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Their story begins on ground level, with 
footsteps. They are myriad, but do not 
compose a series. They cannot be counted 
because each unit has a qualitative character: 
a style of tactile apprehension and kinesthetic 
appropriation. Their swarming mass is an 
innumerable collection of singularities. 
Their intertwined paths give their shape to 
spaces. They weave places together.

- Michel De Certeau, 1988, p. 97 - 



The Diary from the border. Ventimiglia is an in-
tegral part of the wider Marie Sklodowska-Cu-
rie project A Place for Asylum Seekers. Euro-
pean migration policies and their socio-spatial 
impacts (PASS). Within the PASS Project, du-
ring the last four months of 2018, I conducted 
an ethnographic research in Ventimiglia, an 
Italian town of around 23.000 inhabitants, lo-
cated on the border between Italy and the rich 
French area of the Cote d’Azur. 
Like Calais and Melilla, Ventimiglia is one of 
the checkpoints (Garelli, Tazzioli, 2018) of 
internal EU control and management system 
on migration flows. Since 2015, the city has 
become one of the symbolic places of the EU 
‘migration crisis’, due to the suspension of the 
Schengen Treaty by France and the resulting 
rise in informal migrant settlements. Like 
other similar contexts (Cassidy et al, 2018) 
inside the EU, Ventimiglia first experienced a 
‘de-bordering’ process - thanks to the Schen-
gen acquis - followed by a new ‘re-bordering’ 
process related to the migration crisis. The 
‘return of the border’ has resulted in a greater 
presence of security forces on both sides of the 
border, an increase in the number of people 
blocked in Ventimiglia due to rejections at the 
French border side, in the creation of the Roja 
Camp (2016) run by the Red Cross, and, last 
but not least, in the development of informal 
camps built by transiting migrants and their 
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constant evictions by Italian authori-
ties. 
Different people pass through here: 
those who want to go to France, those 
who want to go to Switzerland or Ger-
many but had had problems in cros-
sing other borders (e.g. the Brenner); 
but also migrants who have lost their 
place in the Italian asylum system after 
receiving an application rejection or 
people with a residence permit expi-
red. Actually, the Roja Camp is cur-
rently the only one, in Italy, to be open 
not only to asylum seekers but also 
to migrants who do not (or may not) 
apply for asylum or those who, for the 
most diverse reasons, no longer have 
access to any public support. During 
the time, Ventimiglia has become a 
‘clearing house’ for all those who have 
been stranded during the border cros-
sing between Italy and France and for 
the various people expelled from the 
Italian asylum system.
In Ventimiglia, I carried out my rese-
arch in a number of different locations: 
from the city’s public spaces to the bor-
der ‘line’, but also inside the Eufemia 
Infopoint run by the 20K Collective 
and the city’s Caritas centre, both of 
which provide services to migrants. 



The research tools were calibrated 
according to the context and the 
communicative situation, which 
was not always easy given the deli-
cate and vulnerable conditions the 
migrants, encountered during these 
four months of empirical investiga-
tions, found themselves. 
I walked several times with migran-
ts along the route from the centre 
of the city to Camp Roja; I took the 
train that goes to the first French 
station, Menton-Garavan, in order 
to monitor the checks carried out 
by the French gendarmerie; and I 
travelled from Ventimiglia to the 
Prefecture in Imperia, where asylum 
requests presented in the border ci-
ties are dealt with. I also carried out 
semi-structured interviews with mi-
grants residing at the CAS (Recep-
tion centre for asylum seekers) in 
the nearby town of Bordighera and 
inside the so-called “Transit Camp” 
run by the Red Cross, which opened 
in 2016 in response to the increase 
in migrant numbers as a result of the 
border closure.
The decision to investigate both for-
mal and informal spaces was guided 
by the notion that both are the result 

of the constant redefinition of the border re-
gime in Ventimiglia. Eventually, I interviewed 
employees of NGOs in Ventimiglia, as well as 
officials involved in forced transfers between 
the Member States, and in voluntary and for-
ced returns, in the offices in Rome (Italian Du-
blin Unit, EASO, IOM, National Guarantor of 
the Rights of Detainees). 
The fieldwork has brought with it a necessary 
reflection on Ethical issues and, therefore, on 
research outputs. Given the increasing vul-
nerability of migrants and asylum seekers in 
the EU, I have decided not to proceed with 
the direct publication of the ‘audio’ of the in-
terviews I have conducted, as previously plan-
ned. In many cases, the use of the recorder 
was problematic both because of the irregular 
situation of some of the participants encoun-
tered during the fieldwork, and because of a 
rapport based on openness and mutual trust 
that is paramount in such scenarios. To protect 
participants involved in my research, I finally 
decided to structure my ‘Research Diary’ not 
in audio but in visual form, by using comics 
as a vehicle for the dissemination and sharing 
of my research experience in Ventimiglia. For 
this reason, I asked the illustrator Emilia-
no Serreli to give form to my Diary from the 
border. Ventimiglia which covers an extensive 
period: from 2016, when motivations behind 
the project arose, to the end of 2018, when I 
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carried out the actual fieldwork research in Ventimiglia. 
The use of comics as a research tool and object of inquiry is increasingly pre-
sent at the international level, as many interdisciplinary studies show (Ditt-
mer, 2014, Peterle, 2018; dell’Agnese & Amato, 2018). In the academic field, 
comics have drawn scholars’ attention in different ways, either as objects of 
investigation in and of themselves or, less commonly, as a research output 
used to construct the spatial narrative. My choice fits in this second line of 
interest. I did not analyse the space in comics nor of the comics (Peterle, 
2018, p. 2); rather, I translated part of my project results into comics.
Beyond protecting informers and their anonymity, I decided to use the com-
munication potential of this medium, which allows us to convey complex 
contents in a “simplified and accessible” form (Kleeman, 2006) and, in par-
ticular, to represent “uncomfortable topics” (De Spuches, 2016). Thanks to 
comics, a space of visibility and possibilities can be opened for under-re-
presented stories (Giubilaro, 2016). It is not a coincidence that in the XXI 
century, more and more comics and graphic novels are based on migrants’ 
stories, collected through interviews, and used to break the silence on im-
portant political and disputed issues (De Spuches, 2016).











































Given the PASS project goals, the graphic novel was chosen because it is 
a useful tool for questioning the “pervading uniqueness” (Giubilaro, 2016, 
p. 61) of some representations on ‘migrants’ and ‘migration crisis’ in the 
EU. Drawings are thus considered a sort of ‘counter-map’, as opposed to the 
anonymous, classifying, criminalizing discourses which tend to portray the 
stories of migrants on EU territory and beyond. 

The graphic novel aims to orient the reader within the territorial and 
narrative context presented, starting from my personal geographies and 
those of the subjects represented. The story is structured through three 
macro moments: 

1. the period that precedes my decision to write a research project on the EU 
asylum system (2016)
2. my transfer to the University of Amsterdam (February 2018) 
3. the fieldwork in Ventimiglia (September- December 2018).

Initially, I am one of the main characters in the graphic novel. However, as 
the story unfolds, my role evolves and becomes functional in leading the 
reader to discover the places and the stories I met in Ventimiglia. In this 
transition, my character, though never disappearing, deliberately assumes a 
secondary position in the representation. 

The decision to build a narrative that emphasizes some of the moments 
and central passages of any (empirical) research, meant that my inclusion 
became meaningful. In particular, I wanted to underline the personal reasons 
underpinning the choice of the research topic; the importance of proper 
funding in pursuing a research project; the relational aspect inherent to any 
knowledge gaining process, which means that no research can ever be called 
‘personal’ in its entirety. Thus, the use of comics also allowed me to give 
the right place to some people who have been central to the development 
of the PASS project: first of all, Maurizio Memoli (University of Cagliari), 
who urged me to insist in staying in Academia; Darshan Vigneswaran 
(University of Amsterdam), who immediately accepted my proposal, and 
then my ‘mates’; Francesca Mazzuzi and Cornelia Isabelle Toelgyes, from the 
Campaign LasciateCIEntrare, with whom I started my effort on the ground 
before the granting of ad hoc funding. Finally, my Diary could not miss 
Cecilia Vergnano, Lilgoulou Keita - who still worries about me - and Livio 
Amigoni who does not appear under his own name, but with all his grit and 
attitude among the crowd of the 20K Collective Assembly in the last scene of 
the novel. All the protagonists of the stories told, when my character takes a 
step back, are real - names aside - as are the places and dynamics presented. 

The graphic novel
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This comic is based on the author’s research experience in the field 
of EU migration policies, and in particular on her research diary, 
which was written during the ethnography carried out at the Italian-
French border of Ventimiglia between September and December 
2018. The comic seeks to document the results of new French border 
controls in place since 2015, as well as of Italian policies to manage 
the increased number of migrants in Ventimiglia. This work focuses 
on the negative impact that a specific way of understanding and 
managing the border has on the lives of people in transit. 

The illustrator Emiliano Serreli translated the Silvia Aru’s research 
diary into comics.  

Silvia Aru is currently an assistant professor of Economic and Political 
Geography at the Polytechnic of Turin. Previously, she benefited from 
a Marie Curie fellowship at the University of Amsterdam (2018-2020) 
on the right of asylum in the European Union, of which this work 
is one of the outputs. Her research interests encompass migration 
policies and their socio-territorial impact, as well as related issues of 
justice and socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion.

Emiliano Serreli was born a cartoonist like all children. He decided 
to pursue his inclination by studying architecture at the University 
of Cagliari and, since 2015, by working on illustrations and comics 
mainly for the Italian and US markets. 


