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2.4 Migrant Solidarity in Postcolonial Europe: Challenging Borders, 

Creating Mobile Commons 

Claire English, Margherita Grazioli and Martina Martignoni 

Introduction 

Today, migration is one of the main concerns of global politics: social inequality, war and 

climate change are producing everyday people with the need (or the will) to move; globalisation 

and associated forms of communication have created the space for imagining a smaller and 

nearer world, where moving and migrating can and must be possible for everybody. Yet, the 

richest countries of the world are ‘protecting’ their borders, impeding freedom of movement of 

those who, coming from poorer countries, want to enter. In recent years, Europe and its 

(fluctuating) borders have come under particular scrutiny because of the intensity of the flux of 

migrants forced to travel through ‘illegal’ and unsafe routes. Can migrant solidarity as it is 

currently organised confront these issues, as part of a radical politics? How can migrant 

solidarity activism inform political theory? In this chapter, we will explore some possible 

answers to these questions. 

Various forms of activism have proliferated in response to the levels of poverty and conflict at 

the borders of Europe and in favour of the right to move freely between nation states. Activists 

have devised various kinds of support for people on the move: camping together at the borders; 

providing food, shelter and protection from hostile forces; appealing to European institutions to 

let people move freely; ‘illegally’ crossing the borders alongside migrants; engaging in various 

forms of collective organising; making European peoples aware of migrants’ situation through 



videos, articles, pictures, public speeches, theatre, art and many other forms of resistance.1 

Activists who support freedom of movement are heterogeneous and come from different political 

traditions – from anarchism to Catholicism; also, struggles around borders are multiplying and 

shifting, frequently because of the intrinsic mobility of the conflict. This makes it impossible to 

speak of one movement or one struggle around migration(s) in Europe. To the extent that it has 

the power to put in tension any ideological attitude to politics and to force activists to rethink 

what a political act is, the question of migrant politics is surely a peculiar one – as we will 

discuss in this chapter. This is, in our view, the radical impact of migration on activism and 

politics, and it is the starting point for our research about what the radical politics of migrant 

solidarity can look like. 

The chapter begins by looking at some of the theoretical influences that underscore radical 

migrant solidarity projects: the origins and foci of postcolonial theory; an approach to migrations 

as autonomous and questions regarding difference and hybridity. We then look at an example, 

Calais Migrant Solidarity, and the tensions that emerge within these kinds of organising spaces. 

One tension concerns the limits of solidarity and what sets the work of transnational migrant 

solidarity collectives apart from the work of the charitable border-workers; another is the 

question of what kind of politics activists want to enact when engaging in solidarity practices 

with migrants: ‘anticipatory politics’ and the ‘mobile commons’ will be introduced here as 

possible answers to this tension. Finally, we introduce elements for thinking beyond solidarity 

and towards a political theory of migrants’ everyday practices. In particular, critiquing human 

rights and citizenship discourses, we look instead for an entry point for a radical theory of 

solidarity as an everyday practice and existential modality. 

                                                 
1 See examples at www.calaismigrantsolidarity.wordpress.com. 



Migrations in post-coloniality 

Migrant solidarity projects as a set of experiments in social relations are just one of many similar 

attempts to re-express the activist organisational form as one that can incorporate strategies 

militating against the legacies of colonialism and subsequent issues of racism and power 

imbalances. Transnational migrant solidarity organisations represent many different people from 

many different backgrounds and identities – these groups create a certain kind of uneven space in 

which to organise collectively. The following sections will look at the theories that underpin the 

possibility for solidarity between different subjectivities when trying to create, maintain or 

defend the political space for mobility together. 

The potential radicality and impact of migrant solidarity theories and practices cannot be fully 

comprehended today without considering that the geographical and historical spaces claiming 

ownerships of these forms of politics – those from European nations, in particular – are strongly 

influenced by post-coloniality. This is a complex term with a number of dimensions: first, it 

refers to the importance of the colonial period and its legacies in building the western world, 

both materially and perceptually. Second, it describes the fundamental role that anti-colonial 

struggles – and anti-Apartheid and anti-racist struggles – play in exploding the inequalities of 

colonial and racist systems and, in doing so, in opening up global perspectives on history and the 

present from places that have been labelled as ‘peripheral’. Third, post-coloniality highlights the 

contemporary postcolonial composition of the former metropoles – the geographical spaces of 

the coloniser countries, in opposition to the colonies themselves – and therefore the active role of 

migrants in creating them. 

Post-coloniality can be defined as the reproduction and diffusion of a ‘protean space’, peculiar to 

colonial societies, inside the former metropolitan space (Fanon, 1961): a heterogeneous social 



space characterised by the coexistence on the same territory of different ways of production, 

different work regimes and different historical temporalities. The global diffusion and the 

eruption of this heterogeneous space, typical of colonial spaces, both inside and outside the 

western world, allows us to define our present as postcolonial (Mezzadra, 2008). We can also 

imagine the postcolonial as the implosion of geographical, historical and political distances 

inside the same space. Elements once distant and separate collapse into the same time-space; this 

creates heterogeneity and so challenges the boundaries of (supposed) homogenous nation states. 

The movement of people across borders is at the centre of this transformation. The heterogeneity 

stemming from migrations poses challenges to politics and in particular to radical politics, 

inviting questions about the ways that difference should be understood and organised and how 

different subjects come to act and struggle together. The issues posed by postcolonial time – the 

movement of people across borders and the creation of heterogeneity – define the very radicality 

of politics around migrations, in particular autonomous politics involving migrants and non-

migrants. But how do migrant solidarity activists interpret this distinction and how, in particular, 

do they understand migrants’ subjectivities and the role of migrations inside social movements? 

The next section describes the theoretical approach to migrations based on and nurtured by 

activists’ experience. 

Autonomy of migration 

Migrant solidarity involves, among many other activities, facilitating the crossing of borders, 

investigating safe ‘illegal’ routes, the creation of transnational networks, and the constant and 

daily work of defying migration policies that attempt to curtail mobility. Crossing boundaries 

entails moving them, which means both reshaping the forms of control through borders and 

moving borders to create more differentiations inside a space. Borders today, and especially the 



borders of the European Union and the US, have to be thought of, first of all, as crossed borders, 

as a relation between the autonomous mobility of people and state control. Their nature is 

defined by the crossing of mobile people who, violating them, or crossing them ‘illegally’, 

continuously move and reshape borders. Borders are, by definition, porous and because of that 

they are responsive to the migrations of people (Papadopoulos et al., 2008: 162). In fact, one can 

say that borders are shaped by this response to the autonomous movements of people and then 

reordered and reshaped as migratory flows vary in intensity and routes change in geographical 

location or mode of transport. Borders, therefore, have to be thought as flexible tools because 

they change ‘making a world rather than dividing an already-made world’ (Mezzadra and 

Neilson, 2013: 59). 

People migrating through the ‘Balkan route’ in the summer of 2015 illustrated this process. 

Powerful images clearly showed thousands of people walking from Budapest to Vienna on the 

highway actively defying – and reconstructing – the border (and its controls) in their way. 

Migrant solidarity strengthens the autonomous capacity of people on the move, by materially 

helping people sustain themselves by their self-organisation. The achievement and the 

reproduction of the objective work through infrastructures of support are used and combined to 

foster mobility (Larkin, 2013; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013; Papadopoulos, 2014): cars, 

mobile phones, information on alternative routes, food, clothes, shelters, etc. Ventimiglia, Calais 

and many other cities and villages across Europe have also witnessed the organisation of groups 

creating the mechanisms to facilitate the movement of ‘undocumented’ people. These political 

actions of solidarity between migrants and non-migrants have the power to create autonomous 

transnational networks as well as to push governments to answer and change policies designed to 

control the flux of migrants. These answers are not uncontestable or unproblematic but still show 



how self-organised movements of people across borders are capable of reshaping – even if only 

partially and temporarily – the debate around migrations. Challenging national borders and 

migration policies through autonomous movement is therefore the first radical point of migrant 

solidarity practices. 

For scholars and activists of migration, the autonomy of migration is intrinsic in the movement 

of people. This approach looks at migrants as a multifarious composition that does not simply 

react to the control and power confronting it, but operates as an autonomous creator and self-

organiser (Bishop 2012). It recognises that migrations are often self-organised by migrants, their 

families and communities and not by institutions (Rodriguez, 1996), and that they force central 

institutions of the nation state such as the border and citizenship to be reshaped themselves 

(Moulier Boutang, 1998; Karakayali and Tsianos, 2005; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2007; 

Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Mezzadra, 2011; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013; Martignoni and 

Papadopoulos, 2014). An autonomous perspective on mobility attempts to see migration not 

simply as a response to political and economic necessities but as a constituent force in the 

formation of polity and social life. It rejects understanding migration as a mere response to 

economic and social malaise (e.g. Jessop and Sum, 2006). The autonomy of migration approach 

foregrounds the idea that migration is not primarily a movement occurring within the spaces for 

action and voice defined by institutional governance. It rather means that the mobility itself 

becomes an inherently political statement of presence, and a social movement that subsequently 

forces constituted power to reorganise itself. The autonomy of migration thesis highlights the 

social and subjective aspects of mobility before control. Migration is autonomous, meaning that 

it has the capacity to develop its own logics, its own motivation and its own trajectories that 

control comes later to respond to, not the other way round (Transit Migration Forschungsgruppe, 



2006). This does not, of course, mean that mobility operates independently of control. Very 

often, it is subjected to it and succumbs to violent state or private interventions that attempt to 

tame it. 

And yet, migration(s) from this viewpoint are no longer seen as a phenomenon to be treated 

exclusively from a humanitarian viewpoint or as a social problem. Migrants are continuously 

showing that what they want above all is to be free to determine their own future and that the 

first ‘human right’ (see below for a critique and contextualisation of this concept) that should be 

respected is freedom of movement. This can be seen in various ways: at the border between Italy 

and France, where migrants refused to apply for asylum in Italy and instead crossed the border to 

either move again or settle down and build their future (see Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013). 

And it can be seen in the camps themselves where offers of blankets, shoes and cold weather 

shelters were rejected as insufficient to achieve what migrants really need – mobility and open 

borders (this refusal will be explored further in the case study about Calais). Migrants remain 

suspicious of humanitarian organisations and charities, especially those linked to the state, 

because (as was noted in the recent example of homelessness charities being complicit in rough 

sleeper deportations)2, they can be the kind of organisation whose objectives rely upon locking 

them inside the tangles of the European migration system. 

The aim of migrant solidarity activists, unlike the charities, is to foster freedom of mobility not 

inspired by a humanitarian spirit, but as a profoundly political movement, a constituent 

movement able to defy postcolonial disparities and racisms, and national sovereignty itself. In 

                                                 
2 Full story available here: www.politics.co.uk/news/2016/09/15/homeless-charities-complicit-

in-rough-sleeper-deportations. 



order to achieve this goal, activists have long worked on the need to create new forms of 

organisation able to represent heterogeneity and to reinvent organisational forms emerging from 

western social movements’ heritage. 

Hybridity and difference in migrant solidarity practices 

The radical stance of migrant solidarity practices resides in the need and practical effort to build 

forms of organising that take heterogeneity, difference and mobility into consideration. Migrant 

solidarity practices downplay geographical stability, social similarity or even homogeneity, and 

are at odds with radical political experiments in which shared time-space and a shared social, 

identity or economic belonging are the basis for a collective action. What is difference and how 

encounters among differences actually work are two active discussions inside postcolonial 

studies. The key concept, and the one that has fuelled these debates in recent years, is hybridity. 

For Homi Bhabha (1994), hybridity is conceived as the encounter between two social groups 

with different cultural traditions and potentials of power and as a special kind of negotiation and 

translation that takes place in a third space of enunciation (2009: xiii). Hybridity is the moment 

that cannot be translated in terms of the discourse of ‘cultural difference’; it is the disjuncture 

that ‘makes it possible for discursive authority to be renegotiated, despite the asymmetrical 

relations of power’ (2009: xi). Bhabha describes these spaces as occurring in the midst of the 

encounter between the colonised subject and the coloniser where ‘the incalculable colonised 

subject – half acquiescent, half oppositional, always untrustworthy’ (Bhabha, 1994: 48) – 

produces an unresolvable problem: the formation of a space where there can be neither the 

decisive victory of one over the other, nor a combination of the two but a third entity. Bhabha 

and Robert Young (1995) focus on the term ‘hybridity’ to describe the processes of cultural 



displacement of the postmodern subject, of which the migrant could be said to be a paradigmatic 

figure. 

At the same time, it has been claimed that this concept, theorised in order to critique a dialectical 

and binary structure of power, risks neglecting the fact that power is no longer organised in a 

symmetrical way. Hybridity should therefore be read not only as a ‘liberating’ movement but 

also as a ‘symptom’ of the establishment of a new form of domination in contemporary 

globalised capitalism (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 137–59). Inside this economic and political 

landscape, power has assumed the productivity of differences. In other words, we need to be 

aware that, unlike the colonial power that needed to code hybridity in binarism (orientalism) 

(Frenkel and Shenhav, 2006), contemporary forms of domination do not have this imperative. 

Although only apparently and anyway always contained within a codification, there has been a 

shift from differences as something to be repressed to differences as something to be exposed 

and valorised. The ‘weapon’ of hybridity against power, then, would be a weak one, or at worst, 

it could even reinforce a power that has completely assumed the productivity of differences or 

‘normalise subjectivities in transnational and postcolonial conditions by including them in 

shuddering multicultural societies’ (Papadopoulos et al., 2008: 141). 

The politics of difference and feminisms, in particular, have also raised the problem of 

conceptualising difference, as it is a concept that oscillates between the possibility of defining 

freedom, distinctiveness and power and the risk of defining categories, essentialising belongings 

and restricting freedom (e.g. Weedon, 1999). Difference is a concept that can be employed in 

various ways and is highly determined by the political use we put it to. It can be argued that the 

explosion of modernist binarisms has been replaced by a multiplication of borders, based on a 

myriad of differences and intersections that are often functional to capital (Mezzadra and 



Neilson, 2013). Yet, if the modernist paradigm based on sharp binarisms in which differences 

were placed has been replaced by a rhetoric of hybridity and multiculturalism, it remains the case 

that the western world is continuously experiencing tensions and conflicts around the impact of 

those binarisms – just think of the riots and protests in the US against institutional racism and 

violence (Swaine, 2015) or the conflicts around Europe and Islamophobia. 

What shall we do with differences then? One option is to dismiss their relevance in order to think 

about alternative and contesting forms of life. Postcolonial studies have shown this by observing 

centrality of differences in history – and of historical difference – and by questioning western 

colonialist and capitalist homogenisations of lives, production, space and time. Ignoring such 

insights would be an error. We need, therefore, to embrace this relevance, understand how power 

today embraces it as well and move towards an attempt to think differences inside alternative 

forms of organising that disrupt the functioning of power. We need to question how radical 

politics around migrations can be ‘postcolonial’ as an adjective, in a way that entails a demand 

for equality in conditions of inequality. This demand is not that those excluded, marginalised or 

exploited are extended the same rights and obligations as dominant ‘races’ and classes. It is a 

demand for a re-articulation of the body politic which transforms the conditions in which lives 

are lived, and the terms on which subjects recognise each other and themselves (Devenney, 

2007). 

Migrants, as autonomous actors of our present, are makers of new routes, solidarities, spaces and 

organisations. The encounter of differences – thanks to migrations today – opens the possibility 

of rethinking political struggle and organisation. It is an occasion for a struggle that is not only a 

gesture of solidarity towards someone who has less rights, but a fight for a common horizon – 

although not homogeneous – that is to say the construction of a new model of social life 



regarding everyone. This is what the politics of migrant solidarity and migrant solidarity activists 

are experimenting with. The next section, drawing on an activist ethnography of Calais Migrant 

Solidarity (CMS)3 (see English, 2015), will look at the work of transnational migrant solidarity 

collectives and particularly at what sets it apart from the work of the more charitable border-

workers (Rumsford, 2009). 

Navigating ‘charity’ and ‘solidarity’ in migrant solidarity 

CMS is an activist collective that was established at the end of the Calais No Border protest 

camp in 2009.4 Some of the solidarity work it does could be considered charitable, and there are 

ongoing arguments about how to locate the project alongside critiques of the big society5 and its 

                                                 
3 Calais Migrant Solidarity is a direct action-focused group initiated to show solidarity with 

migrants intending to move to the UK, ‘legally’ or otherwise, and in principle it does not do 

humanitarian/charitable work, though in practice this is often disputed 

(www.calaismigrantsolidarity.wordpress.com). 

4 Since this time, the British and French governments, often in coalition, have dismantled the 

jungles, at times via seemingly mundane everyday acts such as spraying all the tents with pepper 

spray so that they are uncomfortable to sleep in and have to be thrown away, other times in more 

explosive and performative ways with bulldozers, destroying the full village infrastructures of 

mosques, churches, stores, libraries and hairdressers. But the jungles are always rebuilt, just as 

the movement of people keeps on coming (calaismigrantsolidarity.wordpress.com). 

5 According to Walker and Corbett (2013), ‘The “Big Society” draws on a mix of conservative 

communitarianism and libertarian paternalism. Together, they constitute a long-term vision of 

integrating the free market with a theory of social solidarity based on hierarchy and voluntarism’. 



model citizens. The list of activities currently being carried out includes: free English classes, 

free basic legal advice, workshops running through the questions the UK Border Agency may 

ask during the asylum application process, sleeping in front of the squats and encampments 

(often referred to as the ‘jungles’) to prevent immigration raids; organising demonstrations, 

producing myth-busting leaflets about what the International Organisation of Migration (IOM) 

may actually provide to those agreeing to ‘voluntarily’ return to their countries of origin rather 

than attempting to cross the Channel, and organising large-scale meal provision when the 

charities take a summer hiatus. There are also informal activities, such as buying ingredients to 

cook together with the migrants in the ‘jungles’ when invited to do so. The group is constantly 

revising what is ‘too charitable’ to be considered solidarity work and the tensions around this 

issue will be explored later. It is not the purpose of this chapter to outline unilaterally what 

makes something charitable or political or an act of solidarity, but to flag the navigation of these 

concerns as a major consideration when making collective decisions about the priorities of 

migrant solidarity projects. 

There are ongoing issues in CMS in finding ways to balance the so-called ‘political’ work with 

the desire to co-create spaces for collectivised forms of social reproduction together with 

migrants and local Calaisians. When British and European activists provide free English classes 

and legal advice, is this solidarity (an act arising from shared interests in accordance with radical 

migrant solidarity theory), or a benevolent charitable act (using one’s own power and influence 

                                                 

The Tory government initiative encourages citizens’ volunteers to run services that they believe 

are worthwhile, allowing the state to withdraw from providing basic services such as libraries 

and elder care allowing ‘market efficiency’ to decide which public services continue to run. 
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to help the disempowered who cannot help themselves)? The argument for free language 

provision is that if it is possible to create a space where everyone learns something (language 

exchange, for example, allows activists to learn rudimentary Arabic or any number of other 

languages), then perhaps it is an environment where we gain the skills to thrive and endure 

together rather than simply administering assistance. Some knowledge of both the English 

language and basic knowledge of immigration procedures are arguably necessary if not in Calais, 

then certainly upon arrival in the United Kingdom – a point reiterated by the migrants 

themselves – but, of course, language exchange classes and legal information workshops alone 

do not construct the structures necessary to live in a borderless world, especially when one 

language is that of the colonial global north and one is not. 

There are a number of overlapping projects run by CMS activists and the charities in Calais, 

especially food provision, when the charities are on a summer break, and the distribution of 

shoes and clothing donated to the group. It is by undertaking these more ‘charitable’ acts that it 

becomes clear that even when both kinds of organisations work at full capacity, the needs of 

irregular migrants in Calais can never be met. These humanitarian projects cannot provide a 

solution to the problems people face at the border in Calais or elsewhere, as will be explained 

later in the third section of this chapter on human rights and migrant justice. At the end of the 

Calais No Border Camp in 2009, a solidarity activist asked if the migrants would like the 

makeshift bathroom facilities left in the camping area or donations of sleeping bags. The firm 

answer given by one young Afghan man was that they did not need bathrooms or blankets they 

needed the activists to open the border!6 This response begs questions about the potential of this 

                                                 
6 More about the No Border Camp in 2009 can be found in this interview with Joe Rigby 

(https://libcom.org/library/interview-no-borders-calais). 



kind of ‘political’ solidarity work to change the social fabric of society, challenge cultures of 

racism and break down the possibility of migrant destitution in Calais. It also invites reflection 

on the kind of charitable acts that are required in the meantime practically to sustain migrant 

communities and contribute to a process of transformation at the same time. 

Living in anticipation 

The space – material and conceptual – that is inhabited voluntarily by activists and forcibly by 

migrants becomes central in the reflection on the kind of politics that are created and carried on. 

It is important to think about the kinds of spaces transnational migrant solidarity collectives 

create and what structures can be designed to enable a more collective, democratic and equitable 

space in which to organise and reproduce ourselves. Who does the work to make these spaces 

enjoyable? What role do migrants play in these spaces? Who feels comfortable and safe and is it 

ever the case that one person’s comfort provokes another’s alienation? 

Those invested in cultivating alternative organisational structures and those that rely upon 

hierarchies and externally imposed rules and controls, including anarchist and activist groupings 

such as CMS, stress the need to craft a prefigurative7 or an ‘anticipatory’ model of organising 

                                                 
7 Pickerill and Chatterton (2006:738) summarise prefigurative politics in the phrase ‘be the 

change you want to see’, and see change as possible through an accumulation of small changes, 

providing much-needed sense of hope. Part of this is the belief in ‘doing it yourself’ (see McKay, 

1998) or creating workable alternatives outside the state. Many examples have flourished 

embracing ecological direct action, free parties and the rave scene, squatting and social centres, 

and open-source software and independent media. Resources are creatively reused, skills shared 

and popular or participatory education techniques deployed, aiming to develop a critical 



(Brown, 2011: 201), that is, one that could contribute to a more equitable and democratic post-

capitalist system. Prefiguration also involves the idea that a particular solidaristic ethos will 

emerge from the alternative structures and spaces that activists organise: organising in this way 

will develop and promote non-hierarchical cultures (Brown, 2011: 202). The hope is that 

individuals would take more responsibility for their own actions, social positioning or privileges 

and transform society both on a collective and individual basis. 

CMS aims to create spaces where people coalesce around desire to constitute non-capitalist, 

egalitarian and solidaristic forms of political, social and economic organisations alongside 

others. As such, it fits what Jenny Pickerill and Paul Chatterton refer to as an ‘experiment in 

social autonomy, like social centres, convergence spaces and intentional communities’, 

constructed through active resistance and the creation of alternatives (Pickerill and Chatterton, 

2006: 730). During the No Border Camp in Calais in 2010, many experiments in living together 

were carried out. In an interview about the Calais No Border Camp with Joe Rigby, a migrant 

solidarity activist and scholar said: 

There are less geographical borders, which also need to be challenged and broken down, 

very intimate borders you carry round inside your head. In this I think the camp had 

more success … But not all borders are physical, and it is really the confluence of 

physical and social borders which people suffer from. In the camp some of the social 

borders which accompany physical ones were actively broken down. Some meetings 

and discussions were held in four or five languages, and discussions, exchanges and 

                                                 

consciousness, political and media literacy and clear ethical judgements (Freire, 1979 in Pickerill 

and Chatterton 2006). 



encounters occurred which disrupted the rhythms of everyday lives and the habituses 

of the activist, the citizen and the undocumented. In facilitating this, the camp helped 

undermine assumptions and preconceptions about different kinds of difference. 

(Rigby, 2012) 

The CMS collective often fails to ‘hold on to’ its organising spaces, due to constant police 

harassment.8 As a result of their vulnerability to demolition, these collective experiments cannot 

make spaces feel sustainable and fail to attract larger numbers of participants. This is evident 

when examining the ‘social spatial forms of enclosure’ (Gordon, 2010), like the jungles, the No 

Borders Office, the squats, food distribution centre. What does it mean when the ability to build 

and sustain spaces to reproduce each other constantly risks having their ‘assets stripped’? 

(Woods, 2009: 769). One answer is to look to the ‘imperceptible politics’ of the mobile 

commons (Tsianos, Papadopoulos and Stephenson, 2008) and at the solidarity work associated 

with it that is both non-normatively ‘political’ and caring. 

Imperceptible politics describes a politics that we are not trained to perceive as ‘proper’ because 

they do not appeal to and they cannot be accommodated in the existing system of political 

representation and of citizenship. These politics use the status of invisibility in which often 

migrants are constrained to reinforce practices of solidarity, of knowledge sharing, of networking 

and of care, creating a ‘mobile commons’ (Tsianos et al., 2012: 450) that have the power to 

change the very conditions of existence for the participating actors, as well as exerting a 

transformative power upon sovereignty. The shared organising spaces in Calais can be 

considered as part of an ‘imperceptible politics’. Glimpses can be seen in the stories that are told 

                                                 
8 calaismigrantsolidarity.wordpress.org. 



when cooking together, in the connections that are made on one side of the border and then 

another and in the emotions that come forth when meeting old friends in new places. 

In Calais, shared organising spaces must be rejuvenating and reconstituting in order to continue 

to nourish and encourage the involvement of those participating in these struggles. This means 

caring for each other, thinking about what is possible together, theorising individual and 

collective experiences of vulnerability and what we can learn from them (Institute of Precarious 

Consciousness, 2014), and undertaking discussion and action so that a new kind of sustainable 

activist subjectivity can come into being, one that is reflective about the ways activist praxis is 

influenced by the postcolonial context in which this work is done. Calais is one example of 

borderland where mobile commons are nurtured and anticipatory politics imagined. The many 

borderlands existing today – not necessarily located at the border of states – are the spaces in 

which radical politics of migrant solidarity are experienced. What can we learn from them and 

what kind of political theory can be drawn? 

Critical solidarity: moving towards a political theory 

From the previous sections, we can draw two important points for sketching a political theory of 

radical practices of solidarity towards (and more importantly, with!) migrants, so as to help 

understanding the contemporary character of migration, and the rationale underpinning 

autonomous practices of solidarity in camps as Calais and other borderlands. First is the way in 

which borderlands become the sites not only for contesting and resisting contemporary migration 

regimes, but also for inventing new forms of existence in the interplay of autonomy and coercion 

inside which mobile commons are developed (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013; Papadopoulos and 

Tsianos, 2013). Second, and following from this, is the potential for new forms of existence to 

emerge from the imperceptible politics that underpin autonomous organisational practices and 



the infrastructures devised to survive borders. On the one side, borders have not simply a 

coercive power but a subjectivating power. On the other side, the power of the border is 

contested by the generative potential of grass-roots solidarity practices that produce autonomous 

geographies even within a coercive and violent, yet porous mobility regime (Pickerill and 

Chatterton, 2006; Vasudevan, 2015). 

In order to provide the coordinates for structuring the theoretical framework of a radical theory 

of solidarity practices, we propose a genealogical concatenation of concepts and spatial 

perspectives, starting from the seemingly more blurred one: the border and postcolonial locations 

in which solidarity work is undertaken, first of all, as symbols of contemporary battlefields 

around freedom of movement. Second, as sites where we can observe on a daily basis the 

entanglement of autonomy and coercion generating organisational forms, alternative forms of 

life in common, networks political strategies and tactics aiming at fostering settlement, mobility 

and more in general guaranteeing dignity also to people on the move (Linebaugh, 2008; 

Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013). These forms of life not only recast justice as a politics of 

matter (Stephenson and Papadopoulos, 2006), but also contest the very fundamentals of national 

sovereignty with their irreducible creativity in circumventing borders proliferating far beyond 

national frontiers (Mezzadra and Neilson, 2013). 

The second passage of the genealogical concatenation addresses the contrast between the situated 

experience of people challenging the borders and the universal grid through which their 

experience is often conflated, as well as depoliticised: human rights. A critical analysis of the 

fictionality of human rights will be proposed, vis-à-vis their attachment to the figure of the 

citizen as the legitimate bearer thereof. The tensions between charitable activities and solidaristic 

activities experimented in the Calais site will be used as empirical evidence. The third and last 



passage will then address the paramount political subject expressing the relationship between 

space and sovereignty, which is the citizen. Again, citizenship will be critically deconstructed in 

relationship to the materiality of human and social rights in a neo-liberal, post-welfare context 

where the dichotomy migrant/citizen does not suffice any longer to account for the forms of 

intersectional, hybrid marginality experienced by the seemingly more diverse subjects. The 

conclusion will address the relevance of using the situated perspective of the border as a 

standpoint for questioning the theoretical and political validities of the categories usually 

deployed in order to interpret social turmoil relating to mobility. The scope, ultimately, is to 

contribute to the reflection upon autonomous forms of solidarity, and increase the effectiveness 

of their material deployment as tools for fostering mobility, settlement and overall social justice. 

As for the issue of borders, autonomy of migration scholars (see the earlier section) has widely 

debated the profound mutation of the materiality of the border in its globalised articulations. 

Borders, nowadays, are not only epitomised by the wall, the detention camp or even the 

borderline separating two sovereign territories (Nail, 2012), as in Calais and Ventimiglia, even 

though these are all still extremely relevant for the violence they deploy. Rather, the role of 

borders is to institutionalise uncertainty and precarity in the guise of enforcing the constant threat 

of being deported. They ensure subjugation to exploitation, segregation and social marginality 

(De Genova, 2012). The proliferation of borders – beyond nation state – in other words, is 

symptomatic of the establishment of a complex mass of control devices, supranational entities 

and differentials points of entry that shape social reproduction. Furthermore, they criss-cross the 

likewise multifarious lines of subjectivation characterising individual and collective experience 

beyond nationality and race: ethnicity, gender, migratory status, class and cultural background, 

skill levels and so on. An example drawn from the borderlands of Calais and Ventimiglia could 



be the rhetoric aimed at secluding Syrian ‘authentic refugees’, supposedly more well-educated, 

highly skilled and moderate in terms of religion from the migrants of other nationalities, depicted 

in public discourses as less skilled, more needy, less worthy of being granted safe mobility and 

overall less ‘civilised’ and qualified for ‘integration’. 

In a nutshell, borders are nowadays a mixture of differential regimes and locations (Sassen, 

2015), aimed at attuning the movements of people to capitalist speed of flows and need for 

labour (Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013). They are designed by nation states as well as 

supranational entities (Castles and Miller, 2009; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2011), and are 

generative of subjectivation processes, wherefore they establish ‘a specified stabilized circulation 

of desired social and economic effects: profit, property, racial division’ (Nail, 2012). That is to 

say, ultimately, that borders are biopolitical devices turning the body of the migrant into the 

carrier of bordering enforcement, punishment and exploitation (Sassen, 2015). Yet, the role of 

the border is neither univocal nor uncontested. No Borders and Anti-Raids campaigning in the 

so-called ‘receiving’ countries produce practices of resistance and solidarity in eluding control 

and aiding migrants with differential migratory statuses (from asylum seekers to undocumented 

people) to juggle the grey areas of the system. 

Indeed, as stressed in the previous sections, bordering devices are also the sites where 

unprecedented forms of kinship, assemblages of subjectivities, organisational practices arise, at 

the crossroads of the complicated interplay between subjection and subjectivation characterising 

the so-called ‘fabric of migration’ (Mezzadra, 2015). These practices and forms of life show to 

what extent migrants’ autonomy exceeds migration management, designed according to 

capitalist just-in-time and to-the-point imperatives for highly mobile, yet controllable and 



selectable workforce (Moulier Boutang, 1998, 2012; Mitropoulos, 2007; Papadopoulos et al., 

2008; Andrijasevic, 2009; Anderson, 2010; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2011). 

It is crucial to problematise and rethink solidarity in either its solely political or charitable 

understanding, and to re-conceptualise it from the perspective of grass-roots solidarity practices 

stemming from the complex interplay of autonomous and coercion influencing mobility in the 

contemporary porous and diffused borders regime. Indeed, when it comes down to migrants and 

solidarity, the privileged perspectives are either the ‘charitable’ one, imprinted by the supposedly 

universal paradigm of human rights (Sassen, 2015), or, the one conflating migrants’ autonomy 

with a sort of automatism in struggling against marginalisation (Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 

2013) and for ‘integration’ into the supposedly homogeneous space of the nation and the citizen. 

The proposal here is to start from what is not pure, from those imperceptible, non-conventional, 

affective politics of mobile commons, embedded in the everyday practices that aim at enhancing 

mobility and settlement, producing space through alternative organisational practices and 

challenging the mixed spatial and temporal constituencies of borders and cities as well (Sassen, 

2015). Indeed, autonomous practices of solidarity, as the experiences of the jungle of Calais and 

the camp of Ventimiglia show, challenge borders, readapt pre-existing spatialities and create new 

forms of existence that recast social justice as politics of matter in everydayness (Papadopoulos, 

2014; Vasudevan, 2015), beyond the limits imposed by the institutional practice of solidarity, 

mostly limited to charitable acts exerted within the frame of stated governmentality, and then 

hidden beyond the veil of human rights. 

The next section will question the abstractness of solidarity when it is read through the lens of 

supposedly universal human rights. It will instead harness the theoretical elements outlined in the 

previous sections for proposing a radical theory of solidarity encompassing situated, affective 



and intersectional practices and existential modalities challenging the proliferation of borders in 

everyday life. 

From universal to situated: solidarity and everydayness 

The idea that all people have human rights is the umbrella under which the vast majority of 

institutional and grass-roots claims of solidarity towards migrants, refugees and asylum seekers 

has usually been extended. Indeed, they are generally supposed to be universal, whereas human 

beings are supposed to be the enfranchised subjects thereof, and thus disembodied of national, 

racial, ethnic, gendered, cultural, religious distinctions. Yet, as many authors have pointed out, 

the universality of human rights is merely fictional. On the other hand, the tensions and conflicts 

connected to migration display that human rights are not natural features of each human being, 

whereas they are factually appointed to citizens, and dispensed by nation states and international 

bodies to the members of the international community they have designed (see Stephenson and 

Papadopoulos, 2006; Sassen, 2015). 

Thus, first and foremost, contextualising solidarity through the vast array of quotidian 

organisational practices claiming social justice instead of human rights helps to overcome the 

impasse caused by the reference to the latter. Indeed, contemporaneity shows the paradox of the 

political abuse of the notion of liberty, that is supposed to be universal, yet overlaps with 

citizenship and legal statuses provided solely by liberal democracies. As our temporality is 

benchmarked by states of exception to democratic cornerstones in the name of the war on 

terrorism, defence of national identities against ‘migrant invasion’ and transfer of personal 

freedoms in the name of securitisation, it becomes even more apparent that the deployment of 

human rights is the pivotal form of exertion of sovereign power, as they are inherently bound to 

the fictional, unitary figure of the national citizen (Agamben, 1995). 



Moreover, it is necessary to question the mobilisation of human rights in its flattening of 

universally intelligible categories away from subjective experiences that are inherently bound to 

their situatedness, and from embodied practices of solidarity that stem in response to 

intersectional regimes of subjectification and control (de Certeau, 1984; Stephenson and 

Papadopoulos 2006; Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013). Additionally, decoupling autonomous 

practices of solidarity from the spectrum of human rights also encompasses problematising the 

value of citizenship as the only enticing horizon for people on the move, as despite the 

connections to various entitlements to settling and moving freely, it may not always be the best 

option. 

When it comes to the nation state, it is relevant to note that the definition of its prerogatives and 

conditions of co-optation has been the core of the theoretical speculation upon modernity, as well 

as the space for pinpointing the spaces of political legitimacy. Thence, its perspective has so far 

been the unquestioned lens for analysing the overall movements of politics (Cuppini, 2015). 

Consequently, the citizen has been conflated with the utmost political subject of modernity, 

enfranchised with rights, voice and agency, shaping the dichotomy citizen/alien in the first place. 

In fact, when it comes to migration, this certainty also resonates in the academic milieu, where 

formalised forms of organising (i.e. NGOs, parochial structures, recognised political collective 

and so on) created by native social practitioners, volunteers and activists tend to be privileged in 

the analysis. This effaces more imperceptible ways of creating commons, devised by subjects 

who are often mobile and irreducible to reductionist paradigms and official forms of organising 

due to their status, professional position, gender, ethnicity, cultural background, habits and so on. 

Finally, this often implies delegating the voice and agency of migrants to legitimised actors or 

native activists, mostly in the name of their status. 



This irreducibility to flattening categories corresponds to the hybridity we have addressed in the 

previous sections of this chapter as the result of the existential modalities, autonomous 

infrastructures and alternative politics arising from organisational practices devised in order to 

foster settlement and mobility. Indeed, different types of mobile commons (Papadopoulos and 

Tsianos, 2013) – from camping on a borderline like Calais and Ventimiglia to housing squats 

inhabited by both native and migrant dwellers spreading in Southern Europe – show how 

subjectivities and binary categories get subverted in everydayness. Indeed, they produce mestizo 

identities and new assemblages of subjectivities in relation to situated spatial and temporal 

arrangements (see Haraway, 1991; Anzaldúa, 2007). By the same token, the autonomous 

organisational practices stemming from these hybrid assemblages cannot be separated from the 

time and space in which they operate (de Certeau, 1984). These practices produce autonomous 

geographies (see Vasudevan, 2015) that unearth two prerequisites of the foundational myth of 

the nation state: the supposedly fixed assemblage of territory and homogeneous community; 

sedentariness as one of the bedrocks of social cooperation, whereas the borders designed in 

official maps are the outcome of the state’s violent effort to efface and curtail movements as well 

as social unrest (Deleuze and Guattari, 2005). 

Not only are borders proliferating and becoming more porous, they are also being challenged by 

mobility. Within a complex border regime where norms are established with the sole purpose of 

curtailing freedom of movement according to capitalist requirements, it is necessary to be clear 

that it is not acceptable to use humanitarian organisations and principles as a shield for arbitrarily 

dividing migrants as ‘good’ from ‘bad’. This tension is epitomised in the case of Calais’ so-

called jungle, where the European Union, the United Kingdom and France and a plurality of 

mixed actors (from NGOs to parochial associations and autonomous No Borders network) 



exerted converging and diverging actions that questioned the materiality and governance of the 

border, as well as the symbolic figures it presupposes. Indeed, what is at stake in the Calais 

conflict, as well as in other European borderlands (from Ventimiglia to Idomeni) is the 

possibility of trespassing the border and enjoying the same freedom of movement that is 

appointed to EU countries’ citizens as members of a supranational and multinational entity that is 

constantly shaken by political turmoil questioning its role and legitimacy. Nowadays, the right to 

mobility is regulated on a supranational scale (especially in terms of free trade and circulation of 

goods in the EU case), but is also autonomously practised by migrants through thick, yet 

ephemeral networks of solidarity. Finally, both migration management and solidaristic activities 

operate not only through coalescing around national identities, but according to intersectional 

lines of differential inclusion/exclusion (i.e. ethnicity, gender, class, cultural and educational 

background, religion, sexual orientation and so on). Therefore, there is the conceptual necessity 

to frame the materiality of mobile commons beyond citizenship, as Papadopoulos and Tsianos 

(2013) themselves suggest. 

Following Papadopoulos and Tsianos (2013), we think this is not the case. We propose a 

theoretical framework for radical practices of solidarity that assumes the mobilisation of borders 

as the starting point for overcoming the analytical grids provided by nation states’ subjective 

figures. Secondly, we propose autonomous practices that foster settlement and mobility as the 

analytical lens for problematising the subjective assemblages involved in juggling proliferating, 

porous and mobile borders. First of all, our proposals entail discerning the situated, intersectional 

conditions of marginality equating migrant and native dwellers in unprecedented ways. 

Secondly, we propose to put under theoretical scrutiny the unprecedented ontological forms, and 

alternative assemblages of social reproduction, stemming from the autonomous practice of 



intersectional solidarity. Indeed, they cannot be conflated with marginality insofar as they create 

new subjective figures that question the inner workings of citizenship, human, civil and social 

rights. 

Indeed, the current post-welfare crisis and austerity context contradict the conceptualisation of 

social citizenship as a progressive appointment of rights and possibilities of escalating the ladder 

for those constructed as citizens on the grounds of their availability to sustain a social pact based 

on ‘fair’ capitalist inequality (see Marshall and Bottomore, 1992; Gibson-Graham, 2006). By the 

same token, those who are excluded from this status or incapable/unavailable to fulfil 

expectations of capitalist social reproduction and exploit their full labour force as the plurality of 

their human qualities are either silenced in the public discourse or conflated with the dichotomy 

marginality-criminalisation. This is even more prominent in a post-Fordist and post-welfare 

context, where mobile commons as practices enhancing mobility and settlement get entangled 

with autonomous, prefigurative politics designed on a daily basis in order to survive neo-liberal 

governmental arrangements (Mitropoulos, 2013; Vasudevan, 2015). One example is the 

widespread phenomenon of squatting enacted by refugees and migrants with differential status 

together with homeless Italian citizens in the metropolis of Rome, and how it gets articulated 

within the public discourse (Grazioli, 2017). 

Hence, urban movements aiming at recasting right to the city and social justice (see Lefebvre, 

1996; Purcell, 2002; Merrifield, 2011) find themselves confronted with forms of subjectivation 

and, above all, life in common (e.g. housing squats) that are experimented without the necessity 

of fixing conditions of sheer material deprivation without resorting to residual, and increasingly 

inaccessible, forms of welfare.         



Hence, urban movements aiming at recasting right to the city and social justice (see Lefebvre, 

1996; Purcell, 2002; Merrifield, 2011) find themselves confronted with forms of subjectivation 

and, above all, life in common (e.g. housing squats) that they experiment as they are confronted 

with the double necessity of coping with compelling material deprivation, and doing it outside of 

the residual, and increasingly inaccessible, social welfare framework. 

As neo-liberal rationale erodes state primacy in distributing and managing resources, nation 

states become increasingly incapable of reabsorbing social conflict through either political 

representativeness or the use of welfare state for reconciling social unrest through the promises 

of equalising at least the most unbearable injustices produced by the capitalist exploitation and 

extraction of surplus by the overall social cooperation (see Marshall and Bottomore, 1992). The 

fact that these forms of solidarity, life in common and grass-roots resistance to neo-liberal 

hostility (see Avallone and Torre, 2016), realised by migrants and native citizens out of 

unprecedented conditions of proximity in marginalisation, do not produce generalised revolts 

should come as no surprise for those analysing them without conflating migrants’ and natives’ 

experiences of material deprivation, pauperisation and exclusion with the sole category of class. 

Also, the fact that migrants do not emerge as a new revolutionary avant-garde does not 

undermine the political relevance of the ways in which they create networks of solidarity capable 

of supporting their autonomous forms of life settlement and mobility. 

On the contrary, these tensions and critical points shed light upon the partiality of the analytical 

grids that scholars and activists usually deploy for analysing the turmoil occurring on multiple 

sites and multifarious borderlands; first and foremost, the idea of the ‘citizen’ as the bearer of 

rights appointed for exerting agency, voice and politicity in contraposition to the disembodied 

‘migrant’ as sheer voiceless, powerless, impolitical bare life. In a nutshell, seemingly marginal 



practices of solidarities exerted by subaltern subjects shall not be discarded as ephemeral, and 

then neglectable. Contrariwise, they can constitute the privileged perspective for critically 

addressing the frame of citizenship and rights, and supporting the effort of elaborating a 

theoretical framework capable of reading through the multiplicity of autonomous practices 

invented on a daily basis for sustaining freedom of movement vis-à-vis an increasingly pervasive 

border regime. 

Conclusion 

A radical theory of migrant solidarity affirms the importance of imperceptible politics and 

encounters occurring in everydayness among migrants and between migrants and non-migrant 

activists. These are practices that help migrants to move across the borders defying control and 

assist their settlement despite the many difficulties caused by their migration status. Often, these 

politics are ‘imperceptible’ because they do not claim rights or appeal to the state or 

humanitarian organisations, but they act autonomously and in the everyday. This radical form of 

solidarity, we claim, wanting to create new forms of existence, moves beyond (and in some 

occasions against) forms of solidarity informed by the values of human rights and citizenship – 

that are clearly shown to be inconsistently useful in the postcolonial conditions created by 

migrations. 

The postcolonial condition is the context in which we are working to understand the 

contemporary heterogeneity of forms of existence, rights and levels of citizenship cohabitating 

the same space. These multilayered spatialities and temporalities constitute the battlefield where 

the resistance against the contemporary border regimes occurs. Migrants are active subjects of 

these struggles as well as of radical solidarity practices that are often initiated by migrants 

themselves. Conceptualising migrant solidarity entails considering heterogeneity and difference 



as cornerstones for deploying effective organisational practices and crafting genuine political 

alliances, as interpolated by intersectional politics and theories of difference. 

Through the example of the work of CMS, this theoretical stance has been ‘tested’. In particular, 

the description of the infrastructures created inside the camp has allowed us to explore the 

tensions between solidarity understood as autonomous organising or charitable support. The 

materiality of political solidarity as a set of practices challenging and transforming the 

contemporary border regime and social fabric has thus been framed as anticipatory politics. The 

latter have been conceived as the experimentation of organisational, political and existential 

modalities coalescing around the necessity of resistance, and the desire to create alternative 

ontological forms at the same time. Often though, as happened in Calais most recently in 2016 

after yet another eviction of the camp, the material assets and infrastructures of anticipatory 

politics get stripped by the state, showing once again that the legacy of these projects can only be 

in their fostering of a culture of shared social reproduction and mutual aid rather than in any 

ability to maintain material infrastructures. We looked at the imperceptible politics of mobile 

commons that sets the conditions for moments of excess (The Free Association, 2011) and new 

ontological forms building solidarity as non-normatively political and caring. 

In conclusion, how does migrant solidarity operate as both a political theory and a form of 

radical politics? Autonomous practices of migrant solidarity can be generative of cooperative 

forms of life and organisation that foster collective settlement and mobility, in contrast with the 

compelling individualist and competitive rationale of capitalist governmental arrangements (De 

Angelis and Harvie, 2014). Grasping their deployment, though, requires a continuous exercise of 

open-mindedness and confrontation with complex time and space arrangements in order to grasp 

the innumerable, uncoordinated, yet cooperative actions contributing to its continuous 



theorisation and enaction (Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2013). A radical theory of solidarity 

indeed is the one capable of mapping the autonomous geographies produced by migrants’ agency 

and voice, encompassing the plurality and hybridity of everyday practices ignored by universal, 

generalising theories and fixed understandings of borders and subjectivity. This work is an 

invaluable opportunity for scholars, activists and social practitioners to analyse spontaneous and 

innovative forms of post-capitalist social reproduction and cooperation, capable of transforming 

relationships and practices (Cooper, 1986; Gibson-Graham, 2006; Heyman et al., 2014) that 

allow for an imagining of migrant solidarity beyond contemporary capitalist infrastructures and 

towards a freedom of movement for all. 
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