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In the next ten minutes I will:

1. overview the coming apart of Syria and the great migration

of 2015,

2. talk about conflicts in transit states,

3. briefly examine Greek solidarians and the Hungarian erec-

tion of a border-wall in response to the migration.

I will stitch together observations and thoughts from a bigger, quan-

titative data driven project, and leave out a lot of its economics,

history, and demography. I am not describing a un-implemented

model for mutual aid. Rather than an ought, I’m looking at an is—

that is, I will describe concrete ways that people associated with

each other in recent history.

I started this project by analyzing and visualizing large datasets

from the United Nations, European Union, and Hungarian Police.

I looked to the month-by-month mass movement of people as a

corrective to explanatory frameworks I unsystematically developed

over the last ten years of watching the events of the war and mi-

gration unfold. I hoped to find something about a contemporary

form of mutual aid in the relationship between events and demo-

graphics.

The first thing that was clear: Under powerful demographic,

1



2 2015 MASS MIGRATION

market, and climate pressures, the Syrian state came apart. Its

constituent durable solidarities of religion-ethnicity-region-class be-

came collective actors in a market system—and then in war and

migration marketplaces. Unleashed from the socially stabilizing

forces of latter twentieth-century Ba’ath socialism and the secu-

rity state, networked professional and managerial Sunni Arabs in

northern Syria moved from the public to the private sector in the

late 1990s and early 2000s. In 2010 and 2011, the new private

sector founded a war entrepreneurial project.

A Sunni Arab shopkeeper from Maraa, north of Aleppo, told

sociologists Baczko, Dorronsoro, and Quesnay1 about his move

to war entrepreneurship in 2011.

“To form my group, I had to sell my interior decoration

shop. Given the situation, I had discounted the goods.

In total, I raised $200,000, just enough to equip about

thirty men. A tailor from Maraa made our uniforms. I

bought twenty AK-47s and a thousand cartridges for

each one, two machine guns and some RPGs. Un-

fortunately, I only found one sniper rifle. Weapons are

scarce and expensive! I bought portable radios and

three 4 × 4 [pickup truck]s. I had just enough money

for petrol and to pay a salary of $50 per fighter for three

months.

“The. . . al-Tawhid [Brigade]2 gave us more weapons

and ammunition whenever they wanted us to attack

a position. The rest of the time, we would take turns

at the front in groups of twenty and the. . . al-Tawhid

[Brigade] would take care of our supplies. On our side,

1Baczko, Adam, Gilles Dorronsoro, and Arthur Quesnay. Civil war in Syria: Mo-
bilization and competing social orders. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2018.

2Li’wa al-Tawhid was the most significant military actor other than Syria’s state
at that time; also from Maraa—AK.
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we’d film our attacks to get help from Syrians abroad”

(p. 111).

The businessman’s mention of video marketing is really inter-

esting. In the Syrian war, actors marketed themselves to donors

with independently produced war footage.

The first groups of fighters marketed themselves to Syrian expat-

riates—specifically members of the wealthiest strata of Syrian so-

ciety who flew to France when war threatened. The early groups of

private-sector fighters were outcompeted very rapidly by networks

that had much more powerful public-sector patrons—networks as-

sociated with the Muslim Brotherhood (Qatari patrons) and net-

works associated with Al Qaeda (Saudi patrons). One of the most

significant sources for arms and Islamist fighters was Turkey. Turkey

worked together with the U.S. to move fighters and arms from

Libya to destabilize the Syrian government. When the U.S. pulled

out, Turkey expanded the pipeline to move masses of munitions

and fighters from Libya into Syria.3

Professional and managerial Sunni Arabs from northern Syria—

a powerful religion-ethnicity-region-class stratum of Syrian society—

moved history as notable neofeudal lords, merchants, and Ba’ath

party members before Hafez al-Assad’s Alawite hick coup in 1970.

As determined Muslim Brotherhood insurgents, the northern prof-

essional-managerial Sunni Arab stratum fought a bloody civil war

in the late 1970s and early 1980s which reactively produced a per-

manently militarized state. After their military defeat by the secular

Syrian state, the state appeased their revanchism with incremen-

tal and partial market liberalizations that over time produced the

peculiar Syrian market system of the late 1990s and the 2000s.

3Hersh, Seymour M. “The red line and the rat line: Seymour M. Hersh on
Obama, Erdoğan and the Syrian rebels.” London Review of Books, vol. 36,
no. 8, 17 April 2014. www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v36/n08/seymour-m.-hersh/

the-red-line-and-the-rat-line. As the Syrian insurgency failed, Turkey (with
Qatari funding) eventually returned many Islamist fighters to Libya to fight on the
side of Libya’s Muslim Brotherhood-backed Prime Minister, Fayez al-Sarraj.
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Professional and managerial Sunni Arabs from northern Syria

moved en masse from a large public sector to a new private sector

in which former state functions were bequeathed to entrepreneurs.

The loyalty of the new entrepreneurs determined their access to

state patronage, without which they could neither produce or trade.

In the uprising and 2011 civil war, this stratum led the tearing down

of the restrictive state patronage arrangement, and liberated var-

ious segments of Syrian society from what state protection re-

mained. As the state retreated and regrouped, an international

war marketplace competed with it for control of Syrian territory.

As Islamists backed by Turkey, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia mo-

nopolized anti-state violence region by region in 2012, this stra-

tum of Syrian society disproportionately fled Syria. After flee-

ing, professional and managerial Sunni Arabs from northern Syria

brokered access to resources in refugee marketplaces in Jordan,

Lebanon, and Turkey. Finally, in late 2014, this stratum of Syrian

society pioneered and promoted—through Facebook and WhatsApp—

the Aegean trail to Germany. As mass migration to Europe be-

gan, professional and managerial Sunni Arab outfits, formerly from

northern Syria, controlled the trafficking of Syrians across the Aegean

Sea.4

The welfare-security and market legacies of the Balkan and

east central European countries through which the migrant trail

passed structured very different responses to the twin crises of im-

posed austerity and obligations to a suddenly enormous refugee

and migrant population. In 2015, when some of my friends were

receiving refugees and migrants on the Greek island of Lesvos,

1,000 to 2,000 people were landing per day. In September of

2015, right before the Hungarian border wall was completed, 13,000

refugees and migrants transited Hungary in a month. They all had

to be registered by Hungarian police, at Hungarian expense, with

4Kingsley, Patrick. The new odyssey: The story of the twenty-first-century
refugee crisis. London: Guardian Faber Publishing, 2017.
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no support from the European Union, who mandated that Hungary

register them.

The migrants and refugees on the trail—who I’ll lump together

as travelers—did not only seek safety from a war they had already

escaped to southern Turkey and Lebanon. They also sought a

strong welfare state with employment protections for profession-

als and managers. Abandoned by their Syrian state patron in the

1990s and 2000s, outcompeted for war and refugee entrepreneur-

ship in 2011 and 2012, unlikely to find employment of the sort

to guarantee their children the standard of living they needed to

reproduce their social strata, professional and managerial Sunni

Arabs from northern Syria started an exodus. The exodus was

rapidly joined by Kurds and Yazidis of lower social standing, by

professional Afghans, and eventually by populations from Pales-

tine and east and central Africa, all looking for a place they could

consider liveable.

Very different actions of very different states—Syria, Turkey,

Greece, North Macedonia, Serbia, and Hungary—have often been

represented in the West as as simply authoritarian when they

failed or blocked migrant flows, or prioritized their citizenry. This

is a similar operation to that which has left unanalyzed the religion-

ethnicity-region-class-structure character of the Syrian uprising and

war, and self-sorting of refugees and migrants by social strata.

These operations suggest a model of the world in which the state

is over and against society and the market, and further suggest

that society will be saved by the market. This stands against the

historical Ba’athist ideal of society and the state over and against

the market, or recent neoliberal history in which the market stands

over and against society and the state.

A transit state for one social stratum might be the home or

the destination of another. In mass migrations, there are clear

destinations. To live in a transit state is to live in a place where

migrants and refugees don’t want to live. It’s not only citizens that
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look down on refugees and migrants. Take a moment to note that

as a mass, neither did migrants see transit states like Greece and

Hungary, each home to ten million people, as places fit to settle.

They are simply places to be processed, acquire paperwork, and

move on to a better country.

Greece and Hungary in 2015 provide fascinating departures

for considering the complexity of post-neoliberal mutual aid for-

mations, beyond the religion-ethnicity-region-class formations that

structured the early days of the war and pioneered the Aegean

refugee trail. Both were transit states for the mass migration. Both

were debtor nations, reeling from austerity regimes imposed in

2010 in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis. Both are

members of the European Union, the Schengen Zone in which

border controls were abolished, and the Dublin III Agreement on

the registration of refugees entering Europe.

Let me introduce a loose theoretical placeholder. Call it fellow-

feeling, solidarity, or in Arabic, after the 12th-century scholar Ibn

Khaldun, call it asibiyah. Greek civil society broadly demonstrated

it with the refugees and migrants in 2015. Hungarian civil society

did not. Both the Greek and Hungarian states struggled and failed

in a multitude of ways under the combination of imposed austerity

measures and the administrative burdens imposed by Dublin III.

Hungary took decisive state action to end its administrative

burden of registering people in transit to Germany. Hungary suc-

cessfully excluded refugees and migrants with police action, then

established a new welfare benefit to encourage a higher Hungar-

ian birthrate. Greece allowed large non-state, non-NGO5 mutual

aid networks to informally take responsibility for welfare provision

for four years. Greece did this in clear distinction to the way that

refugee populations are managed in lots of other places.

5NGOs are task-oriented nongovernmental organizations, usually with pro-
fessional staff who broker resource transfers (money, goods, and services) from
donors to aid recipients, while taking a cut of the brokered resources as compen-
sation for their professional services.
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Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon used their refugee populations in

extortionary ways to get resources from donor nations and NGOs.

Turkey threatened the European Union on multiple occasions. If

the E.U. didn’t concede to its demands, Turkey would expel its

hostage refugee population—3.6 million people—into Europe. Jor-

dan and Lebanon marketed their virtue to secure donations, as

NGOs do.

Marketing and looking for patronage, using captive refugees as

a way to get it, is similar to what war entrepreneurs do with their

video footage. This is a vast marketplace of war and refugees. It’s

what Karl Polanyi called a market system.6

This talk has been a rapid overview of a big project, but it is ad-

equate to explain the basic patterns I found in the public datasets,

and adequate to the interviews I conducted with fighters, refugees,

aid workers, and solidarians.

Q: So much of your discourse is about state or higher authorities

on the one hand, and associations and the individual on the other.

My question is about the keyword family. There is talk about civic

associations, but is there ever talk about the family?

A: The primary source of conflict reported to me as occurring

between the Greek and the refugee and migrant members of infor-

mal mutual aid organizations in Greece had to do with differences

in family structure. How were the conservative, patriarchal, closed

family structures of professional and managerial Sunni Arab fam-

ilies from northern Syria to get along with the open, free-flowing,

individualized anarchist way of life, as anarchists opened squats

for housing and the two ways of life associated closely?

Solidarians of both ways of life worked to overcome their mu-

tual suspicion because both argued it was a time when judgment

6Polanyi, Karl. The great transformation. New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1944.
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and rejection of each others’ ways of being family must be sus-

pended or overlooked. Family was the hottest strikepoint or hard-

est difficulty in Greek solidarian mutual aid in 2015 and 2016.

Q: You mentioned anarchists in Exarchia making space available

for migrants to co-squat—

A: —and elsewhere in Athens, in Thessaloniki, in Lesvos, in

many places.

Q: Yes, of course! All over Greece! My question is how your

work considers different forms of mutual aid. You were consid-

ering different kinds of interventions that happened in Lesvos and

Thessaloniki and elsewhere with interest-seeking NGOs and state

actors. I’m wondering how anarchist squats fit into your vocabu-

lary for migration mutual aid?

A: The anarchists were probably the largest social actor respond-

ing to the refugee crisis in Greece. There were lots of different

kinds of mutual aid. There were small business owners who al-

lowed people to camp on their land, there were restaurant own-

ers who served meals. These are things that happen whenever

a crisis is suddenly visited on a society. Everybody turns out and

helps. This is an expected compulsion.

Anarchists formed the mutual aid networks in order to deal with

the collapse of the Greek welfare state in the aftermath of 2010’s

imposed austerity. One of my friends knows no one in Greece who

doesn’t know someone who killed themselves during the worst

days of that time. So there’s neighborhood councils, there’s struc-

tures, there’s methods of communication.

In December 2014, after the Aegean migrant trail was discov-

ered and widely disseminated, but before the mass came through,

there was an international meeting of mutual aid networks in Greece.
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The meeting included mutual aid networks from North Africa, Kur-

dish areas of northern Syria, other European countries, with the

Greeks being the biggest and best organized. At that conference

there was a formal decision to retool the networks—as far as I un-

derstand; I wasn’t there. There was a formal decision to retool the

networks to receive the half a million migrants they expected to

come in 2015.

1.1 million came, so they were off by a little bit. The Greek mu-

tual aid networks acted on the decision to take mutual aid among

Greeks and extend it to travelers who were not expected to stay

and contribute back, travelers who were expected to pass through.

Their passing-throughness was in some ways a political problem

in Hungary (though I’m sure an intention to stay could have been

a much worse problem). In Greece, civil society actors thought,

“This is short-term mutual aid; we can do that.”

This mutual aid in Greece was also based on a sense of shared

obligation in history. One of the solidarians who was at the meet-

ing told me there’s a very strong feeling, and no distinction be-

tween anarchists and non-anarchists with this feeling. Especially

in the Aegean islands: “When we were expelled in 1923 from

Turkey, the primary agency that aided our resettling in Greece was

chartered in Aleppo. Now we’re going to help you guys. Two gen-

erations from now you can get us back.”

There’s a desire to keep no tabs within Greek mutual aid net-

works. There’s an absolute, intense antipathy to any conception

of aid workers aiding needy people. There’s an intense linguistic

insistence on mutualism in all relationships, and an intense antipa-

thy to taking NGO or entrepreneurial approaches to recieving aid

from somewhere and brokering its distribution.

They redistributed aid within the people that consume it, and

accepted nothing from outside sources. This ended up scaling

very well. If your neighbor can’t pay rent and you put up a Go-

FundMe for them, that’s an entrepreneurial solution. If your neigh-
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bor can’t pay rent and you throw a rent party for them and the

people in your building come and pay a buck at the door, knowing

the party might have to be for them next month, that’s a solidarian

solution.

With my paper I tried to find market-based, state-based, and

society-based forms of mutual aid. The Greek response felt like

the most strongly social, without a state or market component.

Perhaps more accurately, the mutual aid networks were anti-state

and anti-market. There was another social, not-state, not-market

Greek response to the refugees and migrants which was much

smaller. The anti-immigration Golden Dawn tried unsuccessfully

to forge a different model of Greek solidarity, very much like Greek,

Serbian, Hungarian, Spanish, Italian, and ultimately German fas-

cist groups did in the ruins of the world’s first economically liberal-

ized market system.

There are certainly also market-based responses to the pres-

sures of austerity and mass migration in Balkans. The Greek

mafia stole Syrian passports, which are worth a hell of a lot. You

came from somewhere else and got your hands on a Syrian pass-

port, you were on your way to citizenship in Germany.

A Bosnian friend complains about organized, large-scale car

thefts by Syrian organized crime cartels. She says the crime

bosses invest the take in real estate and bride-prices. She also

complains about smaller-scale—but very offensive to some Bosnian

Muslims—Syrian bootleg hard alcohol manufacture. This is market-

based action by professionals and managers stranded in a transit

state. The crime bosses, thirty years ago, were likely civil ser-

vants. Twenty years ago, they were small businessmen. Ten years

ago, they organized fighting groups. Mutual aid, for some Syrians

in exile, is played out in squats and prison-like refugee camps. For

others it is played out in subdivisions and chop shops.


