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Literature Review 

In the global political landscape—marked by climate crises, socioeconomic upheavals, and 
increasingly widespread conflicts—migration appears inextricably linked to uncertainty and 
instability. On one hand, those who move take on the “scalar risks” of the journey, undertaken 
as an individual, familial, or collective project (Williams & Baláž, 2012). On the other hand, 
nation-states frame migration in terms of threat and danger, making it a catalyst for insecurity 
in its multiple forms: “the thesis is that immigration may undermine the material and cultural 
foundations of democratic solidarity; [whereas in reality] we have lost the ability to articulate 
a structural critique of capitalism and inequality” (Ypi, 2025). Faced with increasingly 
securitized narratives and border externalization strategies across Europe (Furia, 2011), liquid 
modernity seems to fail in keeping its promise, instead paving the way for new forms of 
totalitarianism. Unquantifiable insecurities create “fertile ground for the rise of violence and 
new forms of nationalism” (Beck, 2003, p. 63). 
In 2020, the Covid-19 health crisis was a “revealing event” of global challenges (Morin, 
1976, p. 68): “the neologism ‘permacrisis’ becomes the terminological label that captures the 
essence and novelty of living through a prolonged period of instability and uncertainty” 
(Galantino, 2024, p. 193). And yet, “hunger, fear, war, and the constant threat of death are the 
normal conditions in which the majority of human beings on the planet live [...]. It is rather 
the comfortable life of the suburban Westerner that represents, in every sense, the global 
exception” (Fisher, 2023). Thus, while European politicians promote a security policy that is 
difficult to enforce, people from the Global South continue to move. According to Frontex 
data, in 2024 there were 220,700 border crossings into Europe; 66,617 arrivals in Italy via the 
Mediterranean, including 12,590 minors—8,043 of whom were unaccompanied. 
To grasp the complexity of the present, it is necessary to move beyond binary visions and 
broaden the perspective to include multiple arguments (Tulloch & Lupton, 2003; Morin, 
2011; Musso, 2008). For a long time, the linear-rational paradigm approached the concept of 
risk rigorously, seeking to govern it through probability and statistical calculations, typical of 
modernity (Douglas, 1985; Luhmann, 1991; Beck, 1986). However, since the 1980s, risk 
theories began associating “risk” with “uncertainty”—an inherently incalculable condition 
that opens the door to the unknown (Galantino, 2024). In Western societies, knowledge and 
power feed into each other (Foucault, 1975, p. 31). But “the modern ‘Cogito’ no longer leads 
to the certainty of being; rather, it destabilizes it” (Lazreg, 2017, p. 54). Risk does not 
generate change in power relations—it reproduces existing structures. 
Neoliberal globalization has created significant profits for some and enormous losses for 
others (Bauman, 2002). Economic and welfare policies have advanced a different conception 
of the common good, resulting in job losses, lower wages, increased inequalities, and global 
recession (Rifkin, 2014). The “structural holes” embedded first in the New Economy and then 
in the digital economy make it easier for individuals to move without being controlled (Burt, 
2005). It is within these gaps that opportunities lie (Sennett, 2000, p. 83). In the absence of 
formal channels, those who migrate find alternative sources of connection within these 
“structural holes”—such as intermediaries or informal social networks (Koser, 2008), often 
composed of numerous NGOs: No Name Kitchen, the Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso 
Transeuropa (operating from Ventimiglia to Calais and from Trieste along the Balkan Route), 
or The Tunisian Human Rights League (LTDH) and Refugees in Libya, active in the 
Maghreb. 
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However, while the networker may opportunistically exploit information asymmetries, they 
often lack “a tool that can valorize and protect them from market risks and the destructive 
opportunism of those who organize the network” (Perulli, 2012, p. 76). This also applies to 
the “smuggling” of journeys (Koser, 2008): in a market where doors and passageways to 
Europe are sold, power and control do not lie with the migrant, who is instead subjected to 
persistent forms of global exploitation and opportunism (Perulli, 2012). From this perspective, 
risk seems to have a seductive power (Lyng, 2008); yet those who decide to leave are not 
necessarily more risk-prone than those who stay, as remaining in the country of origin may at 
times involve even greater risks (Williams & Baláž, 2012). 
In analyzing risk, it is crucial to move beyond a cost–benefit approach and take into account 
ambiguities (Best, 2008), contradictions, and emotions (Zinn, 2004; Nuissl, 2002; Eastmond, 
2007) of those on the move. Migrants possess imperfect knowledge derived from a synthesis 
of codified knowledge—acquired through books, websites, social media—and tacit 
knowledge, gained by talking to current or returned migrants who often do not report the 
cultural values of the destination, which play a key role in shaping future expectations 
(Styhre, 2004). “Trust begins where knowledge ends (Lewis and Weigert, 1985: 462). If 
knowledge were complete, trust would not be necessary; and if it were completely absent, 
trust would have no basis” (Williams & Baláž, 2012, p. 177). Conversely, “risk appears when 
God disappears” (Beck, 2007, p. 123). Between magical realism (Brauer, 2019) and Realist 
Capitalism (Fisher, 2009), “God is dead”—but not for everyone. Disorientation increases 
when policies such as integration are implemented without leaving room for the values of the 
culture of origin, demanding instead the embrace of “radical non-identities” (Frank, 2005), 
dissolved within globalization. According to Mary Douglas’s theoretical framework, risk is 
socially constructed and influenced by cultural values, collective norms, and group cohesion 
and belonging (Douglas, 1985). Therefore, perceptions and interpretations of the journey 
differ not only based on the challenges encountered but also on how it is perceived and what 
meaning is attributed to it (BenEzer & Zetter, 2015). “Chicken wings” is the expression used 
by Vietnamese refugees to describe the inability to fly—a metaphor representing the fear of 
rejection and the lack of power in their situation (Knudsen, 1993). In the Maghreb, the term 
Harka (حرقة) is used to describe the journey; it translates as “burning,” expressing a feeling of 
sadness and referring to the proximity to the desert or the act of burning documents before 
departure. Along the Balkan Route, border crossings are called “the game” and “donkey” due 
to the many challenges people face on foot, often through forests and mountains. 
Globalization enables the circulation of “money, technologies, goods, information, and 
pollution. [...] Even people and ideas find their way [...] thrown into transnational lifestyles, 
often unwanted and misunderstood” (Beck, 1997, p. 39). These journeys can land migrants in 
culturally distant environments where a sense of strangeness intensifies: “being labeled as ‘the 
other’ generates anxiety and stress” (BenEzer & Zetter, 2015). To understand the 
spatiotemporal dimensions of migration, the capacity to aspire must be conceived as a cultural 
fact (Appadurai, 2014), since the horizons of expectation for migrants are also shaped by the 
social climate—by the “social frames” that inevitably influence their sense of timing, 
behavior, and present-day decisions (Jedlowski, 2013). Finally, one must ask: “How can 
sociology—which has taken Western modernity as universal—understand non-Western risk 
societies?” (Beck, 2007, p. 144). The challenge of this research lies in a Foucauldian pursuit 
of the elusive element, following a postcolonial approach whose theoretical development will 
continue in the coming years. 

Research Question 

This study aims to explore how individuals process the decision to set out on a journey, 
correlating the factors that drive departure—namely personal, religious, and magical 
dimensions, as well as concepts of hope and destiny—with perceptions of the future, which 
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inevitably guide present-day choices (Jedlowski, 2012; Pellegrino, 2014; Deriu, 2015; 
Appadurai, 2016). At the same time, it remains open to exploring other aspects that may 
emerge from the firsthand accounts shared by participants. The research will focus in 
particular on the French-Italian and Tunisian borders, where, due to failed attempts to cross, 
people often remain stuck and are forced to reorganize their daily lives. The aim is for the 
analytical work and materials produced by this research to help build a vision of migration 
from the perspective of those who enact it. This perspective could also serve public outreach 
goals and contribute to the development of critical knowledge and skills, especially among 
school students. 

Methodology 
This research will employ both qualitative and quantitative methods. The first phase unfolds 
along two lines of scientific literature. On the one hand, a review of risk theories will be 
conducted: moving beyond the rational/non-rational dichotomy, it will explore the personal, 
religious, magical dimensions, and the concepts of hope, destiny, and imagined futures among 
people on the move. On the other hand, an analysis will be carried out on European awareness 
campaigns about migration, which—aimed at deterring people from embarking on the 
journey—often reflect culturally determined biases. 
The second phase involves two fieldwork studies: one abroad and one in Italy. The 
ethnographic research will include participant observation and the collection of 
autobiographies in the form of audio-diaries at border sites. The study will first focus on 
people in transit at the French-Italian border, and later in Tunisia. In the first case, 
collaboration will be established with the association “Refuges Solidaires”; in the second, 
with L’Institut de Recherche sur le Maghreb Contemporain, the Forum for Economic and 
Social Rights (FTDES), the National League for the Political Rights of Women, the Tunisian 
Council for Refugees, and the anti-racist group Mnemty. A residency at Mesopolhis—an 
interdisciplinary research center created by the Department of Political Science at Aix-
Marseille University in collaboration with the French National Centre for Scientific 
Research—will support both the collection of bibliographic material and the analysis and 
writing of the final research output1. 
The study follows the principle of dialogic co-construction rooted in the culture-centered 
approach (Sastry et al., 2017), which considers members of the target communities as 
“cultural experts and co-researchers rather than mere informants” (Castellaccio-Moretti, 
2023). YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok feature numerous videos shot at border sites, where 
people are encouraged to smile and wave while jumping barbed wire fences, crossing 
overflowing rivers, or walking over steel bridge scaffolding. These are promotional videos 
produced by agents marketing organized journeys under hashtags like #schengenvisaupdate. 
People on the move are simultaneously the protagonists and the audience of these videos 
(Goffman, 1969; Hodson et al., 2022), subject to the spread of misinformation that has 
normalized the use of emotions “to provoke a strong emotional response that drives online 
sharing” (Hodson et al., p. 1). 
By contrast, spontaneous narratives have the potential to convey counter-narratives about 
migration, with informative and political value in revealing migratory realities often absent—
or reduced to stereotypes—in mainstream media. For this reason, the study supports the 
collection of autobiographical accounts (approx. n=30) via the audio-diary method as a key 
expression of digital culture. To guide these narratives, prompts will be provided around areas 
of interest (relational, spatial dimensions, perceptions of the future), without placing any 
restrictions on the content or length of the recordings; participants will freely decide what to 
focus on. Length, brevity, and tone of voice will be analyzed as relevant items. 

 
1Contacts with the aforementioned organizations are already underway, and the timeline will be defined in the 
coming months, based also on the available opportunities and the evolving situation in the Tunisian territory. 
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Acknowledging that the issue is not necessarily owning a smartphone but accessing electricity 
and internet connectivity, devices will be provided when needed, while ensuring participants 
can seek out safe spaces to record in privacy and spontaneity. 

The final outcome aims to support dissemination on migration through audiovisual 
storytelling formats such as podcasts, reports, graphic novels, or exhibitions—drawing on the 
legacy of live methods (Back & Puwar, 2012; Queirolo Palmas, 2018), the archaeology of the 
present (Anichini, 2021), and the Ithaca Diary Contest, which—under Ithaca Horizon 2020—
collected testimonies across the Mediterranean. Following the paths set by these approaches 
allows for the development of mirrored methodologies, diametrically opposed to deterrent 
campaigns, and positions sociology as a tool for social engagement and transformation 
(Burawoy). The material from the audiovisual narratives will be used to develop educational 
workshops on migration for secondary school students. 
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