Biopolitics, sovereign power and mobility at the intersections between tourism and informal migration along the Balkan Route


The Balkan Route, an informal migration corridor connecting Greece to Western Europe via multiple countries, has been traversed by hundreds of thousands of people-on-the-move in recent years (IOM, 2024). Along this corridor, the trajectories of migrants and tourists intersect frequently, at various sites and on multiple occasions. For example, volunteer tourists are present at strategic refugee hubs along the Route, such as Bihać in Bosnia or Trieste in Italy. Hostels, railway stations, and bus terminals are often shared spaces for migrants and travellers of diverse backgrounds and origins. At times migrants deliberately dress like tourists to try blend in with those who are free to move about the region thanks to privileged passports. Some hotels accept migrants as guests, others do not. Similarly, some bus and taxis drivers refuse migrants, while others accept them – sometimes even viewing them as an opportunity for extra income. Commenting on these intersections, Bianchi has rightly noted that “while places such as hotels, motels and airports may signify a liberating sense of ‘freedom’ and ‘cosmopolitanism’ for some, where the boundaries of nationality are temporarily suspended the geographies of travel remain striated by gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class and increasingly, religion” (2006: 68).

In line with these considerations, in this article I reflect on how bodily ‘appearance’ can shape the biopolitical differentiation of mobility at some key intersections, where the frequent crisscrossing of informal migrant routes and tourist itineraries gives rise to unintended encounters. Along what is Europe’s most significant overland migration corridor, these intersections have become structural elements in the ‘route making’ process (Minca and Weima, forthcoming). I therefore focus on specific sites/moments of encounter between these two forms of mobility along the Balkan Route, which I have explored over nearly a decade of fieldwork, and especially in the past three years. I do not analyse these sites/moments as empirical cases; rather, I present them as illustrative examples of how certain intersections between tourist and migratory mobility expose the biopolitical and often arbitrary nature of the dispositives that determine, ‘on the spot’, which individuals and groups are granted the right to move, and which are not. 

Conceptually, I focus especially on what might be described as the dispersal of sovereign power in the politics of controlling and managing migrant mobility in this part of Europe. This dispersal often results in the concentration of extraordinary decision-making power in the hands of officials – or even, in some cases, employees of private companies – tasked with the day-to-day management of transportation infrastructure or the bordering practices that characterize many contemporary European states (see, among others, Amoore et al., 2008; Vaughan-Williams, 2015, 2021; Tazzioli, 2020, 2023). To illustrate how this form of sovereignty operates in this particular context, the article explores how its ‘dispersal’ often translates into a series of somewhat arbitrary practices on the ground, especially at points where the mobility of different subjects intersects and becomes most visibly differentiated. The analysis is grounded in my extensive and repeated fieldwork in the region, reflected here in an intentionally auto-biographical account that guides the reader through some of these intersections. This approach resonates with Tzanelli’s reflection on how her research-related travels inherently “enact a form of political tourism, as they make a statement that is cultural and political in nature” (2012: 194) (on this form of political tourism as a methodology, see also Tzanelli, 2011, 2018). 

It is important to note, however, that the aim of this essay is not to reconceptualize the relationship between tourism and migration – a complex and multifaceted relationship already examined in a substantial body of literature (for a critical review, see Bianchi et al., 2020). Nor does it seek to interrogate the concept of hospitality in relation to differential mobility (see Tzanelli, 2023a), particularly in the context of the Balkan Route, where sustained engagement with this important aspect remains largely absent. Accordingly, the following reflection does not aim to contribute to the debate on the various figures already conceptualised and extensively analysed in the mobility literature – such as the tourist, nomad, or vagabond – in relation to the migrant (but see Bauman, 1996; Korstanje, 2024). Nor does it engage directly with the broader literature on the mobility paradigm, though it does draw on critical insights from that discussion where relevant (see Sheller and Urry, 2004; and more recently, Korstanje, 2018).

Specifically, this article examines how sovereign power is dispersed and exercised over informal migrants moving along the Balkan Route. It focuses on particular manifestations of this power that produce a punctual geography, characterised by intersections with other forms of mobility, especially tourism. Following Giorgio Agamben (1998; 1999) and other political philosophers, sovereignty is understood here as the scope for certain subjects to arbitrarily impose (or withhold) decisions on others. This arbitrariness is enabled by broader biopolitical regimes of mobility as enacted in specific contexts over specific bodies. 

In the cases discussed in this article, these decisions concern whether or not individuals are permitted to continue their journeys – often based on the judgement, made in a specific place, at a specific moment, of an officer assessing the appearance of a presumed migrant. As argued by Bianchi et al. (2020: 289), “unceasing vigilance towards ‘suspect communities’ […] together with discriminatory profiling of certain minority and ethnic communities, reinforces discrimination and social division amongst an anxious public”. While the literature has widely acknowledged that “the freedom of mobility and right to travel are shaped by specific discourses and facilitated by structures of power which ascribe different values to distinct categories of mobility (tourist, refugee, migrant, etc.)”(Bianchi, 2006: 67), less attention has been given to how these structures of power operate not only through increasingly sophisticated digital profiling systems (see, for example, Amoore, 2006, 2013; Adey, 2006; also, Bauman and Loyd, 2013), but also through ongoing forms of biopolitical profiling randomly enacted on the ground – by actors authorised to stop and question individuals based on their physical appearance.

The article therefore seeks to show how the biopolitical dimension of these enactments of sovereign power over the bodies of (presumed or actual) ‘irregular’ migrants becomes especially visible in certain places and at certain times – particularly when migrants’ trajectories intersect with those of tourists. The analysis that follows deliberately focuses on the informal mobility of migrants along the Route, and how this is often (though not always) racialized and biopolitically governed through opaque, yet particularly powerful, mechanisms of diffuse and delegated sovereignty.
The article is accordingly divided into five sections. In the first, I reflect on the biopolitics of differential mobility that emerges from encounters and intersections between (presumed) informal migrants and tourists, briefly reviewing how this topic has been addressed in some of the existing literature. More specifically, I explain how differential mobility is directly or indirectly performed on these migrants via a set of biopolitical practices implemented ‘on the ground’. In the second section, I briefly introduce the Balkan Route and explore how the presence of thousands of migrants attempting to cross the Balkans informally has prompted a rethinking of ‘bordering practices’ at some sites, including in relation to the presence of tourist mobility. This section highlights how decisions about managing the mobility of bodies ultimately depend on the sovereign power vested in specific subjects who interact with both migrants and tourists. In the final three short sections, I discuss a series of examples where I personally observed such sovereign power manifest itself – specifically in Athens, in the refugee transit hubs of Pirot, Belgrade and Bihać, and in Trieste, the putative endpoint of a key branch of the Balkan Route (Umek and Minca, 2024; Minca and Umek, 2025). 
The article concludes with a broader reflection on how informal migratory routes, especially where they intersect with large-scale tourist mobility, may complicate both bordering practices and how they are conceptualized by the state (see Bridgen, 2018; in relation to tourism mobilities in the Mediterranean, see also Tzanelli and Yar, 2009). These complications often lead to reinforced forms of control over migrant mobility, which in some situations clash with the fluidity that tourist regions necessarily seek to ensure for ‘legalized’ leisure and other ‘legitimate’ travellers (see, among many others, Hannam et al., 2006; Sheller 2018; Tazzioli 2023; Vaughan-Williams, 2021). Precisely at the visible points of intersection between these forms of contemporary mobility, I argue, manifestations of somewhat arbitrary sovereign power may emerge – often elicited by the ‘appearance’ of individual travellers – that constitute a powerful dispositive of differentiation, deserving attention from those interested in the biopolitical dimension of informal migrant mobility,  particularly in relation to tourism.


Tourism, hospitality and the biopolitical (in brief)

The relationship between biopolitics and tourism has been the focus of a number of recent works in critical tourism studies (for a thorough review of this corpus, see Lapointe & Coulter, 2020; Lapointe, 2022; Iaquinto et al., 2024; Minca & Roelofsen, 2023a; Tzanelli, 2022). Largely influenced by Foucault's work on biopolitics and subsequent interpretations of his oeuvre in the secondary literature, these studies have frequently focused on the governance of tourist populations and tourist bodies (Veijola & Jokinen 1994; Veijola, 2010; Minca, 2011). Hence, some of the most cited research in the related debate has centred, for example, on analysing tourist enclave spatialities, demonstrating how the politics of body control and selective access to these spaces have become integral to the product itself (see, for instance, Ek & Tesfahuney, 2019; Simpson, 2016). 

The digitalisation of tourist platforms has recently prompted further reflection on how the profiling of tourists and hosts is shaped by a set of biopolitical practices, with hierarchies, categories and even rankings qualifying the lives of those who move and the spaces of those who receive them (Minca & Roelofsen, 2019; Roelofsen & Minca, 2018). Recent attempts to move away from so-called ‘negative’ interpretations of the biopolitical have explored – including through empirical studies – various approaches informed by existing debates in the humanities and social sciences (see, for example, Roelofsen & Minca, 2023b). These approaches encompass affirmative perspectives inspired by feminist theory (see, among others, Lin C.C. et al., 2018; Lin C.C., 2023; Lynch, 2017) and more-than-human understandings of the biopolitical (Ochieng et al., 2023; also, Tzanelli, 2023b). 

In line with these explorations of the biopolitical, the recent Covid-19 pandemic prompted a series of studies that examined further aspects of the biopolitical dimension, spanning its connection with geopolitics (de Felice et al., 2023; Mostafanezhad et al., 2020) and the dispositives of differential mobility that governments employed when all bodies were potential carriers of the virus, regardless of origin, intentions or the nature of their respective movements (Iaquinto, 2020; Jensen, 2021; Renaud, 2022). The pandemic has stimulated a rethinking of established theory and praxis in tourism (Brouder, 2020; Cresswell, 2020; Lew et al., 2020; Lin W. & Yeoh 2021; Mostafanezhad et al., 2020; Rose, 2021; Sheller, 2021; Tzanelli, 2023b), including in light of current issues impinging upon global movement. Minca and Roelofsen (2023a) have suggested that the biopolitical dimensions of tourism will likely gain greater significance in the future, given that the detailed individual profiling introduced during the public health emergency is expected to persist. Within this broader understanding of mobility, it is helpful to consider other forms of movement to better appreciate the specific nature of tourist travel. Going forward, all subjects on-the-move will increasingly be selected and managed by biopolitical dispositives that resemble border(ing) practices, and through the infrastructures used to slow down and ‘contain’ other groups of ‘people-on-the-move’, including migrants (Tazzioli, 2019, 2020; also, Carter-White & Minca, 2025). As aptly noted by Tzanelli (2022), the ongoing challenges surrounding mobility encompass climate concerns, unfolding environmental crises, and the question of global migratory flows resulting from the forced displacement of millions. Together, these issues highlight the biopolitical as a crucial lens for examining ongoing injustices surrounding mobility. 

In this regard, Sheller’s (2018; also, Sheller & Urry, 2006, 2016) reflections on mobility (in)justice are particularly insightful. Her work illustrates how the dispositives implemented by states and other actors involved in the management and promotion of tourism are embedded within the broader biopolitical governance of populations. As such, these dispositives are often inherently informed by racial factors, while also intersecting with the class, ethnicity, nationality, gender and sexuality of those who are on the move or wish to move (Tazzioli, 2023). Tourist mobility is, in fact, often shaped by practices that influence the pace and accessibility of travel for different groups and individuals, depending on a range of intersectional factors (Sheller, 2018). 

For Bianchi et al., “the ‘mobilities paradigm’ has brought attention to the myriad ways in which contemporary travel and ‘differential mobility empowerments […] reflect structures and hierarchies of power’ (Hannam et al., 2006: 3), involving a spectrum of voluntary to involuntary or coerced mobilities.” (2020: 292). This is an important point for our argument, given that such differential mobility empowerments clearly emerge – and to some extent become visible – precisely where different regimes of mobility intersect, as noted also by 
Salazar & Schiller, 2013). It is at these intersections that the mobility of certain groups and individuals is selectively ‘differentiated’ and, at times, criminalised.

For this reason, continue Bianchi et al., “it is not sufficient to highlight the existence of discrepant mobilities and simply argue for greater mobility freedoms or to ensure the universal implantation of existing (legal) mobility rights. Rather it requires closer inspection of the inter-relationship between uneven and differentiated mobilities and the forces governing the use and organisation of space.” (2020: 292) This is the kind of inspection that this article seeks to advance by adopting a biopolitical lens to investigate how these intersections between different modes of mobility reveal the operation of sovereign power – entrusted to certain subjects through new bordering practices – and the associated ‘lines of fracture’ that shape and characterise contemporary migrant and tourism mobilities.

Accordingly, I propose focusing here on the intersections between tourists and migrants along a well-established corridor in the Balkans as key sites for examining the biopolitical dispositives that differentiate and govern the mobilities of various groups of subjects in this region.


The intersections between tourists and migrants as biopolitical sites

In exploring some of the intersections between informal migration and tourism in the Balkans, I start from two core assumptions: first, that these two forms of mobility share some public spaces, structures and infrastructural nodes; and second, that the differentiation between them is at times merely based on the (often racialized) bodily appearance of specific groups and individuals. This implies that the dispositives implemented by states and tour operators at different scales may be scrutinized through a biopolitical lens, as may their contribution to the dispersal of power across multiple kinds and scales of intervention in the management of mobility at key sites along the Balkan Route. 

From a theoretical point of view, while acknowledging the analytical potential of the alternative approaches to the biopolitical mentioned above, I here adopt a broadly ‘Foucauldian’ reading of biopolitics, given the repressive nature of the selection practices under study. Specifically, I examine how sovereign power manifests through biopolitical practices of body management put in place by individuals ‘on the ground’ who – finding themselves positioned at the intersection of different types of mobility – must implement the dispositives that policies on the management of mobility differentials impose upon a given territory.

More specifically, drawing on the work of key figures in Italian political philosophy, I understand biopolitics as intrinsically connected to questions of sovereignty and its associated power practices at various scales. Giorgio Agamben (1998, 2005a) and Roberto Esposito (2008, 2011, 2023) – the former conceptualizing the workings of the ‘sovereign exception’ in the modern state, and the latter positing the immunity paradigm of the nation-state – both demonstrate that biopolitical dispositives continuously implement a selective ‘caesura’ on the body of the population. Through this ‘caesura’, certain groups and individuals are transformed into a ‘humanity in excess’ – an indistinct mass or population to be managed as a problem, as a radical other within the nation conceived as a historically constituted community. As I have shown in recent work on the biopolitics of informal migration (Carter-White & Minca, 2025), this biopolitical caesura is implemented through relentless processes of exclusionary inclusion that categorize the lives of certain populations as ‘redundant’ or at least problematic. These populations are so defined and managed to safeguard the presumed ontological relationship between a national community and a given territory – a relationship that putatively undergirds every nation-state (Ibid.). 

The recent literature in migration and camp studies has systematically critiqued Agamben-inspired approaches to camps and biopolitics – which had gained popularity in the 2000s (see Edkins, 2000; Ek, 2006) – for insufficiently recognizing the political agency and capacity for resistance of individuals subjected to the ‘sovereign exception’ (Martin et al., 2020). While this is a solid critique, the existing literature also acknowledges that forms of sovereign power are indeed exercised along migration corridors, especially in relation to bordering practices and in terms of sovereign decisions taken by the authorities that may affect the lives and the mobility of specific groups and individuals (see Bridgen, 2018; De Leon, 2016; Minca, 2022; Tazzioli, 2023). For Agamben, sovereign power in the modern state is exercised through the promulgation of states of exception – that is, as earlier theorised by Carl Schmitt, through the creation of political conditions in which the one “who is the sovereign” decides to suspend the juridical order and to ‘except’ himself [sic] from it. In other words, the sovereign exception constitutes the political condition that enables certain subjects to momentarily override the norm and act arbitrarily upon other subjects, with the understanding that their actions will not be subject to sanction. For this reason, I would argue, Agamben’s approach to the biopolitical and sovereignty retains relevance to investigating the concrete workings ‘on the ground’ of the dispersal of sovereign power over the bodies of certain subjects on-the-move. 

As noted by Weima and Minca (2022), Agamben (2005b) and other Italian political philosophers have shown how the concept of potenza (normally translated as potentiality) is key to the implementation of the sovereign exception. 

‘Drawing from Aristotle, Agamben explains that potenza “is not simply the potential to do this or that thing but potential to not-do, potential not to pass into actuality.” (1999: 179-180). True potenza is the faculty of exercising power, just as of not exercising it:  […] “the potentiality that exists is precisely the potentiality that cannot [fully] pass over into actuality”(1998: 32). This is the origin of human power, insists Agamben, “which is so violent and limitless with respect to other living beings (1999: 180)”’ (Weima & Minca, 2022: 11)

We will thus reflect in this paper on such power on the part of ‘the sovereign’ to act and not to act in relation to the mobility of different groups and individuals: ‘This very possibility of not acting is key to the perpetuation of the relationship between the sovereign exception and those who are subjected to it’ (Ibid., original emphasis). Importantly, while the sovereignty associated with the state’s biopolitical apparatus relies on the categorization of certain lives, such sovereignty necessarily manifests through practices implemented at different scales, on real bodies. Indeed, it requires someone ‘on the ground’ to operationalize the dispositives of population selection and the categories by which the state – and its collaborators in regulating the mobility of populations – classify different bodies and their respective rights to movement. Specifically, this analytical framework is useful for analysing practices that reproduce and govern ‘people-on-the-move’ as though they were a ‘population in excess’ to be filtered and contained – practices that become particularly apparent at the intersection with other mobile subjects, such as tourists. Hence, I suggest examining how these biopolitical dispositives are strategically applied to distinct mobile populations at specific sites and the resulting impact on these groups’ capacity to move.

Regarding the informal mobility of migrants along European routes, there has already been extensive scholarly discussion on the biopolitical dispositives put in place by migration governance (see, among others, Agier, 2011; Aradau & Tazzioli, 2020; Tazzioli, 2020). 
However, relatively less attention has been given to how the decision-making power conferred upon certain on-the-ground actors relates to the biopolitical dimensions of tourism – particularly given that tourists are often seen in the literature as privileged mobile subjects.
Again Bianchi et al. (2020: 190-1), highlight how “profound inequalities mark the differential mobility empowerments of tourists and ‘legitimate’ travellers on the one hand and those lacking the ‘right credentials for travel’ on the other, notably migrants, refugees and asylum seekers”. They also suggest however that such inequalities do not simply reflect “the socio-political and economic forces governing [the] disparities in the material wealth of nations”. While these forces remain relevant, “differentiated and unequal patterns of cross-border travel are constituted by mutually reinforcing strategies of multi-level
border governance and discourses of inclusion/exclusion; through which the policing and ordering of ‘differential mobility empowerments’ are normalized and institutionalized” (Ibid.).

In line with this argument, this article seeks to interrogate precisely how such differential mobility empowerments translate into specific biopolitical practices at points where informal migrant and tourist mobilities visibly intersect and even share, if only fleetingly, the same spaces. Yet it is precisely at these junctures – these sites/moments of intersection between highly diverse mobility practices – that the biopolitical categorization of different subjects on the move becomes starkly apparent, along with the sovereign power of those tasked with enacting it.

Let us therefore shift to a concrete analysis of how these dispositives and the associated practices emerge in contexts like the Balkan Route. This corridor, though operational for many decades, hit the headlines in 2015 and 2016 when nearly a million refugees traversed it in the space of months. Since then, the Route has intersected in various ways with border policies and practices that are also (differentially) applied to tourists. For the countries affected by this large-scale population on-the-move, the question of maintaining fluid tourist mobility at borders simultaneously being crossed by thousands of undocumented migrants, quickly became urgent. How were authorities to determine who to let through without delaying everyone? Who, in real time, could decide to hold one person (and not another) for further checks, and on what basis, as hundreds of cars queued at the border en route to regional tourist destinations?


Intersecting the Route

As noted at the outset, the Balkan Route is Europe’s primary informal corridor for overland migratory flows. Its various articulations connect Greece and Turkey with Central and Western Europe via Bulgaria, Romania, Albania, North Macedonia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Serbia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia and Croatia (Beznec et al., 2016; Milivojević, 2019; Šelo-Šabić & Borić, 2016). The Balkan Route came under the spotlight during the so-called ‘long summer of migration’ of 2015 (Kasperek & Speer, 2015), when it became a pathway into Europe for a vast population displaced by wars in the Middle East. At first, this corridor operated under a mix of legal and semi-formal measures, with organized ad hoc transportation facilitating rapid transit. Migrants would usually cross into the European Union (EU) through Greece or Bulgaria, proceed northward through Serbia and then access the EU once again via Hungary or Croatia (Minca & Collins, 2021). It is estimated that, during the brief period when a semi-formal humanitarian corridor was established through an international agreement among the countries concerned, nearly one million undocumented migrants crossed the borders of the Balkan countries. Paradoxically, for some weeks, these crossings were putatively less regulated than those of tourists with valid passports. However, the situation changed dramatically in the autumn of that same year: Hungary completed a double fence along its border with Serbia and, in a coordinated effort, the countries in the region reinstated border controls, effectively closing the humanitarian corridor (see, among others, Bužinkić & Hameršak 2018; El-Shaarawi & Razsa, 2019; Minca et al., 2018, 2019; Stojić Mitrović et al., 2020)

Over the following months, dramatic scenes unfolded as refugees crowded the borders in attempts to cross – sometimes facing violent repulsion by police forces (European Parliament, 2022), and at other times held back by the fences and razor-wire barriers that had been erected (Korte, 2020). Some of the countries in the region typically experienced significant international tourist flows, only partially tied to the summer return of Balkan migrants working in Central and Northern Europe. In the second part of 2015, long queues of tourist vehicles were reported, as intensified border controls dramatically slowed the usual flow of traffic across regional borders. The various governments affected by this largely unforeseen phenomenon were duly faced with the challenge of balancing effective border control to prevent the crossing of undocumented migrants with efforts to restore the normal pace of tourist mobility as much as possible.

The intensifying security measures throughout the region – marked by the construction of fences and border walls, profiling and violent actions against refugees, including unlawful push-backs – culminated in the complete closure of the semi-formal humanitarian corridor in March 2016 (Minca & Collins, 2021). Since March 2016, in fact, the complete closure of borders to all informal migrants has made it technically impossible for them to travel legally to Europe. Nevertheless, their journeys have continued in other forms, often via alternative routes, with the help of facilitators and smugglers (Achilli, 2018; Mandić, 2017) – and at times with the tacit consent of authorities, who are often willing to facilitate the transit of people not intending to remain in their country (Ansems de Vries & Guild, 2019). Over the years, this situation has led to a well-established informal corridor, involving police, local and national authorities, smugglers, volunteers, activists, international and local humanitarian organizations, as well as new forms of border enforcement, transport hubs, trains, buses and taxis, hostels, camps, squats and myriad other formal and informal accommodations in towns and villages along the route (Trakilović, 2020). According to the most recent data, over half a million migrants were registered in the Western Balkans between 2020 and 2023, not including those who remained unregistered, becoming essentially invisible (IOM, 2024).

As Bridgen points out in her 2018 work, The Migrant Passage: Clandestine Journeys from Central America, informal migrant routes impact both the places they pass through and the economies of these areas, particularly in border regions, but also in cities that serve as transit hubs (Katz, 2023). The literature on migrants' informal mobility shows that their perilous journeys include strategic moments of invisibility in informal places frequented by other migrants and their support networks (Jordan & Minca, 2023). However, these journeys also include crucial moments of visibility, as the formal economy also plays a significant part in migrants’ ongoing mobility (Bridgen, 2018). It is here that the intersections with tourist mobility are most frequent and evident.

These intersections span certain accommodation facilities, bus and train stations, public transport vehicles themselves, taxi ranks and city centre areas – especially squares, as seen in cities like Athens, Trieste or Belgrade – that migrants and smugglers have identified as functional ‘hubs’. These are the places where underground mobility emerges and intersects with tourists, as illustrated in the following examples of the dispositives that differentiate, select, accelerate or slow down, and sometimes even block certain subjects but not others. Of particular interest is how the biopolitical dispositives regulating this differential mobility often rely, at specific times and places, on the judgement of individuals such as a policeman on duty, a ticket collector, a bus driver, or a hotelier.

The exercise of this form of sovereign power is subject to various factors, including weather conditions (it is rumoured that fewer outdoor checks are carried out when it is raining), the organization of work shifts, the personal and political backgrounds of those enforcing border controls and making decisions and the presence or absence of a crowd of tourists eager to expedite border procedures. It is on this seemingly arbitrary aspect of differentiated controls that I wish to focus on in the following sections. Indeed, ‘improvisation’ and a selective ‘disapplication of the norm’ are integral to the enactment of sovereign power via the biopolitical dispositives of differentiated mobility that I next exemplify and analyse. This sovereignty manifests itself in all its uncertainty and unpredictability at the specific sites/moments where tourists and migrants converge. Yet this is exactly how the sovereign exception works, as the political philosophers who inspired this analysis might observe.

A methodological note 
As mentioned in the introduction, the various sites and time points discussed in the following sections should not be regarded as empirical case studies; rather, I treat them as illustrative examples of how specific intersections between migratory and tourist mobility reveal the biopolitical nature of the practices that determine, ‘on the ground’, which individuals and groups are permitted to move – and which are not. The ‘journey’ through the punctual geographies shaped by these intersections, which I present here in an auto-ethnographic narrative style, is deliberately informal and draws on an extensive collection of notes, travel diaries, and field observations compiled over several years. The reflections developed in this article are part of a ten-year research project that has taken me on over thirty visits to various countries along the Route, where – in close collaboration with my colleague Dragan Umek – I have engaged in extensive and repeated participant observation, and conducted dozens of meetings, interviews, and informal conversations with migrants, humanitarian workers, and authorities. Over the past decade, I have also closely analysed secondary sources on the subject, including academic research, institutional reports, and the wealth of grey literature produced by applied research centres, foundations, activist groups and humanitarian organisations operating at multiple scales[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Since November 2022 this research was conducted as part of the project TheGAME: Counter-mapping informal refugee mobilities along the Balkan Route [ERC-2021-ADG n. 101054428], funded by the European Union – European Research Council.
] 

This broader body of work provides the background knowledge that informs the analysis presented in this paper and serves as the primary source for the examples discussed in the following pages. In the following three brief sections, I therefore adopt a deliberately conversational and direct style to examine a series of illustrative examples – specifically in Athens, in the refugee transit hubs of Pirot, Belgrade and Bihać, and in Trieste – where I personally observed the dispersal of sovereign power as manifested in relatively arbitrary decisions concerning the management of bodily mobility, decisions that were entrusted to specific subjects interacting with both migrants and tourists.

Lost in translation
Athens, May 2024 
I would like to begin with a vignette set in Victoria square in Athens, a square that became famous during the long summer of migration. At the height of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ in those months, this square was occupied by thousands of people-on-the-move, fleeing the Middle East and heading north. The chronicles from those days describe an improvised camp (DW, 2015) that formed at this central spot in the capital – a site that has traditionally served as a crossroads for both formal and informal activities and that has often hosted marginalized groups and been the scene of various forms of political resistance. A short walk away stands the renowned Athens Polytechnic, where in November 1973 a student uprising initiated the process that soon led to the fall of the colonels' regime and the restoration of democracy in Greece (Iossifidis, 2020). Victoria Square is also near Exarchia, the neighbourhood known for its anarchist politics and diverse manifestations of resistance and autonomy over recent decades. During the early years of the ‘refugee crisis’, residents of this neighbourhood welcomed and supported migrants, turning it into a symbolic place in the political imagination of solidarity movements in Greece and Europe (see, Raimondi, 2019).
Today, Victoria Square remains a focal point for migrants passing through the area. Some gather to socialize, while others wait for someone who will take them to the border. The bars and other businesses in and around the square are often frequented by migrants in transit, although many are now new residents (Martini, 2024). Among this transient population are tourists of various backgrounds and interests, drawn by nearby Exarchia – recently a popular destination for international visitors interested in its political history and famous graffiti. Many tourists pass through the square, stopping for coffee or a quick meal, partly because of its proximity to Omonia Square, another transport hub in Athens. Exarchia itself, now colonized by short rental platforms and transformed in many ways into a tourist icon, continues to host migrants and initiatives in support of them. In the steady flow of life around Victoria Square – a scene mirrored in many other city squares along the Balkan Route – the two kinds of mobility converge. They sometimes overlap without much interference, despite a persistent police presence that tends to facilitate the movement (and even the presence) of some, while restricting or surveilling that of others. As international tourism takes over the anarchic neighbourhood and its surroundings – stirring controversy among many residents (BBC, 2019; Chatzidakis & Maclaran, 2024) – the silent movement of informal migrants continues nearby. Most recently, this includes migrant women (often mothers), who, expelled from the formal reception system, have been left to fend for themselves (Fieldnotes, May 2024).
The convergence of these two mobilities manifests differently at other sites, such as Athens airport, where dispositives of mobility differentiation clearly disclose their biopolitical nature. For example, during my return from a period of fieldwork, I witnessed a particularly revealing scene at this airport. It was the beginning of the peak tourist season that brings thousands of holidaymakers to enjoy the beautiful Greek beaches. As I waited my turn to navigate the security procedures, groups of sunburned tourists were crossing paths with crowds of other tourists at the check-in areas and bars, heading for flights to one of Greece’s many islands. At the security check, a group of police officers observed the queue of passengers waiting to pass their belongings through the metal detector. I, like everyone else, passed unscathed under their gaze; however, I caught a glimpse in the corner of the same room of a small group of passengers who had been corralled into a triangular space formed by the same barriers that marked out the corridor leading to the boarding gates. They were obviously ‘migrants’; their ‘complexions’ seemed to imply this, even though they were dressed like many others and even though they had got through the scanning of their plane tickets without incident. They were waiting in this corner, under the scrutiny of all the other passengers, for someone to identify them again, and ultimately decide whether to sanction their right to continue travelling. Their (racialized?) appearance, I presumed, warranted further verification of their right to travel. While the tourists continued to flow towards their coveted vacation destinations, these individuals remained stranded, exposed to the mobility differential that was hierarchizing their right to continue or to be restrained and subjected to further ‘qualification’. What disturbed me most was the fact that this powerful dispositive of differential mobility was implemented ‘on the spot’, right before everyone's eyes. It offered clear confirmation not only of the 'spectacle of the border' (De Genova, 2016), but also of the fact that some specific bodies, despite having navigated the intense flow of tourist mobility, are still endlessly filtered and selected – even when airport control technology has sanctioned their right to move on (Fieldnotes, May 2024; on spatial practices of segregation in airports see, among others, Lyon, 2003; Bianchi, 2006; Codourey, 2008). 
A few days earlier, X, a cultural mediator working officially on our research projects, of Afghan origin but legally resident in Italy for almost a decade, was stopped at the same airport when returning from an academic seminar. This time it was not the police, but an airline employee responsible for checking tickets and identity documents. As he was boarding, he was pulled aside and made to wait – again, in full view of the other passengers. Apparently, the validity and authenticity of his identity card had to be re-checked, even though he could alternatively provide his passport and resident permit. While he was waiting for an explanation, the flight departed, leaving him behind. After some time, his documents were returned with an apology; in the meantime, he had missed his flight and was rebooked onto another one scheduled six hours later (Interview with X, Trieste, June 2024).
In this case also, the boundary drawing biopolitical distinctions between moving bodies was explicitly racialised. X claims that he was clearly stopped because of his skin colour. According to his testimony, there was no other explanation for the filter applied to him, and none was provided. Once again, he was 'sidelined', and his right to board the plane and continue his journey home was suspended, based on a judgement about his racialised ‘appearance’ delegated to an airline employee. This employee was entrusted with sovereign power, allowing her to decide, 'on the spot', who could board and who could not, without any apparent justification despite the presence of valid documents. X could have been a tourist on holiday in Greece, but his ‘complexion’ marked him as an 'other body'. The biopolitical dispositive that regulates the differentiation between different mobilities at this transport hub opted to suspend him in an empty space, keeping him in a corner, visible to everyone, as he waited for his fate to be decided.
The intersection of moving bodies at sites such as this airport serves as a first clear example of how the management of tourist and migrant mobility is imbued with biopolitical elements, or perhaps more simply, is part of a biopolitical regime that selectively controls mobility. Through this differential, the state and other actors operating ‘on the spot’ determine who is permitted to move as tourists and under what conditions, and who – on grounds of bodily ‘appearance’ and, relatedly, presumed racial identity – must be filtered and closely scrutinized, at times irrespective of the documents they bear. 

Pirot-Belgrade-Bihać: where it all comes together

Pirot-Belgrade, Serbia, May 2023 

Pirot is a small town in southern Serbia that has recently taken on an important role for migrants and smugglers along the Balkan Route. There is an official refugee camp nearby, run by a government agency. However, Pirot primarily serves as a transit point where many migrants come after crossing the border from Bulgaria and seek to take a bus to Belgrade where they will organize the next leg of their journey. At the bus station, during fieldwork, we witnessed another moment of contact between legal and 'illegal' mobility along the route. When the bus to Belgrade arrived, the ‘regular’ passengers, including some backpackers, were immediately allowed to board. The 'migrants', again one assumes based on their appearance ‘as migrants’, were not allowed on by the driver, even though they held tickets. Eventually, thanks to the arrival of some state officials, the situation was resolved and most of them were permitted to board. Others stayed behind, waiting for another bus and facing fresh negotiations about their (uncertain) right to travel by public transport (Fieldnotes, May 2023).

We observed a similar scene a few days later at the central coach station in Belgrade. Here too, amid the hustle and bustle of people arriving and departing – including domestic and international tourists – a few migrants suddenly appeared with tickets to either the Bosnian border or the north of the country. Once again, our participant observation and later interviews revealed a range of selective, almost arbitrary practices: sometimes migrants are allowed to board with other travellers; at other times, they are made to wait or treated harshly by the driver. Our informal conversations with local aid workers suggested that migrants are sometimes even prevented from purchasing tickets, either by order of the transport company or for some other inexplicable reason. Drivers or ticket agents are thus granted significant decision-making power over migrants – a power that has a profound impact on migrants’ ability to move but also intensifies their sense of uncertainty about the journey ahead. It is as if the invisible border that selects for and differentiates the right to move has materialized in these transport hubs, where ‘tourist bodies’ pass through unhindered, while others are subjected to control or discrimination at the hands of transport company employees. Sovereign power has been conferred on these individuals as a function of circumstances and the biopolitical arrangements for governing mobility legitimized by these same circumstances. It was in Belgrade that we first heard of migrants attempting to look like tourists, starting with their choice of clothing and type of luggage. Yet, we were told, it is their skin colour that ultimately determines whether or not they are sold a ticket or allowed on board.

At the Belgrade transport hub, there is a constant flow of different subjects, including tourists and migrants, as well as individuals or families who appear to be tourists on their way to their next destination. Hostels, taxi stands and bus and train stations are spaces shared by this heterogeneous crowd that routinely moves through the Serbian capital (Collins & Minca, 2024). The intersection of these two mobilities along the Balkan Route becomes even more complex when the travellers are migrants who enter Serbia with a regular visa but then continue their journey to the European Union informally. This has been the case in the recent past with Burundian, Iranian and even Cuban passport holders. For a certain period of time, the Serbian government allowed these people to enter the country without visas for a number of geopolitical reasons. For example, we sometimes came across Iranian families travelling with suitcases and staying in hotels, only to encounter similar families again in informal camps in Bosnia near the Croatian border (Fieldnotes, April 2018). 

Bihać, Bosnia-Herzegovina, July 2023

Since 2018, one well-known segment of the Route has led migrants from Serbia to Bosnia-Herzegovina, often to avoid the border violence previously experienced by migrants attempting to cross from Serbia into Hungary or Croatia (Minca & Umek, 2020). The migrant route to Bosnia has long remained relatively invisible and distant from established tourist routes. Initially, it passed through Sarajevo, where in 2018, migrants camped in various parks, before moving to the Una-Sana Canton, a predominantly Muslim border region. In the cities of Velika Kladuša and Bihać, thousands of migrants began appearing in public squares and streets in 2018 as they awaited opportunities to cross the border into Croatia (Carter-White & Minca, 2025). Many took refuge in informal camps and squats, later transitioning to institutional camps or other forms of accommodation. At one point, there were thousands of homeless migrants in Bihać, just as the Croatian border police were tightening their border controls, making the journey increasingly difficult and risky (see Zocchi, 2023a; 2023b; Gentili et al., forthcoming)

The reason I want to focus on Bihać here is that this town, known for the three-year siege it endured during the war that led to the break-up of Yugoslavia, is also a tourist destination due to its beautiful surroundings and the spectacular river Una that runs through it (Korjenić et al., 2018). Lately, it has also attracted tourists from the ‘Gulf States’. Bosnia holds a special appeal for this market as a European country with a partly Muslim population – at least in the territories of the Bosnian-Croatian Federation – whose climate is very different from that of the Gulf States, with an abundance of water, rivers, lakes and large areas of forest (Bidžan-Gekić et al., 2019). This appeal has transformed the tourist landscape, especially in Sarajevo, where the Saudi tourist presence has reportedly become economically key, but also in smaller towns like Bihać and its surrounding region (Sarajevo Times, 2024).

Thus, in recent years, Bihać has experienced highly diverse mobilities that overlap and sometimes use the same spaces, once again bringing the management of these different kinds of movement to the forefront of local authorities’ concerns. Alongside tourists from the Gulf States, Bosnian migrants working in Germany and other European countries return in the summer to spend their holidays. Additionally, the strong presence of migrants has attracted a significant community of humanitarian workers and volunteers, who not only at times use the same facilities but may also engage in local tourism during their free time. The steady presence of informal migrants over the years – although their arrivals fluctuate – has led to the emergence of a new form of international (European) ‘voluntourism’ (Sin, 2009). These volunteers come to support and express solidarity with migrants, often sharing accommodation with the tourists (Helms, 2022).

During our many visits to the region, we encountered situations where tourists could be mistaken for migrants and vice versa[footnoteRef:2]. In Velika Kladuša, at a bar known to be a meeting place for migrants and smugglers, we met groups of Nepalese women migrants dressed like visitors on a tour, complete with suitcases normally used by tourists (unlike the backpacks used by people-on-the-move); we later met a similar group, dressed in the same way, in Trieste, in the square outside the railway station – a  well-known gathering spot for informal migrants in the city, discussed in the next section. In 2019, at the informal Trnovi camp, also in Velika Kladuša, we met Iranian families dressed in bourgeois attire and carrying trolley suitcases, as they prepared to meet smugglers and spend a night outdoors waiting to be escorted to the border (Fieldnotes, July 2019). On other occasions, we shared a hotel with groups or families who could have been (wealthy) migrants, smugglers, or tourists from the Gulf States. During our fieldwork in former squats, at times we also found abandoned suitcases, which humanitarian workers usually attributed to ‘Burundians’ (Fieldnotes, July 2024). Individuals of this nationality, having landed legally in Serbia, initially continued their journey in the guise of ‘tourists’, only to abandon their luggage when continuing the Route entailed crossing the border on foot via micro-passageways. [2:  All fieldwork in the region was conducted together with Dragan Umek. On some occasions, we also travelled together with Roberta Gentili.] 


In this context, where, as we have seen, different mobility practices not only overlap but can even become difficult to tell apart, authorities have, in recent years, attempted to reduce and regulate the presence of informal migrants in urban spaces. As recent work has shown (see, Gentili et al., forthcoming), these efforts to remove migrants from city areas eventually led to the establishment of refugee camps far from Bihać and the concomitant closure of most camps within in the city. Additionally, the authorities began apprehending migrants found wandering about the city or along the roads, transporting them back to designated camps. The question, as with other intersections between these two forms of mobility, was how individual police officers could determine, on the spot, who was a migrant to be removed from public space without disrupting the tourist population. Again, identifying migrants in such a context may not be a straightforward task, especially when the aim is also to avoid interfering with tourists, some of whom are dark-skinned and could putatively be taken for wealthy migrants. I do not know the specific criteria used by police for this kind of 'on-the-spot profiling'. However, based on our informal conversations and interviews during fieldwork, it seems that the decision of whom to stop, check and potentially remove largely depended, once again, on ‘the appearance’ of those on-the-move – essentially whether they ‘look’ more like migrants than tourists. 

What I would like to emphasize, especially in relation to the main argument of this article, is that in this place some tourists may look like wealthy migrants, while some migrants or smugglers may look like Asian tourists or do all in their power to look like them. Once again, a powerful biopolitical dispositive comes into play, permitting a police officer to decide on the spot who looks like a migrant and can therefore be stopped and checked, and who to overlook based on their appearance, either because they are being treated like tourists or because they are clearly Westerners (although some Iranian migrants that we encountered could easily have been mistaken for Europeans).

Once again, at a junction along the Balkan Route where tourist and migratory mobility intersect, a biopolitical dispositive is triggered, which, in the words of Sheller (2018), produces different paces and possibilities of movement for different subjects, often based on their racialised or class-related bodily ‘appearance’. In this context, the seemingly arbitrary criteria for regulating mobility not only transcend state borders but also pervades some strategic urban spaces. In both Belgrade and Bihać, an instant border can be created for some people-on-the-move, while others continue their leisure activities undisturbed.


The improvised border in Trieste

Piazza della Libertà, Trieste, Summer 2024 

In the square in front of Trieste's railway station, some tourists sit on benches and eat their sandwiches before entering the station. Others have a drink in one of the bars that line the side of the square opposite the station. Cruise ship passengers arrive in the square, tired from carrying heavy suitcases and wondering how to get to the berths of the gigantic ships that have been regularly docking in the Adriatic city for the past few years. At the adjacent bus station, young backpackers wait to leave for destinations in the Balkans (Fieldnotes, July 2024)[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Most fieldwork in Trieste was conducted together with Dragan Umek and supported by our cultural mediator Shahid Aziz.] 


The normal daily flow of tourist mobility in a border city like Trieste, which has seen an exponential increase in arrivals in recent years, intersects with the presence of hundreds of migrants who have been flowing into the city from the Balkan Route. Some have just reached Trieste, their bodies bearing all the signs of long days spent in the woods and the difficult, sometimes extreme conditions in which they have travelled. Others are just passing through on their way to other destinations in Italy and Europe. Some have been in Trieste for months, usually after claiming asylum and being housed in reception centres. A few have been sleeping in the square or in abandoned buildings near the railway station because the authorities have not yet assigned them a place to stay (Minca & Umek, forthcoming).

In recent years, especially during the summer months, Piazza della Libertà has become a place where these mobilities intersect intensively, often ignoring each other, with little mutual interference. However, it does have a certain impact to see wealthy cruise passengers, exhausted by the heat, next to people whose mobility is driven by very different conditions and motivations. At times, tourists and migrants use the same bars and shops in the area, take the same bus or train, or sit on adjacent benches in the same public space. Some migrants reach the square after spending the night in the surrounding woods, where they changed their clothes, abandoned the backpacks that had accompanied them on their months-long journey, and crossed the border on foot to enter the city, hoping to blend in. As noted above, it was here that I met a group of Nepalese women again, dressed in their finest, with a style indistinguishable from that of other international tourists (Fieldnotes, Summer 2022).

It is however at the borders near Trieste that the biopolitical dispositive associated with the sovereign power of certain subjects comes into play, as in other situations described in this article. While in the square, the different trajectories of mobile subjects intersect with minimal friction – aside from the fact that their different social conditions and the related potential for mobility are clearly perceptible when they come into close contact in shared spaces – at the border crossings, the differential mobility to which they are subjected becomes fully evident, along with its sanctioning power.

Fernetti International Border, Trieste, Summer 2024

As of October 2023, the Italian government decided to suspend the free circulation envisaged by the Schengen Agreement and reintroduce border controls with Slovenia. The justification provided for this suspension, which is still in force at the time of writing, was the need to control illegal arrivals from the Balkan Route and, in particular, to prevent potential terrorists from entering the country (Il Piccolo, 2023). It is interesting to note that, due to the intense commuter traffic that has characterized this border for many years, the suspension of free movement must be applied very selectively, to avoid negative economic impacts for this transborder region and possible local resistance. This is also the border used by buses, trucks and cars travelling to and from cities such as Ljubljana, Zagreb, Belgrade and the Balkans in general. During the summer season, this border crossing, like most of those near Trieste, is used by a large number of tourists travelling to the Italian seaside and cultural destinations or to Trieste for a relaxing weekend. In all, there are millions of crossings each year.

In order not to hinder these activities, the dispositives managing the mobility of differentially categorized travellers must therefore include specific practices associated with border biopolitics implemented ‘on the ground’. While most cars, especially those with Italian or Slovenian number plates, are allowed to pass through without stopping, other vehicles appear to be routinely stopped for inspection. During our participant observation, we found that these were mainly buses from the Balkans, as well as vans and cars with groups of young men on board, often of Balkan or Asian appearance. My colleague Francesco Marchi and I have crossed this border countless times in recent months without ever being stopped. Recent government figures speak of over 250,000 checks, with hundreds of smugglers and migrants arrested for attempting to cross the border without valid documentation (ANSA, 2024). However, it is not clear from these figures whether those apprehended were actually migrants arriving via the Route, as it is well known that these typically cross the border undisturbed in the woods about a few kilometres further on (Fieldnotes, July 2024)[footnoteRef:4]. [4:  This specific fieldwork at the border conducted by Francesco Marchi was supported by the project “The border is no more, long live the border. De-materialization and re-materialization of internal borders in the European Union” funded by the Italian Ministry of Research (PRIN 2022 code: 2022JPFYE8).] 


What is important for our argument, however, is once again the way in which the co-presence of different mobilities – particularly tourist and migratory mobilities (regardless of their origin) – at a given intersection is somewhat arbitrarily managed. Specifically, it is not handled via the routine, universal border checking of documents, but rather via a biopolitical dispositive that tends to stop passers-by based on their ‘appearance’ and the potential risk they may represent. The Italian Interior Minister has in fact declared that 

‘Specific instructions have been given to police officers involved in surveillance activities in order to limit the impact on road traffic, the movement of goods and the movement of travellers, with particular attention being paid to residents of cross-border areas. In particular, controls will be targeted at those persons entering the national territory who represent the greatest risk from the point of view of internal security and/or whose legal status in the Schengen area is doubtful’. (Ministry of the Interior, 2023; translated) 

According to this statement, we appear to be witnessing a significant degree of arbitrariness in the decision-making process that distinguishes and regulates different mobilities. This arbitrariness entrusts individuals on the ground with a formidable sovereign power, which, based on subjective biopolitical considerations, determines on the spot who looks like a tourist or a commuter and who looks like a ‘migrant’, and must therefore be taken aside and subjected to control. The power given to the individual officer to stop someone based on a feeling, a glance, or a detail is precisely the outcome of the dispersal of sovereign power that I have been exploring from the opening of this article.

While tourist and commuter traffic must continue to flow as though Schengen had never been suspended, on-the-spot 'intersectional' assessment of those crossing the border, based solely on their appearance, and the means they use to travel, is constantly in operation. This acts as a powerful dispositive for generating the largely racialised and class-based differential mobility that I have attempted to illustrate using the above concrete examples.


Conclusions

Commenting on how the economic and political gap between northern European and Mediterranean countries affects policies of migration in northern Europe at the expense of migrant populations, Tzanelli & Yar (2009) highlighted how the patterns of movement and mobility characterizing this region “are an integral element of the workings of the global economy”. They accordingly posed a series of questions concerning who is allowed to move to – and stay at – their chosen destination, but especially: “How can we compare the mobility of the better-off North […] to the obstructed mobilities of the disadvantaged South?” (2009: 474). The airport, as noted by Bianchi (2006: 68), together “with other points of entry, frontiers and border-crossing points […] is an important locus of surveillance and filter” where these differential mobilities come to the fore, and become operational by “enabling the passage of those who are eligible to travel and/or who are to be granted the privilege of acceptable ‘guests, while screening out the ‘undesirable’, the ‘bogus’ and the ‘dangerous’ (Lyon, 2003: 123-124).” 

In line with these concerns, in this article I have set out to illustrate via a series of examples drawn from extensive fieldwork along the Balkan Route, how the biopolitical dispositive underlying mobility differentials selectively treats different bodies and groups of people-on-the-move, particularly at certain intersections between tourist and migrant mobilities. 
This biopolitical dimension, I have argued, concerns not only the ways in which populations and individuals are profiled and categorized by states and border authorities to broadly regulate who can pass and under what conditions, but also encompasses the sovereign power granted to individuals on the ground to act or ‘not to act’ on specific mobile subjects. This power includes the discretion to stop individual travellers or allow them to pass based on appearance and, at times, ad hoc racial profiling. 

My observations along the Balkan Route prompt critical questioning of the relationship between tourism and migration, particularly in relation to what it reveals about the biopolitics of mobility, and the reproduction of unwanted (and therefore treated as ‘excessive’) populations on-the-move (see Carter-White & Minca, 2025). The differential treatment of these groups is not necessarily imposed only at border points like in Trieste, but also in airports and urban spaces populated by both migrants and other mobile subjects. Along the Balkan Route, tourists and migrants share spaces, accommodation facilities, routes and transport infrastructures. While their paths sometimes remain separate, they are often filtered through specific biopolitical dispositives that determine their respective pace, fluidity, and right to move. The selective process at key intersections along this migration corridor remains relatively opaque. As scholars such as Bridgen (2018) have noted in relation to other migration routes, this problematises the concept of borders, generates institutional anxiety and often results in a degree of porosity given the practical challenges of managing differentiated mobility flows on the ground.

It is always a matter of managing bodies – the bodies of different subjects whose political ‘characteristics’ are often categorized on the ground based on their ‘appearance’, including skin colour, dress and type of luggage, means of transportation, and, ultimately, the documents they carry. These intersections deserve far more detailed analysis than what is outlined in this article, given the meaning and the impact they hold for people-on-the-move. However, I hope that the examples briefly presented here can offer a starting point for reflecting on how the dispersal of sovereign power operates at these points of convergence between tourist and migratory mobility: specifically, it is diffuse, fragmented, selectively applied and not always governed by clear rules of engagement. Its enactment can depend on the weather, on who is on duty at a given border or in a given office or on the subjective interpretations of the person tasked with deciding – on the spot – who may pass and who will be checked, and sometimes even blocked or apprehended.

An interesting finding of this preliminary research is not only the vast decision-making power held by the officer or clerk on duty, but, above all, the potential for them to choose whether to decide to intervene or not to intervene. This possibility, entrusted to individuals who may find themselves almost incidentally responsible for other bodies, reflects precisely the working of a form of sovereign power as an effective form of ‘potentiality’ to act and not to act on those who are subjected to it, as we have discussed in previous sections. The scale of analysis adopted in this article therefore aims to illustrate how the management of mobility, in certain places, moments and circumstances, is shaped by the decision of individuals invested with a sovereign power unimaginable without the biopolitical dispositives that impose a differential mobility on the people subjected to their scrutiny.

But this is precisely the point that I have attempted to make in this article: as we have learned from key work in Italian political philosophy, the power to act or not to act is the arcanum of the sovereign exception; such sovereignty may, under certain circumstances, translate into power relations (on the ground) involving specific individuals who are allowed to determine who can buy a ticket, who gets on a bus, who must be further checked at a border point, etc. – all based on factors that often seem incongruous and that are, in any case, shrouded in an aura of uncertainty and unpredictability. It is this biopolitical dimension of dispersed sovereignty associated with the politics of differentiated mobilities that I set out to highlight here, in order to show how, under some circumstances, the interplay between the application and dis-application of forms of controls constitutes a form of governance that crucially affects those who are deemed as less entitled to move, something that the intersection with the tourists makes even more evident (on this, see also, Bærenholdt, 2013).

In conclusion, at some of these sites and points of passage along the Balkan Route, tourists and migrants continue to meet, intersect trajectories, and partake in an extraordinary exercise of collective mobility that involves hundreds of thousands of people each year. In some of these places, such as Piazza della Libertà in Trieste or even Victoria Square in Athens, this coexistence unfolds with little visible friction. However, the route is also marked by points and junctions where the dispositives implemented to contain, slow or even block the informal mobility of some unwanted populations also incidentally intercept tourist flows. In continuing to facilitate tourist movement, these dispositives reveal their biopolitical power. In these particular spaces, even a bus driver can in fact decide not to let a person board – even if that person holds a valid ticket – based on an arbitrary assessment of their identity and right to travel. Such extraordinary exercising of sovereign power is enacted directly on the migrant's body, in that specific place and in that specific moment.
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