the volunteers were doing a spectacular job, but as I’ve shown before, this kind of 
arrogant attitude points to a broader problem within the aid community operating on the 
island. I also felt way too important while helping in Serbia (as illustrated in The People 
Herders) and this was similar. Large numbers of people from all over the world came to the 
Island to help the refugees, that was their single goal, and they dedicated all their time to it. 
Unfortunately, the side effect was a complete disregard for the local community from the 
part of some organisations and volunteers. On the other hand, it is important to underline 
that it was not all of them. The organisation that built the new transit camp made a point of 
choosing the location with the locals (this was also one of the reasons why it took so long 
to build), and a significant majority of their employees were locals. I will discuss these 
positive examples later.  

 
The problem was that in their dedication to the refugees, some of the volunteers 

completely ignored the fact that there was a local population on the island. They got 
blinded by the “seductiveness” of the crisis (Redfield, 2013, p 32). For the locals, the 
island was not just an emergency theatre where they were living for a limited amount of 
time, it was their home and it was significantly altered by both the refugees and the 
incoming aid-workers. It was evident that without the international aid the situation would 
be much worse for the refugees and the locals. However, it is striking that the locals were 
so thoroughly overlooked or even consciously pushed out of the "humanitarian arena" and 
its representation. It is paradoxical that the permanent inhabitants, together with the 
refugees, were the groups with the most silent voices within the "humanitarian arena". 
They were sometimes listened to, but they did not have to be. Taking their views into 
account was a choice and not an obligation, and that is a problem. The aid network was 
constructed and negotiated almost entirely on the terms of the humanitarians, and 
consequently, it was designed for the humanitarians. Hilhorst and Jansen describe a similar 
dynamic of the NGOs gaining the upper hand in the "humanitarian arena" during the 
response to the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004, where the language of expertise of the 
humanitarians disempowered the local initiatives (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 1134). It is 
not a coincidence that some of my local informants didn’t speak of an invasion of refugees 
(as the media often did), but of an invasion of volunteers. This didn’t mean that they were 
unhappy that the aid-workers were there (the chaotic way in which the border regime 
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worked indicated it would be total chaos without them), but it meant that many locals were 
critical of the way the aid-workers asserted themselves as the de facto authority in the north 
of the island.  

 
Surprisingly it was the independent volunteers that seemed to disregard the locals 

the most because they could operate between the rules and improvise around them. The 
independents did challenge the discourse of the "humanitarian government", they wanted 
to support the refugees in a more egalitarian manner, but this focus on the refugees and 
their willingness to ignore some of the official obstacles meant that they often completely 
disregarded the voices of the local community. Rules still bound the large organisations, 
but the independents could more or less choose which rules they would follow and which 
to ignore. This was a problem for the locals, who saw it as unjust. As Eva mentioned, they 
felt invaded from two sides, from the sea by the refugees and from the airports by the 
volunteers. 

 
My local informants seemed almost surprised at how little influence they had over 

the situation. It was the aid-workers who ran the show, and the local authorities based in 
the south of the island seemed not to mind (as they had minimal resources with which to 
change this anyway). The local government focused on handling the situation in the South, 
where most of the constituents lived, and let the humanitarians temporarily 'govern' in the 
villages of the North. The people there felt abandoned even by their representatives (as 
mentioned before the representative of the local government was present only in one of the 
coordination meetings). In this case, the "humanitarian government" ruled not just over the 
refugees but also over the locals. The “hand that cares”, which provided for the refugees 
was shining so bright that the locals ended up completely in its shadow.  

 
The close collaboration between journalists seeking stories and pictures and the 

humanitarians who were willing to provide both to make themselves more visible ensured 
that their voice was the loudest. Internet searches of the name of the island revealed (and 
still partly do) only the refugees and the aid-workers pulling them out of the sea. That was 
also what all the aid-workers who came there expected and even looked for, as this was 
also the dominant narrative of the refugee crisis (Holmes and Castañeda, 2016). Some in 
their hurry to help and 'do good' forgot that they might be standing on not just someone’s 
property, but in someone’s home. Eva summed it up like this: 

 
Transcript - The interview with Eva - 18.12.2015 
 
“We also had cases of volunteers coming down here, and they don't know who we 

are, you know I don't wear a name tag saying "Eva". I can't wear the reflection jacket 
wherever I go. I don't want to change my life that much and when I am coming down and 
bringing clothes I had volunteers push me to the side and saying: No, no, no! Go over 
there! (…) They don’t actually see this as a place where local people live. It's an endless 
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circle, and no one is to blame, but it's as simple as I didn't think about it. It's not only a 
refugee crisis. This crisis affects the community as well.” 

 
She made a crucial point. The island was seen not as a place where local people 

live, but as a stage of a crisis, as a stage to the “border spectacle” that is static and one can 
use it as he or she wishes. The goal on this stage was to help the refugees, and everything 
else was secondary. The aid-workers (including myself) sometimes forgot that it was not 
just a stage, but an actual community that was profoundly affected by what was happening. 
A community that was in a precarious situation even before the refugee crisis, and whose 
feeling of being in danger and in an unstable and constantly changing situation only 
deepened after the crisis came. The fact that the locals felt like they had no control over 
what was happening in their homes just made it worse. They worried about their future, 
and they felt like it was not in their hands, so in a way the locals temporarily lost power in 
their own homes.  

 
The relationship between guests (aid-workers) and hosts (locals), where the host 

usually wields power over the guest, was temporarily overturned so that the guests 
attempted to dictate the rules of conduct in the home of the hosts. The local code of 
conduct was suspended, and emergency management was established. The critical 
distinction is that the emergency was not governed by the locals, but by the emergency 
professionals (the humanitarians). Wherever there is a crisis there is a humanitarian 
response, and with that response, a new regime of governance is established. Mariella 
Pandolfi calls the regime superimposed on the local environment, “migrant sovereignty” 
(Pandolfi, 2003, p 369). It is a globalised form of governance (that I call in this paper, 
following Agier, the "humanitarian government") and it “manages bodies according to 
humanitarian categories” (ibid, p 371). It is legitimised by “ethical and temporal rules that 
can be defined as a culture of emergency” (ibid, p 373), that serves to justify the entry of 
this new form of governance. The language of emergency implies a need for a response, 
for action, and the "humanitarian government" is the pre-defined answer.  

 
The problem is that there are various hidden hierarchies and presumptions buried in 

its network. I’ve shown these in the previous chapters, and I underlined the symbolic 
violence they cause to the people labelled as refugees. However, as we can see in the case 
of the locals, this symbolic violence stretches onto them as well. The "humanitarian 
government" as “migrant sovereignty” is not directed at them, it does not treat the locals as 
bodies and victims, it doesn’t deny them citizenship (as the right to have rights) and it 
doesn’t keep them at a distance to the 'normal world'. It simply ignores them, it ignores 
their voice, and by that, it denies their local regime of governance, in Pandolfi’s words, it is 
a “form of domination over local political practices” (ibid, p 369).  

 
An interesting sign of this domination was the renaming of the local landscape. The 

Greek names of the beaches and landmarks on the coast were hard to pronounce and to 
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remember for the multinational English speaking humanitarians. To deal with this problem 
all the important sites were renamed in English, and these names spread not just verbally, 
but also on maps for new volunteers and refugees. The locals found themselves stunned 
when they couldn’t answer inquiries for directions by the humanitarians. They didn’t know 
these new names for places they had spent their whole life passing. There is power in 
language and naming. The transfer of the ability to name from the local community to the 
humanitarians is significant in showing the transfer of power in general. The globalised 
(English speaking) form of governance Pandolfi writes about as “migrant sovereignty” 
(ibid) took over the local (Greek-speaking) form of governance. 

 
The control over the situation and the balance between helping the refugees and the 

needs of the local community were key points that my local informants kept coming back 
to. They wanted a seat at the table during the meetings, they wanted to have a voice in the 
future of their home, and they wanted to retain at least some control over what was 
happening in around their own homes. In short, they wanted to be part of the "humanitarian 
arena". The aid-workers on the other hand (and unsurprisingly) wished to shape 
everything, so they could help the refugees in the most effective way. They were in control 
of the "humanitarian arena", and they wanted it to stay that way. In their view, the arena 
was set up for the refugees, and this enabled the omission of the locals. It is unsurprising 
that these two different perspectives were not always aligned. It was the entitlement of the 
"culture of emergency" to overrule local practices that angered the locals and the lack of 
interest and communication that made them feel ignored. This critique is not aimed to 
de-legitimise the valuable work of humanitarians, instead it is meant to point to the false 
sense of entitlement that permeated the "humanitarian arena" on the island. When Peter 
Redfield writes about the “seductiveness” of a crisis, about its allure to action and its 
“moral clarity” (Redfield, 2013, p 32), I think it is important to highlight how blinding this 
allure can be to the complexities of the local environment. It is especially important to 
highlight these dangers when it comes to the group of humanitarians unbound by the rules 
of bureaucratised organisations, namely the independent volunteers.  

 
This chapter portrayed Eva's point of view, her involvement with the refugees. It 

described how she felt about how the locals were partly forgotten, partly ignored, and 
sometimes even despised by the humanitarians. I argue that, through the regime of 
exception, the humanitarians brought a particular kind of sovereignty, one that 
overshadowed the local political practices. It is important to note that Eva knew how 
valuable the volunteer help and the humanitarian apparatus was for both the refugees and 
the locals. Nevertheless, I believe that it is important to point out its problematic aspects as 
well. Interestingly, it was the least experienced humanitarians who often felt the most 
entitled. The will to 'do good' combined with the feeling of entitlement is a dangerous 
cocktail. Good intentions standing on their own can be useless or harmful unless a careful 
consideration of their impact accompanies them. The lack of this consideration in cases of 
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some of the volunteers is in my opinion symbolised by Eva’s sentence: “They just didn’t 
see this as a place where local people live”.  

Invisible refugees and the complexities of negotiation 
 

Now I will describe what was the proposed solution to the situation on the 
island for the locals. They were concerned because the island was represented as a place of 
a humanitarian disaster and they wanted to change this framework. One NGO decided to 
engage them in the process of changing the representation and help the refugees at the 
same time will serve to further illustrate the complexities of the negotiations within the 
"humanitarian arena". 

 
As I mentioned above, when it came to the refugees the local community was 

divided. ]What they agreed on was that the aid network needed to be organised in a way 
that would minimise the impact on the villages. Everybody still remembered how overrun 
they had been just months before and they recognised the improvements that the 
international aid brought. The refugees were no longer a multitude of shadows in the 
streets. They were transported and taken care of. The price the locals paid for it was the 
loss of control over the representation of their own home. The location of the new transit 
camp was one he part of the negotiations in the "humanitarian arena" where they retained 
some voice. It became a hot topic, and the camp stood at the centre of both the successful 
negotiations and the disagreements. Gossip and misinformation surrounded it and various 
groups involved in the negotiations held very contradictory opinions of it. It became a 
symbol of successful and unsuccessful solutions at the same time, and its example will 
serve to show a specific instance of the complex daily negotiations that are at the heart of 
the "humanitarian space" as a form of political space constructed by these negotiations. 

 
The old camp was in a temporary location and as the time ran towards its 

impending closure, the opening of the new camp caused a lot of stir. As I mentioned, the 
NGO that built the new camp chose the location with the local community. The locals 
wanted it outside of the village, because their goal was to make the refugee crisis not 
immediately visible. They feared situations similar to what happened at the school 
playground during the start of the school year, when the centre of the town turned into an 
improvised refugee camp. They also needed to attract the tourists back, and this required a 
significant shift in how the island was represented that was possible only by controlling 
where the refugees would land and gather. They also knew that there was nothing they 
could do to stop the flow of the refugees and they needed the international aid-workers to 
help them cope with the situation. A situation that scared all the tourists away in a town 
that lived off them. In the eyes of the locals, the solution was invisibility.  

 
If the aid-work was organised well enough, it should be possible to select particular 

beaches where the refugees would land (the principle of how to implement this selection 
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remained fuzzy) and from there they could be transported to a transit camp where they 
could take a bus to the South. In this view, the aim was to both help the refugees and 
protect the local tourist industry aka the local community. If the refugees were not visible, 
it would be possible to slowly persuade the tourists to come back by representing the island 
again as a tourist paradise (and if you were interested you could also help the refugees). 
This was the reason why the constant news coverage of the island as a place of suffering 
was such a big problem for the locals.  

 
As long as most of the media showed only the worst pictures, no one would believe 

it was safe to come back as a tourist. This was why the location for the new camp (and its 
implications) was so vital to the locals. The proposed location was outside of the town t 
next to some of the beaches with the highest frequency of landings. In theory, it was a good 
location (also the only one that almost everyone could agree on). In practice, it was more 
difficult because it was located in a small and windy valley right next to a dried up river. 
This meant that with every stronger rain (which in the winter was very often) it turned into 
a mud pit, and the wind usually broke some of the tents. The whole camp had to be filled 
with gravel, and the construction took longer than expected, but even after that some of the 
tents still kept on falling.  

 
These difficulties lead to a strong reaction from some of the other NGOs and 

especially from the independents. They saw it as a futile loss of money or even a 
conspiracy from the local right-wing supporters. The Dutch expat Anna who worked for 
the NGO that built the camp remarked that I should call it “The Site” and not a camp 
because some of the locals were allergic to the word camp. I thought this was a clever use 
of language and proof of how aware the prominent NGOs are of the importance of 
representation. A good reputation meant unchallenged legitimacy, and in this case, both 
aspects were suffering. It is paradoxical that the organisation that engaged the locals the 
most and decided to employ primarily local people as the camp staff (so much that they 
became the largest employer on the island) ended up with a damaged reputation because of 
all the setbacks it faced due to the geographically problematic location of the camp. 

 
Part of the independent community reacted by squatting at an abandoned hotel 

(with the permission of the owner) located near one of the beaches in the town and started 
to renovate it. They intended to convert it into their own transit camp. The fact that it stood 
in the town and it shared a beach with two other luxurious hotels was a big problem for the 
locals, as it would bring the refugees back into the areas they wanted only for the tourists. 
This created another situation where the independents and the locals found themselves in 
direct opposition. The locals saw the independent hotel as an illegal squat and an intrusion 
into their village. The independents involved in the hotel came to see the locals as 
opposing the need for refugee help in general, barely stopping short of calling them 
fascists. However, the local's goal was only to keep some control over the situation in their 
town. The new transit camp opened despite the bad weather, but it was only shortly before 
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the second EU-Turkey deal that basically stopped the flow of the refugees and the 
organisation that built it was soon forced to start letting some of the staff go. The 
organisation that took the extra step and engaged the local population in the decision 
process within the "humanitarian arena" suffered a blow to its reputation because it didn’t 
deliver the camp on time. When it was finally finished, the fickle conditions of a crisis had 
already moved on.  

 
To sum up this section, I follow Hilhorst and Jansen (Hilhorst and Jansen, 2010, p 

1132-1137) in their critique of the humanitarian actors that lack of engagement with their 
local communities. This is why I find the example above so problematic. The one 
organisation that chose to engage and listen to the locals suffered a blow to its efficiency, 
reputation, and legitimacy as a consequence. 

 
To illustrate the relationships of the different actors in the “humanitarian arena” on 

the island, I provide a couple of diagrams that illustrate their positions and their strategies. 
 
 

The overall picture of the arena with the main characteristics of the actors. 
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The hierarchical relationships in the “humanitarian arena” 

Closing of the gaps 
 

In this chapter, I show how the aid-work on the island changed when the arrivals of 
the refugees dropped. I describe how the Greek state moved back into the "humanitarian 
arena" and what effect this move had on the independents and the locals, and I connect the 
closure to the broader context of the European border regime. 
 

The gaps were the spaces for improvement within the humanitarian work that 
opened during the chaotic response to the mass arrivals to the island in the summer and 
autumn of 2015. The needs were overwhelming, and the response of the aid network left a 
lot of ground uncovered. Saskia Sassen uses the term “frontier” to describe a newly 
emerged space in which the rules that govern this space haven’t been established yet. It’s a 
zone where two or more actors (firms, individuals, corporations, NGOs) encounter each 
other and there are no rules yet set for the governance of this encounter (Sassen 2012, p 1). 
In a way, we can describe the encounters of actors in the "humanitarian arena" as a 
frontier. It was a newly emerged space of negotiation between the refugees, the NGOs, the 
volunteers, and the locals, where the rules of the encounter were slowly negotiated, 
implemented, and redefined over time. As the needs were covered better and the refugee 
numbers lowered after the intervention on the highest level of politics (EU), the regime of 
the "humanitarian government" found the breathing space to cover the gaps in its network 
and gain a dominant hand in the negotiations.  
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In short, my argument can be summarised like this: When the state was silent, the 
humanitarians could negotiate their own rules of engagement. The “globalised form of 
governance” (the humanitarian apparatus) set its own practices that were legitimised by 
“the culture of emergency” (Pandolfi, 2003, p 373). After the emergency subsided to a 
manageable level, the state started stepping in and tried to gain some of its control back by 
challenging the independent actors of the humanitarian apparatus. They were the hardest to 
control (this points us back to the meaning of their independence), and they were also the 
easiest to challenge because of the constantly questioned status of their legitimacy. The 
attempt to control the independents also meant the removal of the challenge they tried to 
pose to the hierarchical structures of the "humanitarian government".  

 
My last weeks on the island were markedly different from the first ones. The nature 

of the aid-work changed dramatically. There were not only fewer refugees coming and 
more facilities to host them, but the whole dynamics of the "humanitarian arena" had 
changed. Now that the situation was less chaotic and the spotlight of the refugee crisis had 
moved on towards other borders. In this shifting landscape of crisis the local municipality 
saw its chance to reassert control over the aid network in the north of the island. At the 
start of my fieldwork, the local government was almost absent from the negotiations. One 
day it became apparent that the state (in form of the local government) was back. Four 
volunteers were arrested in the channel for helping a refugee boat that was not in distress. 
Instead of calling the coast guard or Frontex, the police towed the boat towards the 
harbour, which the authorities saw as aiding people smuggling. The arrests caused a big 
stir in the volunteer community. There were protests to support the arrested volunteers and 
allegations about the municipality trying to drive the volunteers off the island. Many of the 
independent volunteers saw it as a threat aimed directly at them and their work. 

 
According to Maurice Stierl, the European border regime can be defined by its will 

for excessive governance stemming from the desire to gain and maintain control. The issue 
is that one cannot control what is unknown and unpredictable (like a refugee crisis). That’s 
why the migrants “unknown paths must become knowable, for in her motion and being, 
seems to lie an unpredictability challenging the mechanisms of political power based upon 
clearly categorisable subjects and rationales” (Stierl in De Genova, 2017, p 224). I argue 
that the government seeks to know and control not just the migrants, but the aid-workers as 
well, especially the ones that are under no ones (meaning no organisations’) control. The 
volunteers had to be become knowable, categorisable and controllable, or they had to 
leave. 

 
 The government’s desire for control became the mechanism that instigated the 
closing of the gaps in the “humanitarian arena”. It was the response to the perceived lack of 
control felt by the locals. The municipality that had previously abandoned them to the 
governance of the humanitarians had now come back and given them a voice in the 
"humanitarian arena". The open space for action and improvisation was what the 
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independents regarded as their greatest strength, but for the locals, it was a threat. The 
independents were actors with considerable influence in the "humanitarian arena", they 
were guests in the villages, and yet they were under no direct control. The municipality 
wanted to change that.  

 
One influential independent volunteer described the emergence and disappearance 

of the free space (of the gaps) the independents worked within. The gaps appeared 
anywhere where the official authorities and organisations couldn’t cope. His name was 
Bill, and he was an owner of a small IT company from Belgium with ahuge beard and a 
sharp sense of humour as his trademarks.  

 
Field notes: 8.12.2015 - Bill is leaving 
 
Bill was one of the first people to recognise the closing of the independent space on 

the island. As the NGOs managed to become more efficient and  organised (for example by 
organising the bus transportation and the transit camps) and as the refugee numbers fell, 
he got bored. Once the official institutions began working well enough there wasn’t 
enough space for his kind of creative improvisation, and so Bill decided (much sooner than 
most) to leave. He went to The Jungle in Calais that was still full of challenges. Moving 
was a positive thing for him, because if he was not needed it meant the machine was finally 
working well enough. 

 
Bill's example shows how the independents quickly chased the crisis elsewhere 

after the “humanitarian arena” on the island became manageable by the mainstream 
humanitarians. After the refugee arrivals dropped another shift could be seen in the 
increasing "disciplination" of the "humanitarian arena" by the NGOs themselves. Spaces 
that were previously opened to any volunteers and aid-workers who cared to enter them 
were suddenly being closed and monitored.  

 
Fieldnotes: 25.1.2016 - I can't walk in the port 
 
During one of the last days of my fieldwork a refugee boat was towed into the 

harbour. To my surprise, when I approached the pier, I was stopped by a volunteer who 
stepped right in front of me and barred my way. We started talking, and after I stated my 
business as research, he confessed how uncomfortable he felt in his role. He was supposed 
to stop people who shouldn’t be there, but he wasn’t sure who was and who wasn’t 
supposed to be there. It was impossible for him to know who should be allowed in and who 
shouldn’t, but one thing was clear, the independents were no longer welcome. He also said 
that he was supposed to stop the local people from entering, which was paradoxical, since 
the pier was in the centre of the village. 
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On one side, this particular NGO was trying to exert power over local space, and at 
the same time, the locals and the local government were increasingly trying to exercise 
power over the NGOs and the volunteers. In this scenario, it was the independent 
volunteers who had the least power, due to their lack of authority from their informal 
status. The exceptionality of the crisis offered opportunities for improvisation. It was an 
opportunity to challenge the "vertical politics" of the state with new "horizontal 
solidarities" (Kallius, Monterescu, Rajaram, 2016). It was also an opportunity to challenge 
the strict hierarchical categorisation of people within the "humanitarian government" 
(Agier, 2011), but this opportunity lasted only as long as the exceptional status of the 
crisis. The moment the crisis moved on the exceptionality seized to exist, and the 
independents drawn to the creative freedom of action either transformed or left. The 
“seductiveness” of the crisis (Redfield, 2013, p 32) meant that they went and chased this 
exceptionality to its next location. In the instance of my fieldwork, most of the 
independents moved to the Idomeni camp that provided more opportunities for them, or as 
one would say in this context, where more people were in 'need'.  

 
At the same time the state moved against the independents. The state aimed to 

re-establish its control over the locality, and so it started to enforce its rule over “the 
humanitarian arena”, for example by detaining volunteers if they transgressed previously 
fuzzy boundaries (like towing a boat that was not in distress). The government plays an 
integral disciplinarian role in the network of the "humanitarian government", and with the 
closure of the “frontier”, it started enforcing it more and more. The NGOs as shown above 
reacted by clearly demarcating their spheres of influence and the spaces for independents 
closed. 
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 The return of the Fences 

The border fence in Idomeni 

 
What happened when the borders closed again? After the highly controversial deal 

between the EU and Turkey that came into effect on the 20th of March 2016 , the refugee 36

arrivals to Greece slowed down significantly. The number of arrivals to Europe went from 
36 906 in March 2016 to 13 239 in April . This enabled the closure of the borders along 37

the Balkan route  and an end to the temporary collapse of the EU's border enforcement (it 38

was still possible to cross the borders but it was riskier and more dangerous). As a result of 
the border closure, thousands of migrants were stuck on the borders along the Balkan 
route. They could couldn't move forward anymore but they were still part of the 
“humanitarian government”, only now it no longer led to the realisation of their mobility. 
This meant that they started claiming their political agency back and attempted to free 
themselves of the category of the nameless victim. I will describe some of these attempts, 
the humanitarians' reactions to them, and their suppression by the border regime in the next 
section.  

36  The official EU report released a year after the deal can be found here: 
https://ec.europa.eu/home.../european.../eu_turkey_statement_17032017_en.pdf. I recommend a comparison 
with the report issued by MSF in response: 
http://www.msf.org/sites/msf.org/files/one_year_on_from_the_eu-turkey_deal.pdf 

 
37  http://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/mediterranean 
38 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/mar/09/balkans-refugee-route-closed-say-european-leaders 
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The limbo of Idomeni 
 
When I arrived at the Idomeni camp at the closed border of Greece and Macedonia, 

around ten thousand refugees were stuck there and the tensions were rising. In this section 
I will describe the results of refugee protests, both for them and for the independent 
volunteers 

 
Field notes: 22.3.2016 - Idomeni is falling apart 
 
Two guys in the camp tried to burn themselves to death today as a protest against 

the conditions. There are groups of refugees with iron bars walking around the camp and 
threatening anyone distributing items - they are trying to enforce a camp wide hunger 
strike. The riot police is standing in full gear in front of the border. The tear gas is ready. 
No aid work in the camp today. 

Children with riot police behind them in Idomeni 
After the refugees were denied their mobility they started taking their agency back, 

they wanted to protest. There were also groups of activists from Spain and Italy coming to 
support these protests. The independents working in the came were facing a serious 
question. Would they support the protests and the agency of refugees, even if it might 
cause a severe police retaliation? 
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All the volunteers (and the paid aid-workers as well) were scared of the refugees 
trying to leave, there were rumors circulating in the camp about the opening of the borders. 
No one expected the police to make way and let them through, the Greek riot police were 
on a constant watch at the border, shields at the ready. It was in this overall atmosphere 
that I walked into the hotel that served as a base for independent volunteers one evening, 
only to find the place packed with people engaged in a heated discussion. It turned out that 
the activists did indeed come to support the refugees in demonstrating and trying to open 
the border, but first, they wanted to make the issue clear with the independent volunteers, 
and they came to discuss their next actions.  

 
Field notes: 27.3.2016 - The discussion 
 
When I walked in, people were already screaming at each other. The volunteers 

were accusing the activists of selfishness and self-promotion. The argument they made was 
that the activists want only to advance their own political goals and they didn't care about 
endangering the refugees in the process. 

 
In the eyes of the volunteers, mobilising the refugees would primarily endanger 

them because of the police retaliation. The volunteers had to follow the principle of 
causing no harm with any of their actions. It was professional humanitarianism achieved 
through practice. In this case the 'do no harm' principle was in favour of preserving the 
status quo and siding with the border regime. 

 
The atmosphere was getting denser and denser. Ivan was screaming at the leader 

of the activists who was only sitting there exasperated by the different perspectives on (in 
his view) righteous action. Ivan, was screaming about the possible consequences and 
accused him of selfishness. The activists tried to explain their position; they said that we 
all had a responsibility to oppose oppression when we saw it. Most of the volunteers 
agreed with this (which was why they were there doing their best to help), but even though 
they agreed with the politics of the demonstration, most of them couldn't support it because 
it put the refugees in danger. People kept on mentioning the numbers of children and 
families in the camp. What would happen to them if the police ran into the crowd?  
 

The main point is that in facing a choice like this, either to act and support the 
refugees or to stay down and only provide care, the volunteers chose the latter. It was the  
choice of the refugees themselves if they wanted to oppose the closing of the borders, even 
if it put them in danger. By recognising the threat as too high, the volunteers sided with the 
"humanitarian government". In the end, even though we (as volunteers) opposed it and we 
aimed at crossing the hierarchical categories it created, we were still complicit in its 
network. It was only in a situation with this type of explicit choice that made it obvious. 
The activists saw the political goals they wanted to achieve and the volunteers saw the 
local implications of trying to achieve these goals. If the activists helped to muster a riot, 
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the consequences wouldn’t fall on them, they would fall on the refugees, and this 
distinction was crucial. Here the independent volunteers realised their responsibility. We 
recognised the need for accountability and the dangers of good intentions. We wanted to 
support the agency and the rights of the refugees, but we also refused the self-righteous 
claim that it was possible to decide for them. 

Refugees attacking the border fence at Idomeni  
 
We found ourselves in firm support of the "humanitarian government" that the 

protesting refugees were trying to break free from. We did it with worried and confused 
looks and in the name of 'caring for them'. Interestingly, this also runs contrary to Peter 
Redfield's analysis of rendering the complexities in emergency situations that I used earlier 
(Redfield, 2013, p 32). In this case, it was recognising the complexities that drove us (the 
volunteers) to stay silent. The border regime and the "humanitarian government" made it a 
stark choice, but ultimately it was not our place to make choices for the refugees. 
Eventually their protest against the border regime and their refusal to be passive and 
helpless victims was repaid with rubber bullets and tear gas.  
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There are two examples of the people in the camp trying to break free from the 
predetermined category of a helpless refugee created by the "humanitarian government" . 
First was the river crossing to Macedonia (described in the chapter Different ethics), and 
the second was the demonstrations at the Idomeni camp.. In both instances, the refugees 
were firmly put back in the box of an "illegalised" asylum seeker, of a refugee, of an 
'undesirable'. The agency of the ‘undesirables” was dangerous and threatening to the 
network of the "humanitarian government". This dynamic is symbolised by the 
collaboration of “the hand that strikes and the hand that cares” (Agier, 2011, p 5), so if you 
rebel, you will lose the care and receive a violent blow .  39

 
In this chapter, I showed what happens if the refugees try to take back their agency. 

I also showed the dilemma the independents were facing when they had to decide if they 
want to support the demonstration of refugees or not. I described how the choice to ‘stay  
out of it’ explicitly revealed that they are also a part of the "humanitarian government". 

Kids in Idomeni 
 
 
 

 

39  As I am writing this more than a year later I still can’t imagine myself or my independent friends 
supporting a headless attack on the border fence guarded by riot police. Especially while knowing how’d get 
represented in some European media. On the other hand, the choice of bowing my head to the repressive 
conditions left me uneasy. Is the distance between the aid workers and the people who receive the aid 
necessary? Can’t you bridge it? We were standing on two opposing sides of the border regime, on two 
opposing sides of the current regime of governance, in the dark side of the nation state that has no choice but 
to include some and exclude others. Even though we shared the same space, we were still standing on the 
opposing sides of the fence. 
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The Idomeni camp 

 This is a picture of the Refugee TV project. The refugees filmed themselves on mobile phones while talking 
into a makeshift microphone. By mimicking news anchors they aimed to reclaim the narratives of their 

migration journeys and the precarity of being stranded in the camp 
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The last stand  
 
The highly controversial deal between the EU and Turkey meant a dramatic 

decrease of migrant arrivals by sea. This decrease enabled the governments to close the 
borders again. Thousands of refugees got stuck in Greece and the Greek government 
decided to register them and move them to smaller camps all over the country where they 
could remain invisible and controllable, and where they still are today. According to the 
International Organisation for Migration, there are currently 56,549 migrants stranded in 
Greece today.  The conditions in the underdeveloped camps are often described as horrific 40

and the refugees have been stuck in them for more than two years now . 41

 
As I explained in The Closing of the gaps, many independents felt the need to chase 

the crisis elsewhere. Rebecca left the island for the port of Piraeus in Athens, where I came 
to visit her. The refugees in the port eluded registration and thus hoped to preserve their 
dreams of autonomous mobility into Western Europe. She was a volunteer in a warehouse 
that was run by independents in the port. It was called The Stone House (it was the only 
permanent structure in the area) and the volunteers shared the living spaces with the 
refugees, slept on the ground wrapped in emergency blankets and shared food and toilets 
with the refugees. They got as close to crossing the distance between these two groups as 
possible, and it was no coincidence. The Greek government was pressuring everyone to 
leave. Almost no aid was available except limited food distributions, and the volunteers 
had to resort to smuggling the refugees (some of whom were banned from entering and 
leaving the area) into hospitals if they needed medical attention. I will shortly describe one 
of the food distributions I was a part of in the port to show how tense the situation was. 

 
Field notes: 25.5.2016 - Piraeus 
 
I decided to be useful, and I joined the morning food distribution. I had experience 

in precisely this kind of thing. During the day the camp looked like something from a 
dystopian movie. It was squeezed between the port (full of large ferries and cargo ships) 
and the arch of a highway on the other side. It was just one building surrounded by tents. 
There were people everywhere, too few toilets, no medical care except except by being 
smuggled to a hospital in Rebecca's car and two meals distributed during the day. Some 
refugees were living there for months. A truck from one of the Greek NGOs came, and two 
ladies passed out breakfast, while a few other volunteers and I were managing the lines. 
The refugees had coupons with dates, and we marked the day and the slot for breakfast. 

40  http://migration.iom.int/europe/ 
41 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/dec/06/aid-groups-warn-of-looming-emergency-at-greek-asylum-c
entres 
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There was not enough for everybody, and the crowd was getting restless. At the end 
around a dozen young guys broke the line and started fighting and shoving each other in 
order to get the last chewy croissants. The Greek ladies were screaming at them that they 
were behaving like animals and not humans and that they didn’t deserve anything. I was 
just standing there, unmoving and desperate in the middle of the wave of bodies pouring 
around me and showing me around. 

 
There was not enough food and space for everyone It was clear that it was just a 

matter of time before the camp around the Stone House would be evicted, as it was one of 
the last ones remaining out of many previously located in the port. The Greek government 
needed the port empty of refugees before the tourists arrive. It was not in the interest of the 
authorities to provide sufficient aid to the refugees in the port as they were preparing to 
transfer them to the emerging military camps all over the country (the same happened to 
the refugees in Idomeni). If the refugees were uncomfortable, even suffering, it would be 
easier to persuade them to leave. This logic of attrition was meant to erode the refugees’ 
resilience and make it easier to persuade them to voluntarily relocate to the camps the 
government was building for them.  

 
For the refugees, this would mean giving up the last of their autonomy of 

movement and giving up the hope of beating the border regime at its own game of control 
and marginalisation. Both in Idomeni and in Athens, the role of the aid-workers was not 
aiding the refugees with their mobility projects (like on the islands), instead our role was to 
just keep them alive, maintaining their "bare life" in the futureless conditions the 
governments had chosen for them. Piraeus was the perfect instance of the dangerous 
“humanitarian-security nexus” that is, according to Anderson, one of the defining 
characteristics of the European border regime (Anderson in De Genova, 2017, p 64-94). At 
the same time, it was a perfect instance of Agier’s "humanitarian government". The 
collaboration of the “hand that cares and the hand that strikes” ensured that the refugees 
were kept, controlled and managed at a distance. They were separated from the 'ordinary' 
world by the emergency discourse (Agier, 2011, p 200-213). In the specific case of The 
Stone House the caring was minimal (one of the food distributions during my visit there 
even caused a mass food poisoning) and the dominance was total.  

 
The independents in The Stone House knew this and tried their best to cover some 

of the most necessary needs, for example, accessibility of health care that I mentioned 
above. It was an impossible task in an impossible time. Stuck in limbo together with the 
refugees and waiting for the eviction that they all dreaded and awaited impatiently, they 
dragged on and resisted the attrition. The eviction would mark a release from the 
volunteer’s unsustainable position, but for the refugees, it would be a seal on their status as 
'undesirables'. For them, it meant a transfer to camps under stricter control and almost no 
media visibility. It was a confirmation of the limbo outside of the realm of politics that they 
were held in by the European border regime. A limbo they are still in at this moment with 
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promises of relocations unfulfilled . With the eviction of refugees from the highly 42

politically visible and medialised refugee-scapes of Idomeni and Piraeus, the Greek 
government aimed to make them politically invisible. Glenda Garelli and Martina Tazzioli 
describe this as a “politics of erasure” which is “the disappearance of subjects and spaces 
from the public scene” (Garelli and Tazzioli in De Genova, 2017, p 179). The government 
moved the refugees in Greece to smaller camps with barely any equipment. At the time of 
writing they’ve spent their second winter there, erased from the public view and forgotten 
by most.  

The timeline of changes in the “humanitarian arena”  

 
Self-destruction and suffering marked the last stand of the independents in Piraeus, 

it meant a partial collapse of the boundaries between the volunteers and the people they 
came to help. Some of the refugees joined the efforts and became volunteers, and some of 
the volunteers stayed behind and lived with the refugees. A few months later the NGO 
worker Dita found one of our common volunteering friends living in a refugee squat in 
Athens, not as a volunteer, as a normal resident. He took the collapse of the boundary 
between the aid-worker and the aid beneficiary as far as it could go, but even he could go 
home if he wanted to and Dita eventually persuaded him to do so. This is also as far as one 
can stretch the ethical distinction between the bureaucratic, impersonal relationship 
(Bauman, 1989, p 15-22) between paid aid-workers and refugees with the personal, 
face-to-face relationship between the independents and the refugees. The impersonal 
relationship of the NGOs or the short term 'voluntourists' is marked by distance, clear 

42 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2017/feb/10/greek-refugee-camps-
dangerous-inadequate-aid-workers 
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distinction. and ultimately hierarchy, but this distance also serves as protection of the 
aid-worker. It protects us from losing ourselves in the vortex of physical, mental and 
symbolic violence the migrants are subjected to.  

Concluding remarks 
 
The face-to-face personal relationships the independent volunteers built with the 

refugees were an attempt to close the gap that ultimately couldn't be closed (unless we let 
go of our lives and tore our passports to pieces). This is what Agier means when he says 
that it is at the borders where we personally experience diversity (difference) and the 
inequality of the world (Agier, 2016, p 22f). The independents wanted to try to even out 
this inequality. In the spaces of Sassen’s frontier, with its rules of governance being 
negotiated and not yet established (Sassen 2012, p 1), they build "horizontal solidarities" 
(for example as the Greek Solidarians or the volunteers in Piraeus) as resistances to the 
"vertical politics" of the state. These solidarities challenged the repressive and hierarchical 
border regime (Kallius, Monterescu, Rajaram, 2016, 27). 

 
In Piraeus, as everywhere else, it was the rules of the "humanitarian government" 

that dictated the form of the aid-work. These rules and the power of the “hand that strikes” 
also shaped the resistance to it. In other words, it was the restrictive "vertical politics" of 
the state that gave shape to the "horizontal solidarities" between the independents and the 
refugees. When I was in Piraeus, everyone knew that their resistance was only temporary 
and that the outcome was inevitable. For many independent volunteers, it was still worth it 
to pursue these impossible goals. They didn’t want to be aid-workers (even though some of 
them became aid-workers), they tried to strip themselves and others of the categories that 
defined them as different. They wanted to help fellow humans on their own terms and not 
through an established humanitarian network marked by hierarchies and characterized by 
inequality. However, the fact that they were still firmly embedded in the network of the 
"humanitarian government" prevented them from doing so fully. It seems that the opening 
of the gaps created space for improvisation and flexibility. In other words, the creation of 
the frontier, was just a temporary phenomenon caused by the unpreparedness of the 
mainstream aid network. After the frontier was closed and the refugees were shipped to the 
small military camps all over Greece and thus “politically erased”, the particular 
"horizontal solidarities" of the independent volunteers I studied disappeared.  
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The summary of the main characteristics of the actors set in the context of the border regime 

 
 
The solution to the perceived 'threat' of the refugees was to put them away, make 

them less visible more controllable, and ultimately ignorable. Most of the volunteers and 
aid-workers went home or to different emergencies that sprung up in other parts of the 
world. Some of them, like Rebecca, decided to stay. Why did we stay or why did we go 
elsewhere? For the simple reason that we, in comparison to the stranded refugees, had a 
choice. For the refugees who got stuck midway through their journey after the borders 
closed, the stateless limbo became an indefinite state of being. The thin layer of tolerance 
and a much thicker one of undesirability is what defines their identities for the 
governments on whose territories they found themselves when the border closed. A 
temporary limbo without rights stretched indefinitely into the future.  

 
By way of concluding, through the specific example of my volunteering during the 

refugee crisis I wanted to illustrate how contemporary humanitarianism creates, what 
Fassin calls, a “complex ontology of inequality” (Fassin, 2007, 519). In what is usually 
perceived as 'saving lives' and ‘doing good’ he sees a “politics of life” (ibid, p 501) that 
arranges lives hierarchically from the most important lives (the lives of aid-workers), to the 
least important ones (the lives of the beneficiaries), in this case the refugees. The lives of 
the refugees could be saved so they were assigned the role of victims, or they could be 
branded as ‘illegal' or ‘undesirable', in which case it became much easier to leave them to 
die. They have little to no power over how they will be branded by what De Genova calls 
the “EU-rope” and by the behemoth of its border regime (De Genova, 2017, p 5-24). 

 
The crucial point is that what was treated as a ‘crisis’ and an ‘emergency’ was a 

result of the complex structural problems of Europe's border regime and its treatment of 
foreignness (ibid). These problems are reflected in the contradictory policies of care and 
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control that form the base of the European border regime (Anderson, 2014). It is the 
treatment of these problems as exceptions, that according to Evelina Gambino, permits 
handling them “expensively, spectacularly, and superficially, avoiding any inquiry into 
their deep causes” (Gambino in De Genova, 2017, p 268). Her point, following De 
Genova, is that “the emergency governance of migration relies on such a strategic 
displacement” (ibid). The displacement here is dressing up a structural problem as an 
emergency. It is precisely this displacement that can be seen at the end of my fieldwork. 
The refugees were relocated to various small and secluded encampments within Greece 
and categorized as subjects of an emergency. They are there now, still within Europe but 
held at a distance. They remain beneficiaries without becoming citizens, and 'their' 
emergency silently stretches ad infinitum. 
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