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Moving in a sea of strangers:  
handling urban overflows

Orvar Löfgren

Overflow at the border

I approach the improvised identity check at Malmö’s Central Station, 
in the southernmost part of Sweden. It was established in the fall 
of 2015 to control the rapidly growing number of refugees. Coming 
from Copenhagen airport, wheeling my neat carry-on bag, I am 
waved through quickly, the policeman barely glancing at the identity 
card I am holding like a talisman, while the migrants behind me, 
dragging all sorts of luggage, from battered suitcases and backpacks 
to plastic bags, are being stopped and scrutinized.

My brisk walking pace and my light carry-on bag signal that I 
probably belong to the category of mobile persons associated with 
a number of favorable connotations. Perhaps my luggage is loaded 
with the social and cultural capital of a desirable cosmopolitanism, 
the good transnational flow of ideas, creativity, or commerce. Such 
desirable mobility should be made as friction-free as possible with 
the help of frequent-flyer cards, VIP lounges, and fast tracks. It is 
a question of creating and maintaining a frictionless flow.

The groups of new migrants, on the other hand, are discussed 
in terms of problematic overflow. During the fall of 2015, refugees 
trying to enter Europe were often said to create liquid flows, meta-
phors of water, waves, floods, rising tides, or even human tsunamis 
– faceless, impersonalized masses, wading ashore on Greek or Italian 
beaches or trudging through fields or along narrow rural paths. 
Refugees became a depersonalized mass and turned into an uncontrol-
lable flow, surging into Europe (but see the discussion in Christenfeld, 
1996). Such tempting metaphors of flowing liquidity led to talk 
about ‘stemming the tide’ of the flood, which as soon as new obstacles, 
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Moving in a sea of strangers 61

barbed wire, or identity checks were installed, found new ways of 
trickling north. British Prime Minister David Cameron talked about 
the migration as a ‘swarm’ (Kingsley, 2016: 42).

The metaphor of overflow was also used to describe the situation 
in the host countries. How many refugees can we absorb? When 
does the breaking-point occur? The question of too many could 
take many forms: too many unidentified persons, too great a burden 
on welfare institutions – schools, healthcare, and social benefits – or 
too much foreign cultural influence threatening the nation. All over 
Europe such questions were formulated in different ways, and ‘too 
many’ varied a great deal from country to country and from one 
political position to another. In an interview with Norwegian Prime 
Minister Erna Solberg, a journalist asked what constitutes too much. 
Why did Norway stop at 30,000 refugees in the crisis of 2015, 
whereas Sweden took in 163,000? The Prime Minister replied: ‘There 
are limits to the number of newly arrived persons that can be handled 
by countries like Norway and Sweden.’ Integrating asylum seekers 
is costly, she argued, and to keep the welfare system working, 
immigration must be controlled.1 Control turned out to be a key 
argument, as the inflow of undocumented persons or illegal entries 
would cause new disorders and loss of control.

Being part of a faceless crowd or a wave was a new experience 
for many refugees – very different from being an individual traveler. 
A cosmopolitan Syrian doctor, accustomed to taking his family on 
vacations abroad or traveling to conferences, no longer experienced a 
smooth transition across borders as a visitor, a scientist, or a tourist; 
he became a problem. Now he was part of an unwanted overflow, 
which had to be controlled and contained; he was de-personalized 
in a sea of strangers.2

1 Vad kan Erna Solberg lära Anna Kinberg Batra? Dagens Nyheter, 10 February 
2017, http://www.dn.se/nyheter/politik/vad-kan-erna-solberg-lara-anna-kinberg-
batra/, accessed 2017–09–11. 

2 My discussion of the contemporary experiences of migrants and refugees is 
based on a number of travel narratives. Charlotte McDonald-Gibson (2016) 
and Kingsley (2016) present such materials, but also good overviews of the 
European refugee crisis. Other strong detailed accounts are found in Collins 
(2017) and Schmidle (2015). For a general discussion and analysis of the 
crisis see, for example, Glorius and Doomernik (2016), Rolshoven and Schlör 
(2016), and de Genova (2017). The Wikipedia article ‘European migrant 
crisis’ (2017) contains a wealth of information on the crisis, with statistics, 
changing travel routes, and extensive coverage of the media debate. 
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62 Overwhelmed by overflows

The current situation in Europe is nothing new. Rising flows of 
migrants have shaped societies in many historical situations, not 
least during the last two centuries. In such circumstances, it is possible 
to see the rapid transformation of people from unique individuals 
with certain identities to members of a faceless crowd – at best, as 
numbers in a line. During his exile in the 1930s, Stefan Zweig, 
himself a Jewish refugee, experienced this transformation. Jews were 
no longer journalists, authors, or managers, he said; they were 
reduced to being one of those refugees (Prochnik, 2014).

How is a faceless flow of people created, and how is the overflow 
handled? There is a long academic history of discussing such 
problems, from ideas of the new mass society to sensory and social 
overload in the bustling new urban settings of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. I want to return to some of these debates, but 
also to move back in history for other reasons. I think a good 
starting-point for understanding the making of overflows and 
strategies for managing them is the emergence of modern mass 
travel and the growth of big cities. As new travel technologies and 
patterns of migrating and commuting took shape in the industrializing 
world of the nineteenth century, there was a need to learn a new 
skill – how to move in a sea of strangers. How should one deal 
with an overflow or overload of people – faces, movements, gestures, 
and impressions from strangers – and at a quickening pace? Questions 
of anonymity, intimacy, and distance came to the foreground – a 
new psychology of handling crowds. Today many of these skills 
have become tacit, merely taken-for-granted routines and reflexes; 
but at that time, people had to acquire the ability to cope with the 
situation step by step.

At Malmö Station in 2015, the usually smooth transit machine 
turned into something else. Rush-hour commuters mixed with groups 
of refugees, police checkpoints, social workers, and volunteers trying 
to handle the situation. Under what circumstances does such an 
influx of people turn into a challenging overflow, and for whom? 
My chapter begins with a historical analysis, looking at some of 
the ways in which mass travel was dealt with in order to show that 
a crisis like that of 2015 must be understood against a long process 
in which flows of people were handled by a gradual development 
of new systems of logistics, controls, and cultural competences from 
the late nineteenth century onward. My theme is threefold: the ways 
in which the travel market learned to deal with the situation; the 
challenge for the authorities who were to monitor, identify, and 
control the flow of people; and the challenges for individual travelers, 
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Moving in a sea of strangers 63

navigating in a sea of strangers and learning new and necessary 
skills. How does one learn to travel as a commuter or a migrant?

I begin by moving back to the 1880s.

Meeting strangers

The bustling streets in Paris remind one of the congestion and move-
ments which occur when you poke at an ant stack. Masses of people 
moving in all directions, in a frightening way. (Goncourt, 1927: II: 109)

This is Edmond de Goncourt writing in 1881. At that point in 
history, growing urban crowds caused both fascination and anxiety. 
The world was in an intensive era of globalization, culminating in 
the First World War. People, ideas, and commodities were moving 
across borders in unprecedented numbers. Migration went from 
countryside to cities and across continents, creating confrontations 
with strangers from diverse backgrounds.

These new patterns of migration and mobility caused intense 
public debate, but also a growth of academic research. The sociologies 
and psychologies of crowds and interaction between strangers 
expanded (Borch, 2012). Much of this research was directed toward 
concrete ways of handling citizens and strangers. Issues like crowd 
control and administration of large numbers of people on the move 
were important. As early as 1851, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon had 
written about this trend and about people having to be ‘noted, 
registered, enumerated, accounted for, stamped, measured, classified, 
audited, patented, licensed, authorised, endorsed, reprimanded, 
prevented, reformed, rectified and corrected, in every operation, 
every transaction, every movement‘ (quoted in Saunders, 2016: 7).

Although Proudhon, an anarchist, was exaggerating these state 
interventions (in retrospect, the new era of globalization was also 
characterized by a lessening of state control), he quite correctly 
predicted a new political and scientific interest in identifying and 
classifying individuals, groups, and classes. How could individuals be 
fixed and separated? Science helped by developing new technologies 
of ‘biometrics’, from phrenology, fingerprinting, and photography to 
administrative systems of collecting, storing, and using vast amounts 
of data. In the forefront of this development were scholars and 
bureaucrats concerned with deviance and criminality (this was 
the birth of modern criminology). There is a considerable body of 
research on these nineteenth-century attempts to understand and 
control the new mass society. Scholars have analyzed the emergence 
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64 Overwhelmed by overflows

of new administrative practices and public institutions for describing, 
identifying, and ordering people – from factory systems to hospitals 
and prisons. Concepts like ‘crowd management’, ‘crowd control’, 
and ‘social governance’ have been central here.

There is far less research on how the travel market dealt with 
the situation and how mass travel and mass movement called for 
new strategies for handling flows of people. Mass travel required 
swift flow, not overflow; people were to be handled as customers 
rather than inmates, state subjects, or patients, in competition with 
other travel corporations and institutions. Situations in which people 
or goods piled up, crowded places, and congestions, standstills, 
and jams had to be dealt with and avoided. How were crowds of 
customers to be handled in transit spaces like the urban railway 
station? What happened when strangers with different cultural and 
social backgrounds were confronted with the necessity of dealing 
with one another? Managing vast numbers of travelers called for 
new logistics, services, and infrastructures, from ticket desks and 
timetables to waiting-rooms and hotel lobbies. Slowly, new systems 
for mass travel emerged. As JoAnne Yates (1993) and others have 
shown, it was the new railroad companies that pioneered systems 
of ‘big management’ in the nineteenth century, having to develop 
devices, routines, and skills for handling loads of information and 
coordination of large-scale logistics, from the use of telegraph, new 
filing systems, timetables, schedules, forms, and systems for com-
munication inside the organization and with travelers. Many of these 
innovations and systems were exported to other fields of business.

Our modern transit systems are thus the result of a long process 
of experimenting and innovating – of trial and error. Architects, 
planners, engineers, and entrepreneurs all contributed to the organiza-
tion of transit systems by road, rail, sea, and later air.

New infrastructures

One way of understanding these challenges is to look at the making 
of big urban railway stations. Not only was this the site of the 
development and organization of many innovations in mass transit; 
the station itself became the symbol of flows and overflows, bustling 
crowds, and the challenges of navigating in a sea of strangers. In 
1918, Russian artist Malevich asked if architects really understood 
that a railway station is ‘a door, a tunnel, the nervous pulse of 
trembling, a town’s breathing, a living vein, a quivering heart’ 
(Malevich, 1918/2009: 262).
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Moving in a sea of strangers 65

The huge Copenhagen Central Station, completed in 1911, provides 
a good example of this historical process and a new transit system. 
Yet, as Danish novelist Pontoppidan described, the station could 
be overwhelming to a country vicar arriving by train in Copenhagen 
in 1912:

With his carpet bag in one hand and umbrella in the other hand he 
followed the stream up the stairs and into the hall, where the white 
sea of light made him open his eyes wide. Shyly he contemplated the 
sumptuously decorated room, thinking that it was probably larger 
and costlier than any church in the country. (Quoted after Madsen, 
1996: 305)

The vicar hastens out of the station and is again overwhelmed – this 
time by the intensity of the city, which he hasn’t seen since his 
student days:

[T]he crowds on the sidewalks, the long rows of trams moving with 
the pace of trains and belching forth sulphurous blue sparks from 
the wheels, the swarm of driving machines flying like giant beetles 
with blood-red eyes, this pandemonium of horns and peals of bells 
like in a market place – is this really Copenhagen? (Quoted after 
Madsen, 1996: 305)

‘But this is Hell,’ mumbles the vicar, stumbling through the crowds 
as a pimp approaches him.

The vicar’s confrontation with urban life is echoed in many other 
contemporary impressions: disembarking from the rural train, he 
was thrown into a situation of intense overflow; and in the chaos 
of the station, all his senses were alerted. His body was pushed and 
jostled in the crowds; there was hissing steam and belching smoke, 
loud and unintelligible noises from loudspeakers and shouting porters, 
strange smells and darting glances from strangers everywhere. Simply 
too much! In addition to all that, there was the sheer vastness of 
this place, where one could feel small and lost.

Copenhagen Central Station was a new zone nerveuse in 1911, 
and the architect who designed it realized that. He stated that one 
of his aims in organizing this transit space was to minimize ‘travel 
nervousness’, but that was a difficult task. The station should be a 
place for the quickening pace of modern mobility, assisting travelers 
and the growing masses of suburban commuters; but it should also 
emit messages of reassurance and security. There were a number of 
details that signaled this impression, from the layout of the building 
to many small semiotic elements (Löfgren, 2016).
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66 Overwhelmed by overflows

The grand station buildings from the mid-nineteenth to the early 
twentieth century, with their impressive scale and monumental style, 
were seen as icons of modernity and symbols of national cohesion 
(Richards and MacKenzie, 2012). But above all, the station had to 
function as a machine for transit. There was a strong pedagogical 
dimension here; the station was supposed to work as a training 
ground for life in a new mass society. Here people should learn to 
handle the demands of a large-scale movement, finding their way 
and acquiring correct information. But they also learned to handle 
what at first was seen as an overexposure to sensations and impres-
sions, as station life was attacking all the senses.

The railway station became a laboratory for dealing with overflow 
and overload, innovating and institutionalizing systems and routines 
which were later adopted in urban settings by other transit centers 
from hotels to airports. The new infrastructures were supposed to 
provide a smooth flow and help to avoid chaotic overflow – an 
outcome requiring an efficient and speedy handling of travelers and 
a routinization and ritualization of the interactions between service 
personnel and customers.

A steam-powered class society

‘Steam is the great democratic power of our age, annihilating the 
conventional distinctions, differences and social distance between 
man and man,’ wrote Samuel Laing optimistically, after his first 
steamboat trip from the USA to Europe in 1848 (quoted in Fox, 
2003: 199). The new travel technologies were to have revolutionized 
society and relationships between people.

The migrations and travels between Europe and the USA saw 
new ways of handling passengers in great numbers. Steam technology 
created large volumes. By 1905, more than one million migrants 
had arrived in New York by boat.

A system of departure ports – veritable machines for transit – 
developed all over Europe. New railway systems transported 
thousands of emigrants across the continent to harbors like Liverpool, 
Hamburg, and Le Havre, where block after block of temporary 
accommodation with sleeping arrangements were built, migrants 
sleeping in bunk beds – three beds high. But first those who could 
pay only for the cheapest passage had to be deloused. Clothes and 
luggage were sterilized while people sat waiting, naked, covering 
themselves with blankets. When it was time for departure, tickets 
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Moving in a sea of strangers 67

had to be controlled, passenger lists checked, and travelers instructed 
on routines for the voyage (Maxtone-Graham, 1992: 5ff).3

Ships could now carry up to 2,000 passengers sharing confined 
spaces for a week. How should such a vast number of strangers 
live and interact? To solve this dilemma, steamboat and railway 
travel turned to the idea of a class system to organize and segregate 
passengers. The new idea of a threefold class system was borrowed 
from ongoing discussions of class in early nineteenth-century Britain, 
with a vertical structure of upper, middle, and lower class (Furbank 
1985).

Steamships introduced first class, second class, and steerage. The 
great majority were steerage passengers cramped together under 
the deck, with little privacy and few comforts, treated more or less 
like cattle or cargo. Second-class passengers shared small cabins, 
and first-class travelers lived in surroundings imitating luxury hotels.

Steam thus brought a new class system to ships and trains. The 
big ocean liners turned into laboratories for designing and material-
izing class differences. In what ways should first-class and second-class 
spaces differ – from the cabin interiors to the dining-rooms? Ship 
builders, architects, and designers expended great effort and delibera-
tion on the choice of materials, colors, furniture, and art. It was 
not only a question of degrees of comfort, but also of constructing 
symbolic systems and special atmospheres (Ericsson, 2005). Mounting 
criticism about the treatment of steerage passengers, who were seen 
almost as non-humans, led to the development of a third class, 
using a simple, Spartan design.

Similar discussions evolved in railway travel. Would the new 
mass travel create a desired or feared egalitarianism? A Swedish 
professor, traveling by train in Germany in 1844, described the new 
steam locomotion as the child of a new and dangerous influence 
– workers, baronesses, servant girls, trunks, oxen and pigs, all lumped 
together, all transported to the same destination (see Arvastson, 
2008: 127).

Train travel called for even more elaborate class training. Travelers 
had to learn how to discriminate quickly between classes and find 
their proper station. Large signs marked the different compartments, 
and in some cases whole wagon sets were painted in colors denoting 
the relevant class. As on the steam ships, both compartments and 

3 A large-scale technology was developed here and later adopted by concentration 
camps.
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68 Overwhelmed by overflows

waiting-rooms were designed according to class (in these early stages 
of train travel, third-class passengers had to use cattle or cargo 
wagons).

New ways of designing class thus took shape: the better the class, 
the greater the amount of upholstery, cushions, and drapes. A first-
class compartment or cabin could turn into an orgy of velvet and 
cushions, whereas plain wood and a lack of textiles characterized 
third-class spaces. Danish writer Peter Freuchen was struck by the 
rigid divisions when he traveled through the Soviet Union in the 
years between the two world wars:

In the restaurant car we, the first-class nobility, were seated at the 
far end of the carriage, on comfortable upholstered sofas and chairs 
clad in red velvet. But we took care not to get mixed up with the 
‘second-class’ passengers, who traveled on benches with grey cloth 
and not as spacious as ours. They, in turn, had to make sure they 
weren’t seen as ‘third-class’ passengers, who occupied the other end 
of the restaurant car. They had to make do with wooden benches 
[…] There was also a fourth class in the train. Large families who 
seemed in no hurry. I watched how their carriages were coupled or 
uncoupled when there was room for it. It was just plain cargo wagons, 
where the passengers had to bring something to sit or lie on, often 
just straw. (Freuchen, 1957: 214; translation OL)

It is fascinating that class was organized all over the world through 
the use of textiles. (In socialist China, where class symbolism was 
avoided, the choice turned into ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ railway compart-
ments.) Class thus materialized in small details, and people learned 
to read this language and capture differences in atmospheres. Where 
do I belong? People were trained in reading the class of their fellow 
travelers waiting on the platform or walking through the train: a 
first-class gentleman, a typical third-class passenger. Peter Freuchen 
was reprimanded for inviting a third-class passenger into his private 
compartment: one shouldn’t mix with plain third-class passengers 
when traveling first class, he was told (1957: 213). The class system 
meant that people could pay for the comfort and security of meeting 
strangers, but strangers of their own class – a sheltering mechanism 
for those who felt that they belonged to the first or at least second 
class.

This materialization of class shaped perceptions and judgments 
of strangers that are still alive today. It was a system capable of 
handling social differences on a mass scale, organized by the market 
rather than the state. Radically different ways of sorting people 
could have evolved, but the three-class model turned out to be 
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Moving in a sea of strangers 69

extremely effective. Walking along the main hall of Copenhagen 
Central today, one passes O’Leary’s sports bar. Under the new sign, 
a message from 1911 carved into the stone wall is still legible: 
Waiting Room for 1st & 2nd Class.

Boarding a Lufthansa flight from Frankfurt to New York, I have 
to wait patiently as passengers flying First Class, Business Class, 
and Premium Economy Class embark. They come from a landscape 
of more exclusive waiting-rooms: First Class, President, Business, 
and Welcome Lounges. On board, small details and routines signal 
the differences among these classes. Bigger chairs, different food, 
drawn curtains. All around the world, airlines are experimenting 
with different travel classes, based on traditions and strategies evolved 
by the nineteenth-century innovators.

Talking portraits

The class system trained people to know their station in life and 
how to categorize others. The competence of reading strangers was 
something that people had to acquire in order to handle human 
overflow. What characteristics should one look for in determining 
the class of the person approaching one in the street, standing next 
to one in the queue, or sharing a bench?

Questions of identity and identification became important, not 
least for government institutions and agencies. One way of seeing 
how this situation changed is by looking at an institution with a 
varied history – the passport or travel pass, an institution that 
mirrors important societal changes. The period of globalization 
toward the end of the nineteenth century was also a period of free 
movement: one could, like Phileas Fogg, travel around the world 
without papers or passports in a way that was impossible in earlier 
and later times. The First World War put an end to a life without 
passports, which were introduced in Britain in 1915 and in Sweden 
in 1917. The new rules were a wartime emergency – a temporary 
arrangement that became institutionalized into a permanent system 
for monitoring not only transnational movements, but also personal 
identities. In this instrument, the photo portrait became extremely 
important.

In many ways it was innovations in police work that paved the 
way. The history of the passport and other forms of identification 
reveals the ways in which identification is established by documenting 
and fixing significant information, deemed necessary for establishing 
‘who you actually are’. The choice of symbols, data, and elements 
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comes to mirror ideas about identity in a given cultural and temporal 
setting (Gulddal and Mortensen, 2004). A crucial part of this process 
was the constant development of ‘biometrics’ (literally ‘life measure-
ment’), from nineteenth-century body measurements and fingerprint-
ing to later forms, such as DNA, eye scanning, and digitalization.

Authorities had to learn how to select certain details, traits, and 
elements from overflowing information in order to produce a passport 
system, the paramount form of identification record. What kind of 
information should be selected and represented in the passport or 
its forerunner, the travel pass? As Frances Stonor Saunders (2016: 
8) has noted, identification markers and forms are dependent upon 
existing technologies. The advent of cheap paper in the sixteenth 
century paved the way for new forms of recording and archiving 
of personal data.

Early travel passes could contain many different types of informa-
tion. Before the use of images and the birth of the passport photo, 
various signs were selected: in the eighteenth century it was facial 
complexion; in the nineteenth century age, hair, eye color, and nose 
shape. The passport combined biography and physiognomy, date 
of birth and birthplace, occupation, religion, and nationality in 
different and changing ways. Such techniques of ‘describable 
individuality’ (Tagg, 1988: 90) had been developed for criminals, 
the insane, and the outcasts of late nineteenth-century society (more 
on this topic in Svensson and Wallette, 2012, and Messner, 2014). 
With the development of photo technology, the face became the 
focus of attention. By the 1840s, French police had begun to 
photograph criminals, and in 1888 Police Inspector Alphonse Bertillon 
created the method of the portrait parlé, a photo with a text com-
mentary. The face would tell the truth about a person’s identity, it 
was assumed, and it is from this criminal context that the passport 
photo developed. As pointed out above, passports became mandatory 
during the First World War.

Back in the seventeenth century, travel passes might describe a 
person’s clothing, because dress was seen as a stable marker of 
social position. By the early twentieth century, this was no longer 
the case. Social mobility and new forms of mass consumption gave 
rise to frequent complaints about people dressing above or below 
their social station. Ways of dressing no longer provided a safe 
reading of a person. Look at the face instead!

For cosmopolitan elites and intellectuals, this was a new nui-
sance – more state intervention in private life. After all, they were 
now exposed to procedures that had hitherto been used for the 
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down-and-out, ordered to produce what looked not unlike a mug 
shot of a criminal, and categorized in passport terms in order to 
travel abroad.

The passport thus molded new forms of modern self-reflection 
and identity construction. How does one describe oneself? How do 
the authorities squeeze a unique personality into one of their prepared 
boxes? Does that passport photo really show a likeness? Or an even 
the more basic question: what is a likeness? (The genre of passport 
photos rapidly became examples of terrible un-likeness: ‘This awful 
photo is certainly not of me!’) The trendsetting British passport 
demanded not only a photo, but also a list of characteristics, catego-
rized as small, medium, and large. People were now blue-eyed or 
brown-eyed, blond- or black-haired, with straight or crooked noses, 
and fresh or ruddy complexions. A sarcastic letter to The Times in 
1915 voiced the resentment felt by many:

Sir,
A little light might be shed, with advantage, upon the highhanded 
methods of the Passport Department at the Foreign Office. On the 
form provided for the purpose I described my face as ‘intelligent’. 
Instead of finding this characterization entered, I have received a 
passport on which some official utterly unknown to me has taken 
upon himself to call my face ‘oval.’
Yours very truly,
Bassett Digby (quoted in Fussell, 1980: 29)

People now acquired a passport identity, which was later to be 
reproduced in such other forms as cartes d’identité and driving 
licenses. Not only could one be troubled by discrepancies of self-
definition and passport image; travelers now had to live up to their 
passport identity in order to prove their real identity.

Stefan Zweig belonged to the traveling generation that experienced 
these drastic transformations. He remembered his easy travels before 
the First World War: ‘one embarked and alighted without questioning 
or being questioned […] frontiers were nothing but symbolic lines 
which one crossed with as little thought as one crosses the Meridian 
of Greenwich’ (Saunders, 2016: 8). Zweig had happily traveled 
across continents without a passport in earlier times, but this changed 
drastically in the interwar years. In 1939 encounters with officialdom 
multiplied beyond measure, and travel required a proliferation of 
identity cards, visas, tickets, invitations, copies of fingerprints, and 
health certificates. The more proof of their identity people had to 
carry around with them, the less they felt like themselves – or like 
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anyone at all, for that matter. The official externalization of identity 
meant the elimination of the interior self; Zweig had bureauphobie, 
as he called it (Prochnik, 2014: 355). Another result of this insti-
tutionalization of identity and citizenship was the emergence of ‘the 
paperless’ – people without standard identity documents.

The history of the passport illustrates the development of new 
forms of monitoring, controlling, and identifying individuals in a 
sea of strangers. It was not a simple steamrolling process of increased 
control and supervision. The history of identification is a patchwork 
system, showing great variation. The nation state has often been 
relatively unsystematic in developing systems of surveillance and 
identification, leaving this process to commercial actors like banks 
and other organizations, as Edward Higgs (2011) has shown. The 
increased attention to systems of identification also tended to create 
new overloads of administrative procedures.

Skills of social navigation

Problems of identification were not merely a state concern, of course. 
Mass travel and urban growth called for new social competences 
and sensibilities, and transit places like Copenhagen Central Station 
became some of the training-grounds. Here people learned to handle 
crowds, stand in line, absorb information at accelerating speeds, 
read signs and timetables, and listen to loudspeakers. In Copenhagen 
there is a saying about those who have not yet become street-smart 
and are identified as unsophisticated country bumpkins: ‘Did you 
arrive on the four o’clock train?’ One could tell the newcomers by 
their clumsy body movements, their gawping gazes, and their poorly 
masked amazement. Alighting from the train in Copenhagen, they 
experienced the sensory shocks of new sounds, smells, smoke, and 
bustling crowds. Simply too much! And they had so much to learn.

There was, for example, the collective choreography of moving 
in crowds, with its coordination of bodies and a competence of 
quick glances, body signals, and swift movements. In the early stages 
of railway life, there were handbooks written about crowd etiquette. 
‘When many travelers gather, a so-called “queue” has to be formed’, 
a mid-nineteenth-century Swedish instruction booklet states. The 
novel term was taken from the French, sometimes seen as the 
innovators of this new social form (see Ehn and Löfgren, 2010).

A British handbook from 1862 dealt with the handling of strangers 
in the confined space of the train compartment: ‘In going through 
a tunnel it is always well to have the hands and arms ready disposed 
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for defence, so that in an event of an attack, the travellers may be 
instantly beaten back or restrained’ (quoted in Smullen, 1968: 57). 
In the new compartmentalized train life, one could feel both isolated 
and exposed: ‘We are pressed together in a compartment and are 
then violently pushed apart again. Who can be content with such 
treatment?’ an author complained in 1865 (quoted in Löfgren, 2008).

The history of railway travel can be read as a history of learning 
to organize and differentiate social classes, of developing survival 
skills in a new mass society in which people in close contact with 
strangers must learn to appraise them. New travelers learned to 
identify and judge the appearance of passing strangers and create 
social distinctions. Who was a friend and who was a foe? Interesting 
or uninteresting? An equal or not? Small details in dress, body 
language, and speech became important. Dress became increasingly 
problematic, as old traditions of class-based dressing gave way to 
new consumer patterns. People started to dress up and created 
an uncertainty about identity. Was this a real gentleman or just 
a dressed-up working-class boy, a proper lady or a demi-monde? 
Several historians have described how these new urban skills were 
developed, a case in point being Mikkel Thelle’s (2013) study of 
Copenhagen street-life around 1900. A new group of specialists 
emerged who were good at this type of identification and reading of 
strangers – from the new plain-clothes police detectives to journal-
ists who specialized in describing ‘new urban types’ and how they 
could be identified (more on these topics in Fritzsche, 1996, and 
Andersson, 2012).

In such urban settings as the street, train compartments, or waiting 
areas, techniques for keeping social distance from or making contact 
with strangers were developed – competences that are now taken 
for granted and thus have become tacit; people are trained to check 
each other out secretly, learn how to find shelter behind a newspaper 
or a smartphone screen, or pretend to be asleep. But for the pioneer 
generations of mass travel, all this social etiquette and all these new 
skills had to be experimented with and only slowly turned into 
routines and reflexes.

People gradually adjusted to the new transport system; but as 
new groups joined the world of railway travel, there were constant 
reminders of the skills needed for mass transport. Seasoned commuters 
found themselves on the platform next to migrants who had embarked 
on the journey of their lives, leaving home and familiar surroundings 
to travel across continents or to the big city. They were clinging to 
bags and suitcases containing their most precious possessions, filled 
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with the anxiety or the excitement of breaking up and leaving home. 
At Liverpool Station in 1896, John Pendleton observed the many 
migrants bound for the USA: ‘On the platforms may be found 
groups of Germans, Swedes, Poles, of men, women and children of 
nearly every European nationality, surrounding curious luggage, 
and, in railway porters’ opinion, “jabbering a lot of nice lingo”’ 
(quoted in Richards and MacKenzie, 2012: 147).

In US railway stations, local commuters looked with curiosity, 
condescension, and pity at these strange newcomers – women in 
peculiar, old-fashioned costumes, looking ‘faded, wan and anxious’, 
‘swarthy men with bare arms’. Should migrants not be separated 
from other travelers (Richards and MacKenzie, 2012: 148)?

The competence of reading strangers was based on learning to 
catch impressions swiftly and sending out the right signals in this 
sea of strangers. In the city one could not stare; rather one must 
employ a swift glance, which had to be perfected. People learned 
to capture a new situation, to read an approaching stranger, to steal 
a glance or hide their curiosity, while simultaneously communicating 
with tiny gestures and body movements. A quick shrug, a turning 
hand, a non-committal smile or frown.

Sociologist Georg Simmel was among those who observed these 
new urban skills. He also pointed to the changing sensory profiles 
of perceptions. In traditional small-town settings, listening and oral 
communication formed a key part of street-life orientation; in the 
more anonymous cities, he argued, the visual gained precedence, 
from the glance to the gaze (Frisby and Featherstone, 1997). Among 
the coping skills allowing navigation in crowds were techniques of 
handling an overflow of sensations, filtering and ignoring impressions, 
diverting attention, cloaking or hiding curiosity, but also insulating 
oneself, keeping one’s distance when in forced proximity.

Much of the debate on urban overflows since Simmel’s days tends 
to present overflows as a problem, pointing to their negative side: 
alienation, anonymity, standardization, automatization, and com-
mercialization – not only of institutions and public spaces, but also 
of human relations. A typical example from the late nineteenth 
century may illustrate this notion. Observers talked about how ‘the 
very rhythm and pace of life differed in ways that were as unsettling 
as they were difficult to define’. There was anxious talk of ‘the 
impersonality and bustle of urban existence, the lack of human 
warmth. The heedless jostlings of the free-floating human atoms 
that endlessly surged through the streets’ (Boyer, 1978: 4).
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Such statements belong to a repetitive genre which misses the 
favorable potentials. Moving in a sea of strangers also creates new 
possibilities and liberties. People can use the anonymity to re-invent 
themselves, to start play-acting, feeling free of constraints. The new 
mobility had strong liberating elements.

From 1911 to 2015

What are the lessons from comparing two mass-travel situations a 
century apart? Back in 1911, the train stations in Malmö and 
Copenhagen were examples of new transit machines, slowly improving 
ways of promoting flows and battling overflows. They were training-
grounds for new generations of travelers, commuters, and migrants.

Comparing 1911 and 2015, it is important to remember that 
transit hubs like these have experienced many waves of migration. 
In the early twentieth century, Malmö Station was a node of emigra-
tion. Rural Swedes disembarked from the train to take the ferry to 
Copenhagen in search of work in Denmark or, if they could afford it, 
a passage to North America. In Copenhagen, they constituted a new 
ethnic group often seen by authorities as a problematic overflow. The 
exodus of migrants led to Swedish debates about introducing some 
kind of new passport system in this passport-free era. The idea was 
to control not entry to Sweden but exit from Sweden. How could 
Swedes be prevented from leaving their country without checking 
if they had avoided military conscription, tax payments, or family 
responsibilities? Outflow rather than inflow was the problem.

A railway station like Copenhagen Central has also been shaped 
by fluctuations in migration. In the 1970s, it was turned into a 
meeting-place for young Turkish labor migrants. They had arrived 
at the station in search of work in Denmark, and once settled, they 
returned here in the evenings, flocking by the hundreds to chat and 
exchange news with fellow expatriates. Commuters complained 
that they seemed to be taking over the station.

As the influx of asylum seekers and migrants expanded rapidly 
in 2015, there was talk of overflow problems on several levels. Even 
with their well-established systems of ticketing, identity controls, 
and surveillance, the smooth transit machines handling travel flows 
no longer worked. Air travel was rarely an option for refugees. 
They had to return to improvised ways of travel and border crossings. 
How to organize a journey from Syria or Libya to Scandinavia or 
Germany? A constantly shifting landscape of travel logistics and 
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routes emerged, as they resorted to traditional ways of traveling. 
Refugee accounts are rife with the ways in which travel was planned 
and executed, with constant changes of transportation. People had 
to resort to old, leaking vessels or inflated rafts, hide in freight cars, 
and trudge over fields, along country roads, or across mountain 
country in order to find ways to cross into Europe and over European 
borders. There was a constant search for an alternative route, for 
places to sleep, get a hot meal, charge the smartphone, or hide from 
controls. EU rules made it necessary to avoid registration until 
reaching the country in which the refugee was seeking asylum. 
People had to develop skills for blending in, looking like a ‘normal’ 
local train passenger, avoiding attention, learning to haggle with 
smugglers, or dealing with immigration officers.

Some advice from the nineteenth century turned out to be of use 
again. In 1862, the handbook advice for rail travelers was to seek 
refuge behind a newspaper in order to avoid contact with strangers. 
In 2015, some refugees taking the train through Europe bought 
local newspapers at each border crossing, hiding behind Le Monde 
through France and Frankfurter Allgemeine through Germany, trying 
to pass as locals (Kingsley 2016: 169).

Travel information was circulated and shared in many forms. It 
might be a piece of paper with a scribbled travel route: find a 
smuggler in this coastal Turkish town; get a place in a boat across 
to Greece; walk, find a train, or talk to a taxi driver in this small 
border town to take you between two points. Avoid the following 
border passages …

Back in the nineteenth century, pioneer rail travelers learned to 
navigate with the help of travel guidebooks. For the new migrants, 
the Internet became crucial. People published their travel experiences 
and gave advice on social media, on Facebook, and in WhatsApp 
groups, thus making many migrants less dependent on the information 
of smugglers. One example was ‘The safe and free route to asylum 
for Syrians’, which contained not only travel routes and detailed 
GPS instructions about border crossings, but also hints on how to 
dress, pack a bag, and handle officials. Patrick Kingsley (2016: 188) 
called it ‘a Baedeker for the refugee era’.

Smartphones became the main organizing tool for this new kind 
of mass travel. People could risk losing everything they had brought 
with them, but not their phones. Through them, they were constantly 
updated about routes, obstacles, changing national immigration 
policies, and new strategies to keep moving. Kinship networks were 
activated to find a place to sleep or help with practicalities. When 
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the phone went dead, one was lost. Information gathering was also 
done by circulating in transit spaces and temporary refugee camps, 
listening to and sharing an overflow of rumors, asking for news or 
advice on how to travel further. Who has the most reliable and 
updated information? For refugee smugglers, such information was 
a vital market asset.

In these new travelscapes, there were no longer any well-organized 
and secure transit centers, like airports, railway stations, or bus 
depots. Railway stations could be transformed into something else 
overnight. Mussolini’s marble monument, the central station of 
Milan, became a strategic hub for migrants working their way 
northward. Charlotte McDonald-Gibson (2016: 188) describes the 
transformation:

For the tens of thousands of refugees passing through the capacious 
halls, it is a place of respite from a grueling journey, a pause in their 
game of cat-and-mouse with Europe’s police forces. Mothers nurse 
babies on the marble staircases. Men gather for furtive cigarettes to 
share stories of how to best dodge the police, border guards and 
immigration. Women sit in filthy clothes underneath Dolce & Gabana 
billboards emblazoned with skinny models draped in gold and silk.

When Hungary closed its border, thousands of refugees were stranded 
at Kelesti, the grand Budapest railway station, which was turned into 
a densely populated temporary refugee camp of day-to-day survival.

During 2015, improvised transit centers emerged everywhere. 
Tourist islands like Lampedusa and Lesbos, the ‘Jungle’ in Calais, 
small border villages in Austria or Passau (called the Lampedusa 
of Germany) all became sites where overflow had to be handled 
with constant improvisation, makeshift arrangements, tents, sheds, 
volunteers (Rolshoven and Schlör, 2016).

But the flow of refugees and asylum seekers in 2015 was not 
only about inventing new travel routes, mainly aiming for Northern 
Europe; there was also the problem of papers, passports, identity 
cards, and visas. In the life of refugees, the trade in false identity 
papers has a long tradition. How much does it cost for a passport 
or a fake identity card? Could a Greek passport get one into Germany 
or an Italian identity card into Switzerland? As with constant worries 
about finding new travel routes, people constantly had to keep 
informed about changes in this volatile market of forged papers – a 
market in which passports and identity cards are ranked by prestige 
and potential, but also by the ease with which they can be forged 
(Saunders, 2016: 8). People’s appearances also matter; a fake identity 
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document is cheaper to produce for migrants with fairer skin, who 
can more easily pass for Europeans (McDonald-Gibson 2016: 161).

With the flow of refugees and migrants, there was an overflow 
of the paperless or ‘undocumented’, which challenged national 
systems of identity controls. Some years earlier, the idea was often 
to destroy one’s own identity papers before crossing the border, 
hoping for better chances of asylum; but as European rules and 
border controls changed, this was no longer a good option.

In discussions about the overflow of refugees, one of the main 
problems was seen as losing control over the identification process. 
Undocumented visitors were perceived as a threat, creating a parallel 
society within the nation. Different strategies of gaining control or 
handling the paperless were improvised in European countries. Again, 
the national differences in trying to handle this are striking. Take, 
for example, the problem of dealing with the growing number of 
unaccompanied minors entering Europe. Different asylum rules 
applied to minors under 18 years of age, which led to the creation 
of age checks; but they were developed in different ways in different 
European states (Collins, 2017).

Refugee travel also developed informal class systems. Ivaylo 
Ditchev, writing about traveling in 1990s war-torn Balkans, noted 
how closely forms of mobility interact with social hierarchy. The 
Mercedes with grey-toned windows was waved across quickly by 
the border guards, whereas the battered van next in line was 
scrutinized. Lorry drivers waited in long queues, and the suitcase 
traders traveling by bus had to get out and line up for border 
inspection. At the bottom of the transport hierarchy were the illegal 
immigrants avoiding the checkpoint and crossing over the mountains, 
led by expensive local guides (Morley, 2011: 753).

In a similar manner, the kind of smuggler services and risk-
taking available depended on how much the refugee could pay for 
transport, guidance, and information. The first-class option required 
the ability to pay for good fake identity documents and trying to 
catch a regular flight. There were discussions about the strictness 
of airport control: Was it easier to get out of Crete than Athens? 
And make sure never to board a plane first; wait for five others 
to enter before you do. There were price lists for other options: 
sharing a taxi, taking a train, and hiding in a van or being walked 
across the border.

For immigrants and refugees, border situations may become a 
strong organizing life experience. Here their position and future 
in the nation they are trying to enter will be defined and their 
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personalities judged: are they wanted or unwanted, seen as needy, 
trustworthy applicants or as devious swindlers? Generations of 
travelers have had this experience in various ways. Jews trying to 
get out of Germany in the 1930s found themselves walking from 
consulate to consulate trying to get a passage out. What were the 
chances of a ticket to the USA, Argentina, or Sweden? Rumors 
and information were constantly circulating about problems and 
possibilities. Back in the 1990s, Slavenka Draculič described the 
feeling of constant border humiliation from the perspective of an 
Eastern European. Is this person just a tourist or a visitor, or is she 
trying to get in on a false pretext? ‘If you ever have been subjected 
to these suspicious glances, you never forget them; you can spot 
them at a long distance’ (Draculič, 1996: 21).

Standing in the line at Malmö Station in 2015, I am reminded 
of the Nigerian art curator Okwui Enwezor (1996: 65), who described 
his experience of customs control at Charles de Gaulle Airport 
where he arrived surrounded by other Third World migrants, back 
in the 1990s:

I hate being one of these people: the men and the women with their 
bundles, their world and dreams contained in bags and boxes long 
out of fashion. Even more, I loathe the pawing fingers of the coarse 
young French officer at Charles De Gaulle, his rudeness and sullen 
manner, his angry inferiority complex.

Okwui Enwezor was no longer a person or an ordinary traveler, 
but a problem.

In mass travel, each new generation or group faces the necessity 
of learning the required skills and competences for navigating in a 
sea of strangers. The overflow of rural migrants to growing cities 
in the early railway age of the nineteenth century was described in 
terms of ill-dressed masses speaking unintelligible dialects and lacking 
urban sophistication. They made the painful experience of acquiring 
navigation skills in the new alien settings which they encountered. 
Looking at the travel experiences of different generations of migrants 
a century later, it is evident how quickly conditions can change. 
Traveling through Europe as a refugee during the 1990s, the early 
2000s, or in 2015 presented different challenges and possibilities.4 
Stable routines, well-known infrastructures, rules of interaction, 

4 This becomes evident if one compares migrants’ accounts from, for example, 
the exodus during the Yugoslavian wars in the early 1990s (see Mertus et 
al., 1997) with experiences from the early 2000s or 2015.
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slowly built up over decades, could no longer be taken for granted in 
2015. Familiar landscapes of mobility are being transformed, actors 
turn unpredictable, spaces are distorted, and competences become 
irrelevant, knowledge unreliable. People must tackle perceptions 
of themselves as an alien mass of intruders, unwanted visitors – 
problems not persons. The overflow of 2015 caused bewilderment 
and uncertainties, but also creative improvisation pursuing new 
routines and tools of mobility and social navigation, just as the 
pioneers of mass travel had once done.
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