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Abstract 
In this Master’s thesis, I explore what humanitarian volunteering does to those participating 

in it, focusing on the experiences of volunteers at Northern Lights Aid, a grassroots 

organisation supporting displaced communities in Kavala, Greece. While the majority of my 

interlocutors initially described their motivations as wanting to “help others” or “do good”, 

their reflections revealed an emphasis on how the experience shaped them emotionally, 

morally and professionally. Drawing on four and a half months of field work in the form of 

participant observation, extended case studies and qualitative interviews, I examine how 

NLA’s volunteers navigate the complexities of care, responsibility and transformation. 

Theoretically, I draw on Victor Turner’s (1967; 1969) work on rituals and liminality, 

David Graeber’s (2011; 2014) exchange and everyday communism, and Liisa Malkki’s 

(2015) conceptualisation of humanitarians as needy. With Turner, I can frame volunteering 

as a rite of passage, where previous roles are suspended and new identities can emerge. 

Graeber’s framework of mutual care and collective responsibility helps unpack the everyday 

practices during volunteering that sustain NLA’s team and shape volunteers’ transformations. 

Malkki’s ethnography offers a lens to understand grassroots humanitarian volunteering as a 

site for self-escape, self-loss and self-transformation. 

Through the narratives of five NLA volunteers, I argue that humanitarianism is not 

just about giving aid, but about becoming; It is about navigating complex moral spaces, 

ambiguity, forming bonds, and confronting one’s positionality. These experiences complicate 

the binary of altruism and self-interest and suggest that volunteering in the humanitarian 

sector is as much about working on the self as it is about supporting others.  

 

Humanitarianism, volunteering, liminality, becoming, Northern Lights Aid  
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Introduction 
“NLA is what I call a humanitarian sandbox”. John grins adjusting his beanie on screen and 

pausing for a moment; in thought. Then: “like… you go in to learn. You have some people 

[volunteers] who have experience [in humanitarian field work], but most people, they don’t”. 

We have been talking about what qualities make a “good” NLA volunteer, for which John’s 

view carries weight since he has been with the organisation for close to two years now. As a 

result, he has seen over a hundred volunteers come and go. In his eyes, empathy and 

compassion matter, but so do curiosity and openness to the learning experience that 

Northern Lights Aid offers.  

​ NLA is a small grassroots NGO providing material and psychosocial support to the 

displaced communities in Kavala, Greece. The management team relies on a volunteer team 

consisting of often young, inexperienced but aspiring humanitarians that run the free clothing 

store and the community centre activities for beneficiaries living in the Controlled Access 

Facility for Temporary Accommodation, as well as, local Kavala people in need. The majority 

of the volunteers are students spending their summer break or a semester with the 

organisation to “do good” or “help out”.  

 

Humanitarian aid and specifically volunteering in humanitarian contexts has been subject to 

a lot of criticism in the past decade or so. For example, Didier Fassin’s (2011) critique of 

humanitarianism reinforcing inequality and depoliticising suffering by focusing on individual 

need rather than the structural causes of the suffering. Similarly, Catherine Brun (2016) and 

Craig Calhoun (2010) argue that humanitarianism might do more harm than good by having 

a short-term focus on symptoms rather than causes of suffering and depoliticising those in 

need of aid.  

​ The criticism of volunteering as volunteer tourism, ethical tourism, alternative tourism 

or moral tourism has depicted volunteering by, often Western and young, people as white 

saviourism that fetishises the suffering of the Other, while failing to make a difference. 

Especially the commodification of volunteer experiences with organisations selling 

volunteering packages to recent graduates has received a lot of criticism (Calkin, 2014). 

More recently, however, there has also been a focus on the transformative potential of 

volunteer tourism outside of the commodification of volunteering experiences. Everingham 

(2016; 2017) emphasises that if we move beyond the developmental aid model and focus on 

organisations that do not sell commodified volunteer experiences, the potential of volunteer 

tourism becomes more apparent, complicating the criticism that volunteering is just a 

different iteration of North-South domination reinforcing socioeconomic inequalities.  

5 



 

​ In my thesis, I aim to do such exploration of the potential of volunteer tourism at an 

organisation that, while offering short-term volunteer experiences (1 month minimum stay) to 

inexperienced individuals, focuses on mutuality and solidarity over merely aid provision. In 

my research, I focus on what volunteering does to the volunteers and how a simplistic view 

of helper-receiver relations is insufficient to understand the dynamics at play.  

 

As such, I aim to answer the following research question: “What does humanitarian 

volunteering at Northern Lights Aid do to those who participate in it and how do they make 

sense of the moral, emotional and relational complexities of their experience?”. I am 

interested in how volunteering affects the volunteers and how they reflect on their role, limits 

and personal morality throughout their stay.  

​ To explore this question, I draw on the work of Victor Turner, David Graeber and Liisa 

Malkki. Each work offers a different but complementary lens for understanding not merely 

what volunteers do, but what volunteering does to them. Turner’s (1967; 1969) work on 

liminality frames volunteering as a transitional experience, a rite of passage, where prior 

social roles are suspended. In this in-between space, volunteers create intensely close 

bonds, which Turner refers to as communitas. These close bonds are fertile ground for 

transformation, which is a recurrent theme in my data.  

​ Yet, Turner’s account cannot fully explain what exactly happens within this liminal 

space, within this communitas, which is why I draw on Graeber’s (2011; 2014) idea of 

everyday communism as a moral underpinning of social relations. Graeber’s work sheds 

light on the acts of care and relationality among volunteers that allows them to transform and 

learn. Finally, Liisa Malkki’s (2015) work repositions humanitarianism as a form of self-work 

where humanitarians are driven by personal needs rather than just altruistic desire to help. 

Together, these three authors let me treat humanitarian volunteering not as a merely 

altruistic action, but as a complex, transformative process shaped by care, contradiction and 

moral relationality.  

I base my arguments on over 4 months of field work, while interning at Northern 

Lights Aid. During these months, I engaged in participant observation, extended case 

studies and qualitative interviewing to gain a deeper understanding of what volunteering 

does to NLA’s volunteers. My position as volunteer and researcher facilitated both constant 

data access and rich and in-depth data due to close relationships to my interlocutors. While 

this insider position had benefited me greatly, it came with challenges of assumed 

knowledge, underexplaining on the part of my interlocutors and having to constantly 

challenge my own assumptions about volunteering.  

​  
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After presenting my methods, situating Northern Lights Aid in its context, and considering 

some relevant academic discussions and theories, I explore the volunteer experience at NLA 

through three analytical chapters. In Becoming Through Suspension, I begin with Victor 

Turner’s work on rites of passage and liminality. Turner’s work allows us to understand how 

NLA’s volunteers experience a suspension of everyday roles and enter a space of potential 

transformation. This chapter sets the stage for exploring how transformation is sustained 

through practices of care, which I deal with in the second chapter, From Each According to 

Ability. Here, I turn to David Graeber’s idea of everyday communism to explore how NLA’s 

volunteers build moral economies through acts of care and mutual responsibility. These acts 

shape the team dynamic as well as the volunteers’ sense of belonging and purpose. In The 

Need to Become, I work with Liisa Malkki’s work on how humanitarians make sense of their 

motivations, purpose, and how they navigate professional boundaries and care. These 

chapters build towards my central argument that volunteering is not just a practice of helping 

others but also a site of moral, emotional and relational becoming.  
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From Intern to Insider: Fieldwork, Reflexivity 
and Methodological Choices 
 

To gain insight into how volunteering at NLA affects the volunteers and how they make 

sense of this, I employed a combination of participant observation, qualitative interviews, and 

extended case studies. The majority of my research was conducted as part of my 

third-semester internship with Northern Lights Aid. My position as intern allowed me to 

observe, interact and document volunteer experiences in a natural setting.  

Fieldwork Setting and Research Position 

I stayed with NLA from August 25th, 2024 until December 23rd, 2024. Throughout my time 

there, I embedded myself in the organisation’s social and professional culture by engaging in 

the everyday tasks of a volunteer, having conversations with staff, fellow volunteers and 

beneficiaries both spontaneous and planned in the form of interviews. ​  

During my participant observation, I adopted a complete participation approach 

(Spradley, 2016), meaning I actively engaged in the work as an intern rather than positioning 

myself purely as a researcher. I lived in the same apartment as the majority of my 

interlocutors, became friends with them and still have contact with all of them in a friendly 

manner. This proximity fostered deep trust, which allowed for rich data collection, but also 

came with epistemological and ethical considerations. For example, as Cuomo and Massaro 

(2016) and Taylor (2011) note, intimacy can reduce performativity in research settings, but 

may also lead to some participants to under-explain the work, their experiences or assume 

shared knowledge. As a result, they might leave out perspectives unique to their 

experiences. During the interviews, I navigated these potential challenges by encouraging 

my interlocutors to speak as though I were a newcomer and revisiting unclear or incomplete 

narratives during the interviews.  

Throughout my research and writing process, I became increasingly aware of my 

own assumptions due to my prior experience as a volunteer in the humanitarian sector. 

These assumptions sometimes influenced my initial decisions on what was important in the 

data or how I interpreted events or conversations with my interlocutors. To combat this, I 

took reflective notes after each interview, documenting my reactions to things my 

interlocutors talked about so I could revisit them during the analysis. Discussions with my 

supervisor and my peer thesis writers were also useful to become aware of pre-existing 

assumptions. Ultimately, my insider position is not a weakness but an integral part of my 
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research process that allowed me to understand my interlocutors on a deeper level and 

foster trust.  

Participant Observation 

My field journal was the primary tool for documenting observations, informal conversations 

and personal memos. I wrote out descriptive scenes, daily interactions, emotional responses 

and analytical notes, which I used for coding of the interviews and understanding recurring 

themes in my data.  

 

Extended Case Method 

I adopt the extended case method as developed by Burawoy (1998) and later expanded on 

by Lai and Roccu (2019). Following this approach, I engaged with my interlocutors over a 

long period of time, revisiting conversations and interviews. I was also able to observe and 

engage with them in different contexts relating to NLA because I was both working and living 

with my interlocutors.    

Qualitative Interviews 

For the interviews, I spoke to 12 humanitarian volunteers and revisited them a couple of 

times for follow-up questions or clarifications. These interviews served to enrich and validate 

the data obtained from the participant observations. Due to the close relationship with my 

interlocutors, the interviews often felt like more informal conversations rather than structured 

interrogations.  

I conducted interviews both in-person (in Kavala) and online, depending on 

participant accessibility. I conducted the rest online using Google Meet.  

 

My subsequent analytical chapters centre around five specific cases. I chose these five 

cases because they offer deep and rich narratives about shifting perspectives, motivations, 

volunteer interaction and experiences of becoming that can be found in the other interviews 

to a shallower extent. The interlocutors are all involved with NLA for different lengths of time 

and in different capacities which allows us to get a broad understanding of the volunteer 

base that NLA operates with.  

Laura spent six months at NLA as an internship for her Bachelor’s degree. During her 

time at NLA, she gained more responsibility as the interim distribution coordinator when the 

organisation was in need of one.  

Marthe spent time volunteering at NLA between her Bachelor’s degree and her 

Master’s degree. She stayed for three months as a volunteer before starting her Master’s 
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degree in Social Work. She wanted to volunteer with NLA to gain some more hands-on 

experience before going back to the academic context.  

John has been in Kavala for about three years and has been working with NLA for 2 

years, in different capacities. He started out as a regular visiting volunteer, wanting to work 

more part-time with the organisation. He quickly started doing full-time volunteering and 

currently he is fulfilling the role of outreach coordinator. This role means that he connects the 

organisation with the local Kavala community. 

Olivia spent four weeks with NLA in the summer of 2024. She is doing a Master’s 

degree in Portugal on Politics. She decided to volunteer with NLA during her summer break 

because she had time to actually engage with volunteer work without having to focus on 

studies.  

Finally, Lola also spent four weeks at NLA in the summer of 2024 before her final 

year in her Bachelor’s degree. She was a first-time volunteer looking to gain some 

experience in the humanitarian sector.  

 

I discuss these five cases in detail in my analytical chapters focusing on themes of change, 

transformation and becoming respectively, how these changes take place and how 

volunteers make sense of their reconfigured sense of self.  

Limitations 

I encountered several limitations that influence the scope and depth of my findings. When I 

started my research back in August, I aimed to examine NLA’s use of community volunteers, 

who are both volunteers at NLA and part of the beneficiary community. However, early 

fieldwork and discussions with my supervisor made me realise I did not have access to the 

necessary participants and data for any meaningful investigation. Therefore, I shifted focus 

onto visiting volunteers. This meant that some early interviews, specifically those conducted 

with Lola and John, were only partially relevant with my new research aims. Thus, I revised 

my interview guide and re-interviewed the relevant participants online after leaving the field.  

​ Furthermore, I would have liked to have formal interviews with some of the 

management team to gain insight into their understanding of what volunteering does to 

volunteers. I did have several informal conversations with staff members during my time in 

Greece, which are documented in my field notes, but a more structured inquiry would have 

allowed me a broader understanding of how management experiences volunteer 

transformation and the organisation’s role in it and given more foundation to my interviews 

with the volunteers who are my main subject of study.  
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​ In revisiting my field journal, I encountered some inconsistencies in the level of 

descriptive detail depending on the day they were written. After particularly long days in the 

field or emotional encounters in the field, the quality of my field notes reflect the exhaustion 

experienced, potentially affecting the level of detail in some cases used in the analysis. 
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Northern Lights Aid in Context 

Introducing NLA 

Situated next to the main road going through the port town Kavala and about fifteen minutes 

on foot from the Perigiali camp, there are Northern Lights Aid’s projects. The two store 

spaces and the community garden look out over a Masoutès grocery store’s parking lot and 

the Aegean Sea in the near distance. Northern Lights Aid (NLA), the organisation that I 

completed my internship at over the course of 4.5 months and the subject of this thesis, is a 

grassroots NGO operating in Kavala, Greece. Besides the one branche engaging in 

on-the-ground humanitarian aid in Kavala, it has two branches in Oslo, Norway and Geneva, 

Switzerland that focus on fundraising, raising awareness and partnerships.  

​ According to the organisation’s website, the NGO aims “to improve the quality of life 

of refugees, asylum-seekers and vulnerable communities living in the local area” (Northern 

Lights Aid, 2024). The organisation was established in January, 2016 on Lesvos, but moved 

to the Northern Greek border in March of that same year. Initially, the NGO provided food 

and material support, as well as activities for children, to the informal Hara camp. When the 

displaced communities started being moved into government-run facilities, NLA moved 

along, initially providing services inside the camp before moving outside the camp and 

broadening its scope of support (ibid.).  

​ Since 2017, the organisation has supported both the residents of Kavala’s Controlled 

Access Facility and Temporary Accommodation (CAFTA) and local low-income families in 

need of support. This support consists of a clothing store which distributes non-food items 

(NFIs), a Mother and Baby Program which focuses on the distribution of diapers and wipes, 

as well as other essentials for parents with young children (<3 years), and a community 

centre that focuses on psychosocial support, community building and creativity and skills 

development (ibid.).  

​ Northern Lights Aid is the only non-governmental organisation supporting the 

residents of the CAFTA. This support supplements the services provided by the Greek state, 

which includes accommodation in the camp, food service, a general practitioners office, and 

legal aid (only for appeals). In a conversation with one of the managers, she referenced a 

warehouse with clothes that the government provides but that the clothes are in bad 

condition, which undermines the dignity of the beneficiaries. NLA’s projects focus on dignity, 

agency and psychosocial health rather than mere survival. NLA focuses on choice (e.g. 

choice of clothes, books to read, etc.) and skills (e.g. dance, computer literacy, English, 

CVs). Additionally, there is one project that the management takes care of exclusively, which 

concerns the provision of medicine. Beneficiaries can come to NLA with a prescription 
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written by the GP in the camp and based on costs, circumstances of the beneficiary (e.g. do 

they have a job or are they part of a big family) and budget, the management will buy the 

medicine at the local pharmacy.  

The funding to keep all these projects running comes from a mix of private and 

institutional donors as well as fundraising efforts both in Greece and internationally. While 

the private donations decreased in 2024, the funding received from grants has increased 

over the course of 2024. The two most important organisations providing funding are the 

Stavros Niarchos Foundation (SNF), which funds over 50% of NLA’s clothing distribution as 

well as sustains the Emergency Relief project, and the Haëlla Foundation, which provides 

significant funding for NLA’s Community Centre. Both organisations are committed to 

supporting small NGOs and projects with grants. Furthermore, NLA’s fundraising branches in 

Switzerland and Norway increasingly engage with private donors as well as organise 

fundraising events (NLA Annual Report, 2024).  

“Like a Real Store”: The Distribution Project 

The clothing store sits on the corner of a row of shop spaces. When you walk in, you enter 

the main shopping space that consists of clothing racks divided by gender and then there’s a 

children’s corner. The racks are mostly completely filled with clothes that were donated, 

either by local residents, international donors or partner NGOs elsewhere in Greece. On the 

left side of the space, there is a small kitchen where we make tea that is served in the 

waiting area outside and where the volunteers can heat up their lunch food during the break. 

In the front of the space on the left side, there is the ‘office’, a desk  with two desk chairs and 

more post-it notes with reminders than you can count. This ‘office’ is where the management 

does their admin work and from where they run the organisation.  

​ If you make your way through the space to the back, you encounter a brightly 

coloured curtain in front of a door-shaped hole in the wall. This curtain is the entrance to the 

storage, where all the donations are sorted into plastic or cardboard boxes based on gender, 

clothing item and size. When I walked in for the first time, it reminded me of the main 

warehouse space in Calais where multiple NGOs try to store their items for distribution. 

Every corner is cleverly utilised and still it seems to be overflowing with stuff. When I arrived, 

the distribution coordinator was newly appointed and trying to figure out the best way to sort 

and store all the donations. There are two big tables in the middle that are used for the 

sorting and underneath which there is even more stuff. You can walk all the way around the 

table, trying to avoid tripping over loose cardboard boxes and shoes.  

​ From this organised chaos, a team of volunteers (including the distribution 

coordinator) try to assist the residents of Kavala’s CAFTA and the local community in need 
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with finding the clothes and hygiene products that they need. The store mimics a ‘normal’ 

store where you can browse the racks, and try things on before purchasing. Different from a 

normal store, though, is the fact that you book an appointment to get access, you get a 

personal (volunteer) shopper, you do not have to pay but there are limitations on what you 

can take. NLA’s beneficiaries can book one appointment per month either for themselves or 

for their family. They get a time allocated depending on how many people are part of their 

appointment by the volunteer at the front desk (stationed outside by the door to the store). At 

the appointment, they get to pick three items of clothing and two “extras” [field notes] per 

person. These “extras” include hygiene products, socks, underwear, accessories or home 

decor. Furthermore, they can pick out one pair of shoes and one coat per season (one in the 

winter season and one in the summer season). Throughout the appointment, beneficiaries 

can ask if we have certain things in the back (storage). For example, we often get requests 

by men about joggers, specifically Nike or Adidas, or football kits. The volunteer running the 

appointment will then ask the volunteers in the back if they can look for the requested item. 

We often do not have the requested items because we are running on donated items that 

are limited.  

The Community Centre: A Space to Be and Do 

A few doors down is the community centre, which is a similar space with a front area, the 

community centre, and a room in the back that the organisation uses as a classroom or for 

the “babystore” [the way volunteers refer to the Mother and Baby Program]. The community 

centre has a small outside area with two blue benches, a table and a sign with the week 

schedule for specific events: Monday: CVs and Coffee Bar, Tuesday: afternoon Men’s 

Space, Wednesday: afternoon Kids’ Space, and Thursday: afternoon Women’s Space. In 

practice, the schedule is not that strict unless there is an actual men’s, kids’ or women’s 

space in session. Throughout the week, volunteers mainly print documents for beneficiaries’ 

interviews or other purposes, create CVs for job hunting, and provide the space for creative 

activities, such as painting or jewellery-making. The multilingual library provides a diverse 

assortment of books in English, Greek, French, Arabic, Farsi, and other languages that 

beneficiaries can borrow.  

​ Mid-way through my stay, the organisation resumed English classes on Monday 

taught by one of the volunteers who was also completing an internship with the organisation. 

The English classes were on Monday and divided between a basic level class and an 

advanced level class. In practice, the groups were often mixed due to lack of attendance in 

the mornings. NLA also offered computer classes on Wednesday mornings as part of the 

skill-building project at the community centre. On Thursday mornings, we tried to start up 
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dance classes with a local dance teacher. Due to my interest in dance, I was often 

scheduled for these classes. In reality, we only managed to have one complete dance 

session with beneficiaries attending.  

​ The biweekly “babystores” took place in the classroom at the back of the community 

centre as the door could be closed for a more private space. The community centre would 

be changed into a waiting area with play corners for the children and seating areas for the 

parents. Parents register with the volunteers overseeing the waiting area and one by one, 

they can come into the babystore area and pick up diapers and wipes, and then once a 

month clothes. To receive support in the Mother and Baby Program, the child needs to be 

under the age of three or parents can present a doctor’s note that their child over three 

requires diapers.   

Donations: From Drop-Off to Distribution 

The clothing store and the library are filled with donated items. These donations often come 

from the local Kavala community, the direct neighbours, volunteers or international donors 

that get to know of the organisation either through volunteering or outreach campaigns. 

Everyday bags of donations get dropped off at the front desk where a volunteer indicates the 

number of donors and the number of donations on the back of a clipboard. These bags of 

donations then move to the storage room where whoever is stationed there sorts through the 

donations, checking that the clothes are whole, clean and modern enough to distribute. If 

there are small rips or small stains on the clothes, they go on the free rail outside where 

everyone can pick clothes whenever they want. If there are big problems with the clothes, 

they get thrown into the “Greek Box” which is a container outside and the idea is that the 

clothes get recycled from there. Besides clothes and home decor, people often donate 

books, games, costumes or arts and crafts supplies and these items go to the community 

centre to be used there. 

The sorting process takes up the majority of the time when you work in the storage 

room, especially if the organisation receives a bigger donation from the InterEuropean 

Human Aid Association (IHA). This organisation operates a large warehouse in Thessaloniki 

and from there supports several smaller organisations. NLA’s distribution coordinator 

communicates our needs (e.g. hoodies for men or shoes) and they gather everything they 

can give the organisation and drive down to Kavala once every two months or so. Volunteers 

often perceive these drop-offs as very positive because it means that they finally have highly 

demanded items again. The distribution coordinator at the time of this research refers to 

these drop-offs “bringing a whole new energy to the team” and two volunteers who I worked 

very closely with highlight an almost euphoric feeling of being able to “say yes” again when a 
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beneficiary asks if NLA has a certain item. I also experienced these drop-offs as a positive 

event. Even if it is amazing that the local community supports through donating clothes, 

these clothes are often really old or stained which means we have to recycle them. IHA’s 

donations often include brand new things and second-hand clothes that have been quickly 

looked through so everything is in good or reasonable condition.  

The Team: Living and Working Together 

All these aspects of the projects require manpower. The day-to-day implementation of the 

projects relies on visiting volunteers, community volunteers and coordinators, who are also 

working on a voluntary basis. The community volunteers are part of the beneficiary 

community and help out several shifts a week as a volunteer. They are typically around the 

same age as the visiting volunteers (in their twenties) and the only requirement is that they 

need to have a good command of the English language.  

​ The visiting volunteers are a diverse mix of people, mainly from European countries 

but during my stay, we also had volunteers from Asian and Latin-American countries. The 

majority of my fellow volunteers were either students or young professionals that were 

between jobs or were able to take some time off to volunteer. As a result, the usual ages of 

volunteers range from 19/20 to late twenties/early thirties. In the summer, the volunteer stays 

are often shorter (4-6 weeks), just the span of a summer break from university. Whereas 

throughout the autumn/winter, the stays are often longer but the number of volunteers is 

lower.  

​ The visiting volunteers and (some) coordinators live together in a shared apartment 

in Kavala’s town centre. The big apartment has four bedrooms, a large living/dining room 

and a spacious kitchen where the volunteers often cook together. From the large balcony, 

you are able to see Kavala’s Old Town and the Aegean, which is just a ten minute walk 

away. After work, it is common for everyone to do their own thing in terms of dinner and rest. 

During my stay, most of us were exhausted after work and just wanted to sit on the couch, 

have some food and go to bed at 10pm. Sometimes, we would have an event in the town to 

go to or we decided to go for dinner at a taverna (e.g. when it was a volunteer’s last night in 

Kavala). On Saturdays, there was the local market to buy fruit and vegetables. Stopping by 

the market was a weekly activity for most volunteers. On Sundays, we had the tradition of 

“Family Dinner” where one or two volunteers would cook for the whole apartment and we 

would invite the field manager and our outreach coordinator (both live in their own 

apartments in Kavala). These dinners were meant to socialise outside of work as a team and 

as friends. Often, volunteers would cook food from their respective countries, so the dinners 

would be a kind of cultural exchange.  
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Besides the voluntary positions, there are three paid positions. The field manager, the 

operations director and the legal director represent NLA’s management. The managers 

mainly focus on more administrative tasks. The field manager is the one that oversees the 

field team, makes the daily schedule and when there is a problem that the coordinators 

cannot solve, she is the one that makes a decision or gives advice. The operations director 

oversees the entire organisation in terms of budget, logistics, etcetera, and the legal director 

makes sure everything goes by the book.  

​ The field manager and operations director were on-site every day to support the 

volunteer team. The organisation is hierarchical in terms of responsibilities and 

decision-making but the feeling in the team does not necessarily reflect that. All managers 

make an effort to get to know the team they are working with. The field manager often joined 

for Sunday Dinners or other activities beyond work, such as hikes or market shopping on the 

weekends. This familiarity creates a sense of trust, which makes it easier to ask for help or 

support when needed. 

 

The team supports the people living in Kavala’s CAFTA and the local Kavala community 

which comes down to between 300 to 1200 people depending on how many people are 

accommodated in the camp. Not all camp residents make use of the NLA services because 

there are services provided in the camp or reasons beyond that. The support that NLA 

provides focuses on creating a safe space where people can make their own choices and be 

away from the camp for a while. The focus is on skill building, relaxation and agency, which 

many beneficiaries appreciate [field notes].  

Oftentimes, there are “regulars” [field notes] that come to the community centre 

almost every day. These daily interactions between beneficiaries and volunteers foster trust 

and often lead to beneficiaries opening up to you about their lives. I have experienced these 

kinds of interactions multiple times during my stay in Kavala where, mostly women, felt 

comfortable with me and wanted to share part of their story with me. These stories could be 

about their reasons for leaving home or things they experienced on the move or in the camp. 

Being a part of NLA comes with a code of conduct which states that you are not to 

ask personal questions ever and if you at any point feel uncomfortable in a conversation, you 

should find a way to leave this conversation. This is easier said than done and often 

volunteers get “stuck” in a conversation that they do not have the bandwidth or training for. 

 
The everyday encounters between volunteers, management and beneficiaries reveal the 

emotional richness and complexity of volunteering at NLA. It is in this context of close, 
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sometimes uncomfortable proximity that the transformative experiences under exploration in 

this thesis begin to take shape.  
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Literature Review 

Motivation and Ethics in Humanitarianism 

Elisa Sandri (2018) coined the term volunteer humanitarianism in her article on the Calais 

Jungle and the essence of current humanitarianism in Northern France. In her study, she 

found that the nature of the humanitarian aid in Calais is deeply informal and relies largely 

on young, inexperienced individuals that, while initially moved by humanitarian sentiments, 

engage in activism while on the ground in France. The majority of the small NGOs currently 

operating in Calais were started by individuals who just moved to Calais to help when the 

conditions in the Calais Jungle worsened in 2015. Sandri argues that the mere existence of 

such informal humanitarian practices as a direct juxtaposition of formal humanitarian 

organisations and the French government constitutes civil disobedience. Their existence 

unsettles neoliberal governmentality by providing alternative practices at the border.  

​ While I focus on the Greek context in this thesis, I wanted to present Sandri’s 

thoughts because NLA provides a more institutionalised version of volunteer 

humanitarianism. Its origins follow a similar logic to the establishment of the NGOs in Calais; 

a more ad-hoc response to worsening conditions which later turned into an actually 

established NGO (Northern Lights Aid, 2025). Still, the organisation’s volunteers are largely 

inexperienced individuals who want to get involved in the humanitarian sector because they 

feel a sense of solidarity. 

Complex Motivations in Humanitarian Work 

Whereas Sandri’s (2018) considerations present the humanitarian volunteer as someone 

who dropped everything to move to France and help out, there are other authors who 

complicate such a self-sacrificing, or altruistic, image.  

​ In Liisa Malkki’s (2015) book The Need To Help, she problematises the traditional 

view of the altruistic humanitarian workers. Drawing on multiple years of field work with the 

Finnish Red Cross, as well as her work with Burundian refugees in Tanzania, Malkki 

presents us with a humanitarian driven by a need for connection and purpose rather than 

just altruism. Throughout their work, humanitarians imagine the populations they aim to help, 

thereby constructing their own role within these populations’ lives and within society. My third 

analytical chapter relies on Malkki’s thoughts and deals with her argument in-depth, 

connecting it to my interlocutors’ transformative experiences.  

​ Friesen (2023) continues exploring the ethics of humanitarianism and how they are 

affected by personal experiences of humanitarian workers. Her work investigates how 
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face-to-face encounters with another human being’s suffering result in a sense of 

responsibility for the suffering other. In her case of Orbinski, who was a former International 

Council President as Médecins sans Frontières, developed an overpowering sense of 

responsibility for others’ suffering from a young age onwards when he was confronted with 

the illness of his brother and documentaries on the Holocaust and a famine in Ethiopia. 

Encountering the suffering of others’ instilled in him a personal responsibility that he was 

only able to act upon later during his studies, suggesting that the possibility to act is not 

necessary to feel a sense of responsibility to others’ suffering. 

​ Other than face-to-face encounters being foundational to humanitarian workers’ 

motivation, Amira Mittermaier (2014; 2019) and Ilana Feldman (2007) suggest a more 

spiritual, or religious motivation for aid provision. Mittermaier’s (2014; 2019) articles explores 

how Sufism and spirituality in Egypt influences the motivation behind aid. Her study (2014) at 

a Sufi khidma presents an alternative to Western aid, based on mutuality and connection to 

God. She continues this relationship between giver and God in her 2019 article on Islamic 

charity. The traditional relationship of provider and beneficiary is irrelevant as we are all in 

need (of enlightenment and God). Feldman (2007) also deals with spirituality and how 

Quaker ethics influence humanitarian workers’ motivations and the ways that they deal with 

moral dilemmas. According to the Quaker approach, humanitarian aid is deeply relational 

and they problematise the more impersonal modes of aid provision by other aid 

organisations. When they were faced with a situation where they had to withhold aid due to 

low stock or double registrations, it resulted in feelings of discomfort because withholding aid 

goes against the Quaker ethics.  

Structural and Personal Drivers for Volunteering 

Besides the ethical considerations, there are other personal or structural motivations and 

constraints for engaging in humanitarian work. For example, Nowakowska (2022; 2024) 

presents categories of people to anticipate temporal engagement in volunteers. She 

differentiates between altruists and individualists, with altruists being more inclined to 

engage for longer periods of time, while individualists are more likely to commit in direct 

response to a crisis. In her 2024 study, she found that future time perspective (being able to 

plan ahead and orientate future goals) has a significant influence on individualist 

commitment. If the volunteering stay provides something (e.g. skill-building, certificates, etc.) 

that serves individualists in the long run, they are more likely to volunteer for a longer time.  

​ Other than intrinsic factors influencing volunteer commitment, Hogg (2016) and 

Laidlaw (2019) explore external factors enabling or constraining volunteering. Both authors 

argue that volunteering is not just a personal action that happens within a social vacuum, but 
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rather that it is a negotiation between the volunteer and their relationships in their life. 

Maggie Laidlaw (ibid.) found that the women she studied had to actively find or make time in 

their schedules for volunteering and to do so had to negotiate with volunteer organisations, 

formal employers, family and friends. This finding is in accordance with the We-I Balance 

she uses, which states that someone’s involvement in a social activity reflects the 

relationships they exist within. Eddy Hogg (2016) also regards a person’s ability or decision 

to volunteer as negotiated with the other roles they hold within society or within their 

community. While his study focuses specifically on volunteering in older age, his 

considerations on how life stages influence the ability to volunteer is interesting to 

understand how different obligations (e.g. employment or family) interact with the action of 

volunteering across lifespans where priorities shift as we are moving through different life 

stages.  

​ Other than intrinsic, personal motivation and external motivations and constraints, 

Sengupta and colleagues (2023) suggest that there might be a generational factor 

influencing engagement in volunteering. In their study on Polish volunteers supporting 

Ukrainian refugees in response to the Russia-Ukraine war, they comment on the socially 

engaged mindset of millennials and generation Z. While the study highlights that intrinsic 

motivation is key in volunteering as a response to crisis, the authors emphasise the social 

awareness of these two generations as a result of living through unprecedented changes 

(e.g. the COVID-19 pandemic) during formative years. As a result, millennials and 

generation Z are most likely to volunteer to give back to society and engage in social 

development activities.  

Humanitarian Volunteering as Emotional Labour 

Individuals working or volunteering in the humanitarian field often have to navigate 

emotionally demanding environments that require negotiation between care, professionalism 

and the wellbeing of themselves and those they support. As Mastracci and Adams (2019) 

argue in their study on emotional labour in NGOs, the work of such organisations is deeply 

emotional in multiple ways. Emotional expectations in this sector range from empathy and 

compassion to emotional management and resilience, making an NGO worker highly 

emotionally invested while maintaining composure, neutrality and professional distance. The 

authors describe the tension between passion and professionalism which creates an 

emotional strain, risking burnout in NGO workers if left unacknowledged. The authors argue 

for institutional support for NGO workers so they can adequately deal with the emotional 

aspects of their work.  
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​ Hor’s (2022) exploration of humanitarian anxiety, the emotional undercurrent of 

responsibility, uncertainty and self-doubt that aid workers experience daily, fits into Mastracci 

and Adams’ view on the emotional negotiation that aid workers engage in during their work. 

Hor’s research emphasises how even routine tasks in humanitarian contexts are fraught with 

ethical concerns and emotional dimensions, often leading to feelings of inadequacy and 

guilt. These feelings stem from the desire to “do good” while being confronted by volunteers’ 

limited capacity to make sustainable or systemic changes due to the nature of humanitarian 

aid. The emotional tensions explored by Hor reflect a broader existential dimension of 

humanitarianism where care is not just performed but questioned by those performing it.  

​ Mark Doidge and Elisa Sandri (2019) acknowledge the importance and complexity of 

the emotional labour required to engage in volunteering in the humanitarian sector, but also 

emphasise the centrality of emotions, specifically empathy, to spark and sustain volunteering 

efforts. They argue that empathy, as a multilayered emotion, both motivated people to 

volunteer in the Calais Jungle and allowed them to connect to those they supported and 

worked with, fostering strong human connection. While the emotional labour done by 

volunteers to negotiate the displaced communities’ suffering as well as their own anxiety can 

take a toll, they found that the joyous emotions are equally as important. The conflicting 

emotions that volunteers experience together, results in incredibly strong connections 

between people that have just met.  

Volunteer-Staff Relations 

Organisations do not often run 100% on volunteers due to the unsustainability of free labour. 

Volunteers are often not able to stay for long and live “out of pocket”, as Sandra, one of my 

interlocutors indicated. Usually, there are several paid positions in an NGO who represent 

the stable, long-term part of the team. 

Both Coghlan (2008) and Brun and Attanapola (2015) explore the tensions that arise 

between volunteers and professional staff in humanitarian settings, highlighting how differing 

motivations, expectations, and organisational roles can create friction. Coghlan, in his study 

of international volunteers in Thailand, identifies how volunteers often enter humanitarian 

work driven by a desire for meaningful engagement, only to encounter professionalised aid 

environments that prioritize efficiency, accountability, and standardized practices. This can 

lead to feelings of disillusionment and marginalization among volunteers, who may perceive 

themselves as undervalued or restricted by bureaucratic structures. Similarly, Brun and 

Attanapola’s (2015) research in Sri Lanka uncovers how local volunteers and professional 

staff navigate complex power dynamics in post-disaster recovery work. Their study 

emphasises how volunteers' local knowledge and relational approaches often clash with the 
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procedural and hierarchical norms of international organizations, producing tensions over 

legitimacy and authority. These studies underscore the need to critically examine how 

humanitarian institutions manage the relations between staff and volunteers, and how these 

relationships impact the ethics and effectiveness of aid delivery. 

Volunteer Tourism - Hope or Hype? 

A Harmful Hype? 

The ethics and effectiveness of aid delivery has been a topic of discussion for quite some 

time. Besides the critiques of humanitarian aid as reinforcing power dynamics (Fassin, 2011; 

2013), doing more harm than good (Brun, 2016) and only being able to provide relief 

short-term (Calhoun, 2010), volunteer tourism has received similar criticism and more. 

The idea of volunteer tourism as a form of ethical tourism is described by Wearing 

and McGehee (2013) and Wearing and colleagues (2017). Volunteering as a form of tourism 

came up as a reaction to the harmful consequences of mass tourism and relies on the idea 

of giving back to communities that suffer. The idea that volunteer tourism shapes ethical 

global citizenship has been extensively criticised, stating that it reinforces inequality and 

power dynamics without making a sustainable difference due to the short temporal span of 

volunteer stays. Especially the commodification of volunteer experiences in the volunteer 

tourism industry is seen as harmful. Through this commodification, volunteer experiences 

are packaged and sold to tourists who want to feel like they are making a difference while 

travelling, meaning the focus is on the volunteers rather than the communities they claim to 

help (Benson, 2015).  

For example, Lyons and colleagues (2012) discuss how volunteering as an 

alternative to ‘gap year’ travelling has become more popular and how institutions uncritically 

commodify and sell these experiences. The underlying idea is that such activities will combat 

intolerance and shape young graduates into caring global citizens. The countries producing 

the majority of volunteer tourists are those that the authors describe as “guilt-conscious” 

(p.368) societies in the West. The industry selling these experiences markets them as 

altruist activities, making a difference and fostering intercultural understanding, for which the 

authors argue is no empirical evidence.  

While Lyons and colleagues (2012) mention the possibility that volunteer tourism 

packages actually reinforce the othering of developing nations, Calkin (2014) goes further 

and states that the promotional material of such institutions actively mimic the idea of 

domination and the civilising of the underdeveloped Other. Mostafanezhad (2014) also 

argues that the marketing by organisations seeking volunteer tourists naturalises the political 
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and economic inequality between the Global North and Global South. The popular 

humanitarian gaze fetishises the idea of concern for the Global South and promotes 

“band-aid” (p. 117) interventions that do not address any of the structural issues causing 

suffering.  

​ The red thread throughout these works seems to be the potential disastrous 

consequences of the commodification of volunteer experiences. While the authors do 

address the potential harm related to short-term stays with a host community, the way that 

volunteering is packaged and sold in the neoliberal system actually counteracts the 

transformational potential of ethical tourism. The next section goes into the transformational 

potential of volunteering as a form of tourism. 

Potential for Understanding & Transformation 

In her articles, Phoebe Everingham (2015; 2016; 2017) explores the possibilities that 

volunteer tourism creates for intercultural exchange and mutuality. While she agrees with the 

criticism on the commodified aid models, she moves away from the prioritised 

developmental aid model that is loved by so many academics and she focuses on mutuality 

and intercultural learning. Furthermore, she highlights the diversity in motivations to 

volunteer that move beyond the traditional altruist view of giving back or saving the world. In 

her view, the paternalistic nature of the development aid model skews volunteers’ 

expectation to help and leaves them disillusioned when they do not feel like they made a 

tangible difference (ibid.). 

In her 2015 article, she engages with a small-scale organisation in Ecuador that 

largely runs on volunteer tourists. The organisation’s mission is to foster mutual learning and 

creativity through an interactive library (volunteers reading to kids but also improving their 

Spanish) and creative activities, such as photography, art, etc. McIntosh and Zahra (2007) 

also found that volunteer tourism has the potential for intercultural exchange and can be 

mutually beneficial to volunteers and host communities alike. In their study on volunteer 

activities in an indigenous Māori community, they observed that the experience enabled 

volunteers to learn cultural and gain an understanding and appreciation of the host 

community’s cultural identity. Both Everingham’s (2015) and McIntosh and Zahra’s (2007) 

cases show that, if approached with sensitivity, volunteer tourism has the potential for 

positive engagement and mutual learning. 

Importantly, Everingham (2016; 2017) criticises the existing criticism of volunteer 

tourism as being stuck within the developmental aid model. By focusing on the commodified 

volunteer experiences that draw on neocolonial binaries between volunteer and host 

community, we lose sight of other types of volunteer tourism at organisations that do not sell 
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standardised experiences. In her 2017 article, she explores the complexities of volunteer 

motivation and how many volunteers are actively looking for experiences outside of the 

mainstream packaged experiences. These decommodified organisations emphasise mutual 

learning and understanding rather than a traditional helper-receiver relationship. According 

to Everingham (2016), such a framing of volunteering experiences might positively influence 

how volunteers feel about their stay and manage their expectations.  

Northern Lights Aid’s Humanitarian Volunteers 

While the presented literature on humanitarianism and volunteering richly explores the 

motivations, ethics, and temporal dynamics of humanitarianism (e.g. Sandri, 2018; Malkki, 

2015; Suwa et al., 2009), and critiques of volunteer tourism focus on commodification and 

neocolonial power relations (e.g. Wearing & McGehee, 2013; Benson, 2015), few studies 

integrate theories on liminality and exchange to understand the complexity of humanitarian 

volunteers’ effect on volunteers and their motivations. My thesis addresses this gap by 

examining the motivations and lived experiences of volunteers at Northern Lights Aid 

through the lens of liminality (Turner, 1967; 1969), exchange theory (Graeber, 2011; 2014) 

and Malkki’s (2015) conceptualisation of humanitarian aid workers as needy. This 

combination of scholars allows for a more layered understanding of volunteering as a site of 

becoming where volunteers have to navigate moral challenges, inequalities and social 

bonds. By doing so, it responds to Everingham’s call to move away from the developmental 

aid focus and offers a relational, temporally sensitive account of what volunteering does to 

volunteers and how they understand the way that they are affected by it.    
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Theoretical Framework 
In order to understand the transformation that my interlocutors seemingly experienced during 

and after their volunteering stay at NLA, I mainly draw on three authors; Victor Turner, David 

Graeber and Liisa Malkki. Together, their theorisations on liminality, transformation and 

exchange can help me shed some light on what actually happens when someone volunteers 

with a small NGO in Greece other than just “helping others” or “doing good”.  

Liminality - Spaces for Transformation 

Victor Turner is one of the most influential scholars on liminality. Turner (1967; 1969) writes 

about rites of passage specifically, building on Arnold van Gennep’s (1960) model of such 

rites. He sees liminality as anti-structure, liminal phenomena are those that move away from 

social structures and norms. A liminal person is someone who is no longer who they were, 

while not yet being who they will become. We are unable to classify these “threshold people” 

in our structures, threshold deriving for the Latin word limen, as they do not fit into any 

normal social categories. Within such a liminal space a different mode of human 

interrelatedness exists than in a society divided by class, caste or other hierarchies. This 

human interrelatedness is based on equality and an intense comradeship and consists of 

individuals who “submit together to the general authority of the ritual elders” (p. 95). These 

communitas, as Turner (1967; 1969) calls them, are temporary for as long as the rite of 

passage renders a person liminal before stepping into their new position. Within these 

communitas, all individuals are equal in terms of experiences and identity. One is completely 

stripped of their identity when they go into a rite of passage because in order to become, you 

need to first let go of who you were (Turner, ibid.). 

​ The idea is that structure, as informed by customs, law or convention, with its 

associated (social) positions exists both in juxtaposition of communitas, as well as 

necessarily interacting with communitas. According to Turner, the only way liminality and 

communitas become visible is when juxtaposed to social structures due to the elusiveness of 

liminal aspects; they are necessarily interrelated. An individual leaves structure into 

liminality, only to return to structure having become someone new (ibid.). 

​ Turner’s ethnographic work on the Ndembu of Zambia can provide interesting 

insights to understand the process of change that my interlocutors indicated they went 

through during their time at NLA. Van Gennep (in: Turner, ibid.) defines a rite of passage as 

“rites which accompany every change of place, state, social position and age” (p.94), which 

resonates with my interlocutors’ view of NLA as a change in their normal lives. Furthermore, 

the idea of communitas as a human interrelatedness based on sameness when having left 

one’s previous position in society resonates with the idea of leaving your position as student 
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or employee for a while and finding others that did the same. While volunteers do not submit 

to the authority of any ritual elders, they do submit to the process of training, learning and 

adapting to, for many, a new context with its own rules and customs. In my first analytical 

chapter, Laura and John’s transformations and experiences of intense interrelatedness 

present interesting cases for Turner’s work.  

Exchange and Reciprocity - Gifts, Communism and Spirituality 

Exchanges take place every day at NLA. One of the main projects involves transactions 

although not in the traditional sense. The clothing store operates on a freeshop level but in 

order for beneficiaries to receive clothes and hygiene products, they need to provide the 

organisation with their names, room number from the camp and the size of their family or 

group. Often, beneficiaries also express gratitude or bring small things for volunteers in 

exchange for their help. NLA has rules in place that prohibits volunteers from accepting gifts 

from beneficiaries as it is not part of the job.  

We could look at the volunteers’ time commitment as a gift to the beneficiaries, or the 

organisation because the volunteers seemingly do not get anything in return from those they 

support. This altruist argument does not tell the whole story of volunteering as has been 

established in previous studies (Malkki, 2015; Nowakowska, 2022; 2024).  

The exchanges taking place at NLA are not between comparable tangible things but 

happen more on an emotional and ethical level. Marcel Mauss (1925) would understand 

volunteering as a gift economy that binds the volunteers with the beneficiaries and the 

organisation in a never-ending cycle of obligations to give, receive and reciprocate. The ‘gift’ 

of a volunteer’s time is never free but requires to be reciprocated by, for example, gratitude 

(by beneficiaries) or some sort of reward from the organisation, which in turn requires the 

volunteer to give more of their time and effort. According to Mauss’ understanding of gift 

economies, this relationship creates lasting social bonds and is what maintains social 

cohesion. Failure to receive or reciprocate endangers the demise of the relationship and 

leads to frustration and resentment.  

David Graeber (2011; 2014) builds on and criticises Mauss’ (1925) ideas on 

exchange and reciprocity. In his 2001 book on a Theory of Value, Graeber continuously 

engages with Mauss’ ideas on reciprocity and value and builds onto them by re-emphasising 

the moral dimension of exchange. To Graeber (ibid.), value is not a given but it is actively 

constructed through sociality, creativity and relationality. Graeber presents a typology based 

on the Maussian approach to economic relations, which expands the idea of gift as a social 

obligation. He argues that all three moral types of economic relations co-exist in every 

society. His communism assumes that everyone contributes “according to their abilities” and 
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everyone receives “according to their needs” (p. 67). Reciprocity is unimportant, as aid is 

based on solidarity and mutual responsibility. Graeber argues that communism as a moral 

principle is the glue to all human interrelatedness and it exists everywhere in society. He 

uses examples of passing the salt at the table when someone asks for it or holding open the 

door for a stranger. One operates under the assumption that the other would do the same for 

them if the situation was reversed even if they never will. In such everyday communism, the 

relationship between the actors involved is assumed to be eternal which is why reciprocity is 

irrelevant. Graeber distinguishes between everyday communism as an eternal relationship 

where people fulfil others’ needs according to their ability to do so and baseline communism, 

which represents the most basic principle of interaction even with strangers. The baseline 

principle means that if the cost is considered low enough, or the need is considered 

sufficiently great (e.g. life or death situation), the principle is applied even to strangers 

without an expectation of return (ibid.). 

Conversely, in exchange, the goal is to reach equivalence in what is gifted and 

received. All actors involved in such transactions keep track of what they gave and what they 

received and each of them can end the relationship by reaching equivalence. Lastly, 

Graeber’s hierarchy exists when the actors involved in a transaction are unequal socially or 

politically. In these relationships, reciprocity is impossible and transfers only go one way. 

According to Graeber, these relationships operate based on a logic of precedent where a 

repeated action becomes a custom in the relationship (2011; 2014).  

 

The two authors regard reciprocity and obligation differently. Whereas in Mauss’ (1925) gift 

economies reciprocity is an absolute obligation aimed at fostering social bonds, Graeber 

(2014) regards reciprocity as relevant only in certain contexts. In my analysis, I will mainly 

draw on Graeber’s idea of everyday communism to examine what happens in the 

interactions between NLA’s volunteers.  

​ The ideas of mutual care, feelings of collective responsibility and solidarity were 

prevalent in Marthe and Olivia’s narratives. Exploring these through Graeber’s theorisations 

might help us shed light on how these interactions foster change and becoming.  

Self-Transformation and Affective Neutrality 

In my last analytical chapter, I dive into Liisa Malkki’s (2015) reading of humanitarian aid 

workers as in need (to help) and the effect helping has on them rather than the communities 

they seek to help. Malkki explores who the people are that decide to work in humanitarian 

aid and move to extremely volatile and violence contexts voluntarily. In her ethnography of 

28 



 

Finnish Red Cross workers, she finds that the altruistic humanitarian is a reductive ideal that 

represents a warped image of the actual people engaged in this field.  

To Malkki’, international humanitarianism is domestic for two reasons. First, every 

humanitarian actor working internationally starts ‘at home’. Their ideals and motivations are 

informed by their home society, families, education, etc. Second, humanitarianism is 

imagined as a deeply caring and empathic engagement often associated with femininity and 

domesticity. International aid work, then, provides an escape from the domestic, from the 

familiar which Malkki’s interlocutors described as a desire to travel, as a neediness to be “out 

there” (p. 13). Malkki dives deep into the relation of the Self to the Self which can be subject 

to feelings of escape, loss and transformation during and after an international mission. 

Humanitarian aid workers do not only engage with others’ suffering but also with their own 

emotions, thoughts and expectations. In engaging with others’ and themselves, they 

experience self-transformation that becomes clear when they move back to Finland and find 

it hard to talk and relate to their domestic network. Malkki’s interlocutors also expressed a 

sense of self-loss in the face of others’ suffering, feeling small and powerless at times.  

To combat the self-loss or the blurring of boundaries between the Self and the other, 

humanitarian aid workers engage in affective management. In humanitarian organisations, 

such as the International Committee of the Red Cross, neutrality is a central moral principle 

that guides behaviour. As such, employees of the ICRC are expected to provide the same 

aid to every recipient without crossing boundaries or playing favourites. Affective 

management is a crucial professional skill to maintain affective neutrality; one should appear 

caring without getting so close that it prevents functional clarity.  

Besides a desire to travel, Malkki also found a desire to work in a close-knit 

international team where professionals from different backgrounds can learn from each other 

and be part of something larger than themselves, which she calls occupational solidarity. In 

the Finnish aid workers’ case, they emphasised the warmth and sociability that such 

international teams provided, which was not available in Finland. These close-knit working 

relations also provide an opportunity to learn from each other and grow professionally as 

well as socially.  

Together, these concepts highlight the entanglement of personal and moral desires, 

institutional regulation and emotional labour in the lives of humanitarian aid workers. Malkki 

(2015) allows us to move beyond the binary of altruism versus self-interest, instead offering 

a more complex understanding of humanitarian aid work as a site of moral becoming, 

solidarity and affective navigation. In my thesis, I use Malkki’s theorisations to understand 

how volunteers consider themselves in the humanitarian field and how they have changed 

during their stay at NLA.  
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Becoming Through Suspension: Volunteerism 
as a Rite of Passage 
In my thesis, I am interested in unfolding what volunteering at NLA does to my interlocutors. 

I found that my interlocutors perceived themselves as having transformed, changed or 

become someone new. They all initially set out to “help people” (Laura, Olivia) or to “do 

something good” (Marthe, Harry), but all of them emphasised their transformation or change 

when they got home. Rather than viewing this change as incidental, I approach it as a 

process of becoming that mirrors the three stages of the rite of passage: separation, 

liminality and reintegration (Van Gennep, 1908; Turner, 1967; 1969). While many of my 

interlocutors reflected on returning home after NLA, my fieldwork did not extend far into the 

phase of reintegration. As such, I focus primarily on separation and liminality; a threshold 

state marked by ambiguity and the suspension of social roles, in which new identities may 

emerge (Turner, ibid.). Turner’s work allows me to move beyond volunteering at NLA as a 

temporary experience abroad but as a process of becoming someone through suspension of 

previous identities and structures.  

 

The first stage of the rite of passage, separation, involves a detachment from one’s earlier, 

stable identity. Before you start volunteering with NLA, you have to travel to Kavala. The 

majority of NLA’s volunteers are not from Greece and their countries of origin vary a lot, 

although most of them are from Europe. In 2024, NLA hosted volunteers from 21 different 

nationalities (NLA Annual Report, 2024). As such, volunteers often have to travel 

internationally to get to NLA. Getting to Kavala is not just a question of taking a plane and 

then a bus from the airport to the town centre. After you finish the initial meeting online with 

the field manager, you are sent a “Welcome Pack” over email where you can find information 

on what to pack, where you will live and how to get to Kavala the easiest way. You can fly to 

Athens and then take an internal flight to Kavala or take the 9 hour bus. Another option is to 

fly to Thessaloniki and then take the 2.5-hour bus down to Kavala. And the final option is to 

fly to Sofia, Bulgaria and take a six hour Flixbus down to Kavala. This physical journey also 

marks the beginning of a symbolic one; the crossing from a familiar world into an unfamiliar 

and uncertain setting. Once you are there, the nearest large city is 2.5 hours away; 

Thessaloniki. As a result, my interlocutors mainly stayed in the town and its direct 

surroundings, relatively cut off from possibilities to interact with other non-Greeks except 

those involved in NLA and tourists in the summer months. This isolation enhances the sense 

of rupture from ordinary life, deepening volunteers’ involvement in the liminal setting of the 

NLA experience.  
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This separation from volunteers’ everyday life is only the first stage of the rite of 

passage. When they arrive in Kavala, they enter the second stage: liminality. NLA provides 

accommodation for all volunteers with shared bedrooms, a kitchen, a living space and a 

bathroom. Volunteers spend 24 hours a day with each other during the weekdays, between 

living together, walking to the projects, being at the organisation, walking back home and 

having dinner. The shared living and working environment further dissolves individual 

distinctions, removing familiar social markers of their roles as students, employees or family 

members. During volunteers’ everyday routine, they rarely interact with the local Kavala 

community except while doing groceries or getting a coffee on the way to work. Limited 

contact with the outside world intensifies the boundaries of the liminal space and reinforces 

the feeling that volunteers temporarily exist outside of society. Thus, besides leaving behind 

their previous state as students, for example, they are also separated from broader society 

for the majority of the time, creating a more intense social environment between volunteers 

who not only work together but also represent each others’ social life and support network. 

In Turner’s (1967; 1969) terms, the physical and symbolic separation from normal life 

enables the emergence of new forms of relatedness that are central to liminality.  

 

When individuals or groups go through a rite of passage, they get stripped of all 

characteristics and roles that previously defined their place within the social structure. Turner 

(1967; 1969.) describes this state as ambiguity; an individual no longer occupies their 

previous identity but has not yet obtained a new one. Where NLA’s volunteers leave behind 

their position as student or employee and take on a shared role of volunteer. Volunteers 

subject themselves to the rules, routines and norms of NLA, and in doing so, enter a space 

where previous distinctions based on experience, age, gender or nationality are suspended. 

The language of the organisation is English, which is more often than not, not the volunteers’ 

mother tongue. While the majority of the volunteers at NLA are between 20 and 30 years old 

and they are often students or recent graduates, there are instances where volunteers are 

older or already have full time employment. Despite these differences that would matter back 

in their previous states, at NLA, everyone has the same position, does the same jobs in the 

projects and is treated the same by the organisation management. This shared status 

amongst volunteers results in very intense egalitarianism and comradeship, or communitas, 

which Turner (ibid.) calls communitas. The suspension of hierarchy and structure enables 

the emergence of such a unique social bond that is grounded in shared purpose and mutual 

recognition of each others’ “wholeness” (1967; p. 128) rather than individual backgrounds.  

​ When one of my interlocutors Sandra talks about how her time at NLA felt with the 

team and the work, she referred to it as a “pressure cooker” where everything becomes 

extremely intense all of a sudden. The relationships you form with people are solely based 
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on the fact that you are a volunteer at NLA, you understand the inside jokes (symbols) of the 

team, and you share the same values. The shared references form a symbolic language that 

is unique to the NLA volunteers and inaccessible to outsiders. This sameness is what fosters 

the social bond between volunteers, and shares a strong similarity to Turner’s (ibid.) 

communitas. According to Turner, communitas emerges in liminal periods, when individuals 

are stripped of their former states and status, and experience each other as equal in a 

shared state of anti-structure. Sandra’s “pressure cooker” metaphor captures the emotional 

compression of this state where social intensity and temporal density reinforce the feeling of 

interdependence. The intenseness that is volunteering with NLA, connects people from all 

kinds of different countries and life phases together because everyone is experiencing the 

same process of learning the rules of the organisation, living together with people you do not 

know and interacting with beneficiaries in a context that is highly volatile. This state of 

shared uncertainty and volatility fosters a powerful sense of egalitarian belonging, where 

personal backgrounds dissolve for a moment in favour of a collective purpose and 

recognition. In the author’s terms, the connections forced in this liminal space are not only 

affective but generative, meaning that they enable transformation through being “betwixt and 

between” (1967, p.95) your past and future role within societal structure. NLA’s “pressure 

cooker” becomes a space for identity reformation, where the experience of intense 

comradeship is not accidental but produced by the suspension of conventional social 

distinctions.  

​ Turner (1967; 1969) argues that the two modes of human interrelatedness, 

communitas (anti-structure) and social structure, always co-exist. One cannot be understood 

without the other; each gains meaning through contrast with the other. In terms of my 

interlocutors’ experiences, this argument holds. Turner states that communitas is a 

necessary counterpart to social structure. It offers a momentary suspension of social roles 

and hierarchies, creating a space where individuals relate to each other outside of their 

usual positions in social structure. Without such instances of egalitarian connection, social 

hierarchies of class, nationality, religion, etc. could not be understood in a meaningful way. 

When we step outside of these hierarchical structures, their influence becomes fully visible. 

This argument is apparent in his analysis of a Ndembu Installation Rite, where the senior 

chief elect must go through a ritual of lowliness before attaining the highest position in the 

tribe. The moments of humility and equality experienced in the liminal phase gives legitimacy 

to the hierarchical position of authority that follows. At the same time, communitas cannot be 

made visible without its direct juxtaposition to, or hybridisation with certain aspects of social 

structure. The two modes of human interrelatedness constantly inform and influence one 

another, and it is in the movement between them that transformation and becoming takes 

place.  
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The co-existence of communitas and structure in volunteering at NLA is prevalent in 

multiple of my interlocutors’ narratives. In the remainder of this chapter, I introduce Laura 

and John whom I met during my fieldwork at NLA and after leaving the field conducted 

interviews with. Both of their stays with NLA show them shedding the characteristics 

associated with student or employee, as well as intense bonding with fellow volunteers 

based on suspension of difference and the tensions between the communitas of NLA and 

the social structures that exist in their lives outside of NLA.  

The Case of Laura: “You Know That Those People Understand You” 

Laura is a French student, completing her Master’s degree in Politics, Solidarity and 

Humanitarianism, or that is how she explained her degree to me, and she is an active 

volunteer in France. She has been volunteering in Calais for a month every summer and she 

spent two months in Calais just before moving to Kavala for a four month internship at NLA. 

This four month internship quickly turned into six months when the organisation struggled 

finding someone to fill the distribution coordinator role. When I asked her why she is so 

active as a volunteer, she said “it’s kind of a tradition also in my family to help and participate 

in events and give your time if you have some”. Behind her, I can see a Keffiyeh hanging on 

her wall and several posters displaying phrases referring to equal human rights and justice. 

She reminds me of the people I met while working in Calais and Dunkirk.  

​ Laura talks about the intensity of her experience at NLA. Even though she has 

significant prior experience working with displaced communities, the level of responsibility 

and the intensity of being with just the NLA team every day and constantly having to speak 

English was something she has not experienced yet. Turner describes the liminal phase in 

rites as a “moment in and out of time” (1967, p.96), where temporal markers lose their 

meaning and subjects enter a threshold space that diverts from the linearity of everyday life. 

I asked Laura what time felt like when she was volunteering with NLA and she said “I have 

no idea how to describe it. [...]. It was as if one day was five days and one week was one 

day. Yeah, and I never found out the reason why we [volunteers] all felt like this. I think it’s 

also because there’s so many problems to handle at the same time”. Laura’s reflection 

captures how Turner (ibid.)  describes liminal persons losing familiar landmarks, such as 

social roles or familiar routines. To NLA’s volunteers, time does not pass the way it did before 

they entered the liminal space at NLA. Time becomes experiential and defined by the 

intensity of social interaction and affect. Harry, a returning volunteer when I met him, similarly 

states that “the one month just disappeared somewhere. That’s how I felt it. It felt like I 

landed in Thessaloniki and then the next day I was back at the airport”. Time in liminal 

experiences is unstructured, it is a temporal space of possibility. While NLA operates with 
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temporal schedules, the felt experience of time is not governed by external rhythms but by 

the intensity of the social, psychological and emotional demands of NLA’s work; the liminal 

space. The liminality of the volunteering experience generates a lived sense of time as fluid 

and condensed.  

When I asked Laura about the volunteer team, she said: “You know why all those 

people are here in the same apartment, in the same organisation. And even if we don’t know 

each other, we know that we share the same values and we have kind of the same vision of 

the world we want to see”. She went on to say that “even if you - I didn’t match with 

everyone, like I wasn’t able to consider everyone as my new friend - but I think the best of it 

is just we all know that we are here for the same reason”. In her narrative, she emphasises 

the shared status that Turner (1967; 1969) describes as central for communitas. This 

sameness extends beyond just shared values; it reflects Turner’s idea that individuals in 

communitas experience each other in an unbounded way, free from status or social role. 

Although all volunteers come from different backgrounds, have different ages and might not 

be your new best friend, the level of mutual understanding and support almost takes on the 

form of family bonds without the hierarchy of parents and children.  

​ Continuing our talk about the close ties and the openness between volunteers, Laura 

says that “this [discussions about the emotional aspects of volunteering] was just amazing 

because you know that you don’t have to explain everything from the beginning and you 

know that those people understand you. And sometimes, it was easier for me to share my 

bad mood with this random guy that just arrived two days ago than with my parents.” Here, 

we can see the communitas become visible as juxtaposed to social structure. The ease with 

which Laura shares emotions with near-strangers, rather than family, reflects the affective 

openness of communitas, where conventional social roles fall away. Laura’s stable state as a 

daughter back in France with the custom of sharing her feelings with her parents when she 

is in a bad mood no longer applies. As an NLA volunteer, she shares her bad mood with 

another NLA volunteer and it does not matter how long he or she has been with the 

organisation because they experience the same things and, therefore, understand each 

other.  

In accordance with Turner (ibid.), this instance shows the different quality of both 

relationships in Laura’s answer. An individual, let’s say Laura, has a certain position or state 

in the social structure. In this instance, that of a daughter to her parents. As relationships in 

social structure operate based on norms, customs and rules, certain customs exist in the 

relationship between parents and their daughter. In this particular example, we are assuming 

a good relationship between parents and their child. The custom that Laura alludes to here is 

to share feelings and emotions, particularly a bad mood, with your parents to get support 

from them. However, when an individual goes through a rite of passage or finds themselves 
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outside social structure in a liminal position, these customs no longer apply. The bond Laura 

forged with the other NLA volunteers based on the sameness of experiences and values 

makes her want to share her bad mood with them rather than her parents because she does 

not think her parents would understand.  

She goes on to say that “I think it’s also because even if no one knew Kavala just two 

days before, like, all going to this place for this specific task, you know that you’re gonna 

meet people and that it just matches perfectly”. Turner argues that in communitas “the whole 

man is in relation to other whole men” (1967, p.127), which means that the relationship 

consists of more than just one’s state, or position in social structure to another’s. In other 

words, individuals relate to each other based on their unrestricted wholeness because 

nationality, age, life-phase etc. is irrelevant. The “perfect match” that Laura talks about, even 

if she does not consider everyone a friend for life, opens up the space for full relationality 

and deep, holistic interaction.  

According to Turner (ibid.), when two, or more, whole beings relate to each other, 

their interaction is full of creative potential for transformation. Laura tells me that during her 

stay at NLA, on her travels back home, and when she arrived, she “wrote like pages and 

pages and pages” in her journal just processing her emotions and experiences. Throughout 

her stay at NLA, she “discovered someone new” in herself and she feels that she “became 

the woman” she is now because of it. Laura’s emphasis is on the relatedness between team 

members and the complete freedom to talk “about how we felt and just our emotions, our 

feelings”, which they did on the balcony of the volunteer apartment “during hours and hours”. 

Such moments of relatedness are extremely productive, as Turner states in his book, and 

can “incite men to action as well as to thought” (1967, p. 129). Laura was moved to action 

(writing a journal) as well as to thought (processing her experiences by herself and with her 

peers) and came out “a new someone”.  

Her becoming of this new someone did not finish when she left NLA. She describes 

her journey back to France as something she had never experienced before. She is an avid 

solo traveller and normally loves “being with people and meeting people at the hostels and 

enjoying with one group one day and another group another day” when she travels. On her 

10 day journey back to France by buses, boat and trains, she talked to “two guys maximum”. 

She felt like she needed to “be completely alone”, which was a new feeling for her because 

she used to be “really uncomfortable with loneliness for more than one day”. Still, she felt 

that she needed these ten days alone travelling for her to “be able to go back to France and 

be normal with my family and friends”. Turner (ibid.) talks about the dialectic relationship 

between the communitas and the structure, where individuals that go into a rite of passage 

are released from structure into communitas and after return to structure transformed by 

their time in communitas.  
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Laura went back to structure as a daughter, a friend and a student starting her 

master’s degree as “a new someone”. The journal entries she wrote after discussions with 

fellow volunteers and to reflect on her experiences at NLA, made her realise she changed 

significantly. “I used to rely lots on myself, and considering that if I can do this, I’m gonna do 

it by myself”, she said, and now she found that “we are stronger when we are together than 

when you’re alone”. She goes on to say that she knew this, “but I think I really experienced it 

probably for the first time [at NLA]”. The “someone new” she found in herself and that 

re-enters social structure is someone who is not afraid to ask for help anymore and 

appreciates that teamwork can benefit everyone involved. Through her relatedness to her 

fellow volunteers, she feels that she became a version of herself that can appreciate being 

alone, while also relying on others for help.  

Laura’s experience shows how the suspension of everyday roles and identities within 

NLA’s context creates a liminal space, similar to how Turner (ibid.) describes a rite of 

passage that fosters introspection and transformation. The intense connection and shared 

values of the volunteer team allowed Laura to relate to her peers on a different level; not 

structured by national or social identities, but by mutual recognition. It is through communitas 

that Laura was able to become “someone new”: more open, emotionally grounded and 

appreciative of interdependence. Her story shows how volunteering at NLA is not just about 

doing work in the field and helping others, but about undergoing a process of becoming 

through shared belonging.  

John’s Sense of Purpose Transformed 

John has a slightly different type of transformation and liminality than the usual visiting 

volunteers. Having lived in Kavala for the past three years, the tall Texan seems to know 

everyone and everyone seems to know him. When we would go out for drinks, we would run 

into his friends on every corner and be invited to bars and events. He has worked with NLA 

for about 2 years by now in different capacities, starting out as a field volunteer for about 10 

months, which I will focus on in terms of his reported transformation of purpose in life.  

​ John’s case is different from my other interlocutors in two ways. First, he does not 

live and has never lived in the volunteer apartment. Second, he started out volunteering with 

NLA as a part time gig next to his corporate job and another job at an NGO based in the 

United States. He decided to volunteer with NLA because he found the remote aspects of 

his two jobs “isolating” and he “just wanted to be in the field and actually interact with other 

humans and like, see what we’re doing on the ground”. I asked him if he planned to stay this 

long and he replied that he did not, but that he initially wanted “to do one or two days a week 

and then I was there for two weeks and it very quickly became 40 hours a week and I just 
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decided I wanted to stay”. When I asked him why, he referred to the “life affirming” nature of 

the work, and “the team. 99 percent of the people that come here are going to be amazing 

humans”.  

​ While he does not live with the other volunteers in the volunteer apartment and he is 

a highly experienced humanitarian, at NLA, he was a volunteer completing the same jobs 

that the other volunteers do. As Turner (1967; 1969) writes, at the beginning of a rite of 

passage, the subject is stripped of all characteristics that make up their position in the social 

structure. While John also has his life in structure in Kavala, at NLA’s projects, he is a 

volunteer just like the rest and his position as employee at his two jobs, his age, or his 

nationality do not matter. As a volunteer, he ran appointments, spent time in the community 

centre and unpacked boxes of donations, much the same as his fellow volunteers.  

​ Furthermore, John discusses the almost magical way that every team “gels well 

somehow”. “I think the team somehow always manages to end up in a good place. Don’t 

know how that works actually, I don’t know why”. The spontaneous cohesion described by 

John points to the kind of unstructured, affective bonding that Turner (ibid.) associates with 

communitas. Later on in our interview, he brings up his lasting friendships with volunteers 

that left the projects. “Explain it to someone who doesn’t get it [who has not been at NLA], 

but it’s like you’re in the trenches for like this concentrated period of time all together and 

everything. You go from not knowing each other to feeling like a unit within a week”. Here, 

John captures the intensity and the speed with which relationships form in the liminal space 

of NLA. This intensity mirrors what Turner’s (ibid.) describes as egalitarianism and 

comradeship emerging in liminality when social distinctions are momentarily dissolved. The 

idea of being in the trenches together and surviving this period of time further reflects the 

shared endurance and temporary suspension of ordinary life that Turner describes as central 

to liminality’s transformative potential. John describes not only a strong team dynamic, but a 

temporary suspension of the outside world, where NLA volunteers relate to one another 

through their stripped-down identities, their shared values and purpose. The communitas of 

NLA volunteers relate to each other through their shared experiences at work, but also 

through a collective navigation of the emotional intensity that sets their stay at NLA apart 

from their everyday life. This does not only constitute supportiveness, but a profound 

relational intensity as seen in Turner’s communitas, which allows for deeper forms of 

identification among volunteers. 

While John describes volunteering as fun and extremely life-affirming, he also refers 

to the emotional labour involved in working with communities that have experienced the 

trauma of forced displacement. He illustrates this labour by telling me the story of an Iraqi 

beneficiary who lost his leg serving the American military in Iraq. His entire unit got extracted 

from Iraq by the USA, but he got left behind and had to flee because the locals put a bounty 
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on his head for collaborating with the US military. This story stirred a lot of guilt in John and 

he had his “first NLA cry”. Like Laura, he feels that discussing such moments with other 

volunteers who experience similar interactions helps him “compartmentalise” such moments 

and move on. The shared experiences of being on the receiving end of traumatic life stories, 

bonds volunteers closer together and opens up the space to discuss those emotions and 

learn from them and how others responded to them.  

Being able to relate to each other on such a level, opens up the space for creative 

energy and production. As Turner describes the way that “whole men relate to other whole 

men” (1967, p. 127) in communitas, it produces creative outcomes. In the quiet moments of 

sorting in the clothing shop’s storage, John explains how discussions with other volunteers in 

that moment allowed them to create a new way of generating funds for the organisation. 

NLA runs largely on material donations from the local Kavala community who, while the 

majority of the donations are useful, sometimes donate clothes from the 20th century or 

clothes that are “so stupendously bad that I would wear them”. One of the problems 

volunteers have to deal with in the back of the store is that most of these “stupendously bad” 

clothes are still in good condition, meaning it would be a waste to throw them. So John 

proposed, “what if we collected all of the ridiculous stuff that little hipsters wear, and we turn 

it into a thing where we have a bazaar” to raise money for NLA. Pooling together with fellow 

volunteers who have experienced this specific issue as well allowed for open discussion 

based on shared experiences and resulted in a creative solution.  

The most important thing that the communitas facilitated for John was knowledge 

and a changed sense of purpose. Communitas is not only a feeling but has potential for 

creation; it encourages new thought, self-reflection and, for John, a new understanding of life 

purpose. Through meeting and being able to have discussions with fellow volunteers who 

he, in the social structure of society, would have never met due to differing countries of 

residence, age or life stage, “you gain a great amount of knowledge just based on others”. 

“You gain a mental foothold in another part of the world where work needs to be done” 

through having these discussions. The knowledge generated from these interactions made 

him think about his purpose in life, concluding that one job’s purpose is to be able to live by 

making money, while the other job [volunteering/humanitarianism] is what “fills the well”. 

Having such thoughts as a result from interaction between volunteers is exactly what Turner 

thinks is the transformative power of communitas and liminality.  

 

For John, the hybridisation and juxtaposition of communitas and structure was very 

prevalent in his days as field volunteer. While at NLA, he was a volunteer, the same as 

everyone else, and in this position where his social structure characteristics were not 

relevant. He completed the same tasks as all the other volunteers, he related to them based 
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on shared experiences and he found support and friendship within the team. At the same 

time, he lives his fulltime life in Kavala and has other employment that pays him a salary for 

his specific skills and characteristics. The way that John talks about the different purposes of 

his jobs, “I have a sense of purpose with one job, I have a different sense of purpose with 

field work”, shows that he can only understand his state as an employee in relation to his 

state within the communitas of volunteers. Here, Turner’s (1967; 1969) consideration of 

Lao-Tse’s chariot wheel can provide illustration. John’s paid employment (both corporate and 

NGO) constitute the spokes and the nave of the wheel, or his structured life. His structured 

life would not be meaningful or functional if he would live without the emptiness in the middle 

of the wheel, or the communitas that he has at NLA, which is “life-affirming” and “fills the 

well”. Without the spokes and the nave, his structured life, John could not live his life as he 

would not be earning money which is essential to live in today’s society.  Through his time at 

NLA, John realised these opposite but complementary purposes of the different activities in 

his life. 

 

Throughout this chapter, I have shown how the experience of volunteering at NLA can be 

understood as a rite of passage in Turner’s (1967; 1969) terms, where volunteers enter a 

liminal space that suspends their former identities and allows for the emergence of 

communitas. The suspension of difference and shared purpose experienced by NLA 

volunteers, in combination with the physical and perceived social separation from their 

home, produce an in-between space that creates fertile ground for transformation. Ultimately 

Laura and John’s narratives do not merely reflect a temporary loss of structure, but illustrate 

how this suspension of everyday roles enables the production of new relational forms, 

emotional openness and knowledge. These moments of liminality are active sites of 

becoming where creativity, vulnerability and reflection shape the way that NLA’s volunteers 

see themselves and their sense of purpose. While the majority of my interlocutors set out to 

“help people”, their reflections centred not only on the impact they had on others but mainly 

on how the experience changed them and their self-perception.  

This chapter laid the groundwork for understanding this transformation as a central 

feature of humanitarian volunteering. While liminality creates the conditions for change, this 

change does not occur in isolation. In the next chapter, I shift focus from the conditions of 

liminality to the everyday practices of mutual care and cooperation that sustain this 

transformation by drawing on David Graeber’s (2011; 2014) concept of everyday 

communism to explore how acts of care and shared responsibility shape volunteers’ 

understanding of volunteer work.  
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From Each According to Ability: Volunteerism 
as Everyday Communism 
The changes and transformations that my interlocutors experience cannot only be 

understood by the liminality of their position as volunteer and the rite-like experience of 

volunteering. The process of leaving their structure, entering liminality and then returning to 

structure as changed individuals still evokes some questions about what actually happens 

during the volunteering stay. While Turner’s (1967; 1969) concept of communitas helps paint 

a picture of the intense camaraderie of the volunteer setting, “in the trenches” as John would 

say, it does not fully account for the micro-level, daily interactions through which 

transformation and change is sustained. This chapter delves deeper into the practices of 

mutual care and feelings of obligation that shape team dynamics and self-transformation 

within the volunteer communitas. 

​ Drawing on David Graeber’s principle of everyday communism, as outlined in his 

2011 book ‘Debt: The First 5000 Years’ and his 2014 article ‘On the moral grounds of 

economic relations: A Maussian Approach”, I argue that there are everyday practices taking 

place within the volunteer group and between the volunteers and NLA’s beneficiaries that 

allow my interlocutors to become someone new. Graeber’s concept of everyday communism 

helps show how these everyday practices of mutual care not only shape team dynamics but 

also volunteers’ understanding of themselves and their role in the humanitarian field. When 

Graeber speaks of communism, he does not refer to state ideology or to direct exchange. 

Rather, he refers to a basic form of human cooperation where people meet each other’s 

needs without expectation of return. It relies on social closeness and moral obligation.  

Communism as Moral Ground: Graeber and the Volunteers 

David Graeber (2011; 2014) argues that the idea that there is only one moral ground for 

economic relations (specifically in the case of gift-giving) is inadequate. The idea that all 

transactions not involving payment, or a promise of such, are the same is insufficient to 

understand the vast diversity of transactions in society. He presents three moral grounds for 

economic relations, namely communism, exchange and hierarchy. In this chapter, I draw 

specifically on the concept of communism to understand how NLA’s volunteers transform.  

​ Graeber’s communism is relevant here because the everyday running of NLA’s 

projects relies on the principle of “from each according to their abilities, to each according to 

their needs” (2014, p. 67). Specifically among the volunteer team, there is an understanding 

that everyone plays to their strengths and indicates when they do not feel up to a task, need 

a break or feel energised to take over a job from another volunteer. John illustrates this by 
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explaining the way the team divides the roles in the free shop: “Working in front of the store, 

working the back of the store right? You have to switch because someone has the bandwidth 

to be in the front and facilitate let’s say four or five appointments before they say: "I have to 

go to the back now and just not be talking to anybody””. He refers here to an implicit division 

of labour based on how social a volunteer is feeling because facilitating appointments 

requires a lot of patience, empathy and sociability which can run out after facilitating a 

couple of appointments back to back.  

Graeber (2011; 2014) also illustrates how social proximity and mutual recognition of 

need can override transnational logic, even in commercial settings. He draws on an example 

of shopkeepers in poor neighbourhoods who are rarely from the same background as their 

customers to ensure emotional distance. If they were from the same background, chances 

are that the shopkeeper would adjust prices to suit his customers, negatively affecting 

profitability. At NLA, I extend this principle to the informal dynamics of volunteer work. While 

there are no rules in place about the switching roles, it happens based on one of the 

volunteers, usually the one facilitating, indicating that they feel tired or need a break, and 

another volunteer stepping in, leaving their position in the backroom to take over facilitation. 

As Graeber suggests, “it’s hard to ignore their situation” (2014, p. 70) when you are on 

sociable terms with others. Every volunteer has done facilitation of appointments and knows 

that, while most appointments are smooth, there are moments that require a lot of patience 

and focus due to language barriers or an inability to fulfil a beneficiary’s need. This familiarity 

with each others’ role makes it difficult to refuse a request, which mirrors the moral 

imperative that underpins everyday communism.  

Another thing that plays a role is that the volunteers assume that another would do 

the same for them. Graeber (ibid.) does not refer to this assumption as reciprocity per se. He 

argues that the knowledge that another would do the same for you even if they never might 

actually do it is enough to help the other out. The reasoning behind this willingness to step in 

even if there is no guarantee that you get help back is that there is an awareness of and 

focus on the interdependence between NLA’s volunteers. This everyday communism and its 

accompanying awareness of interdependence represent the ultimate base of peaceful 

society.   

​ As established in the previous chapter, drawing on Turner’s (1967; 1969) idea of 

communitas, the volunteers at NLA are involved in an intense relationship based on the 

sameness of values and shared experiences. For Graeber (2011; 2014), such closeness 

influences the level of solidarity with someone. The closer you are with someone, the more 

likely you are to share everything and feel like you cannot refuse anything. Laura describes 

the two sides of this at NLA. She had a team where she was “extremely comfortable. Feeling 

safe and supported all the time and feeling free also to ask for support, to ask for everything 
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I needed”. The support that volunteers gave each other in this team is based on an intense 

mutuality, an understanding that the relationships you have are permanent for as long as you 

are in the field and everyone has a deep understanding of each other's position. In this team, 

Laura felt that she was the most efficient, while during the summer, the many short-term 

volunteers made her feel “kind of their mother” at times where she had to “tell them what to 

do during work days” and they would “not take initiative at all”.  

​ While she provided support to the short-term volunteers in summer and found them 

tasks to do when it was quiet, she did so because she understood that “there were so many 

things to do” for NLA. Her narrative here reflects Graeber’s (ibid.) baseline communism more 

than his everyday communism. In baseline communism, an action is taken when the cost of 

that action is minimal or if the need for that action is great enough even with strangers, 

whereas everyday communism relies on the assumption that the relationship between the 

individuals involved is permanent. In Laura’s instance, while she did not feel the same sense 

of mutual identification with the summer volunteers as she had with her earlier teams, she 

still provided support. The support was less about personal solidarity and more about the 

need that the organisation functioned effectively. The need for a cohesive team dynamic was 

great enough to warrant her being “their mother” and finding them tasks to do even though 

she referred to it as “complicated” because “it was not [her] job” as a fellow volunteer.  

​ This shift emphasises the limits of everyday communism at NLA and demonstrates 

how baseline communism can emerge in its place when relationships lack the feeling of 

solidarity and permanence. Laura’s mothering of the short-term volunteers was not based on 

long-term mutuality, but on the perceived need of effective team dynamics. 

 

In this chapter, I argue that Graeber’s (ibid.) communism can help us understand how NLA 

volunteers transform or change over the course of their stay. The cases of Olivia and Marthe 

illustrate how interactions between NLA volunteers and NLA volunteers and the beneficiaries 

led to change and transformation. In these cases, I will refer back to Turner’s communitas 

and structure as the tension between these is visible in the transactions between the actors 

involved.  

Olivia: Personal Transformation Through Mutual Support 

Olivia decided to volunteer with NLA because she had time off from university over the 

summer and she wanted to spend that time in a meaningful way. Being a Master’s student in 

Refugee Studies and Political Participation, and having experience working with 

disadvantaged kids in her home country Brazil, she wanted to gain some experience in the 

European context. While volunteering, she still had her job as a tutor which meant that she 
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would start her day with the rest of the volunteers at NLA’s projects and then have to rush 

home to start her job until about 2AM at night sometimes. Despite these long and exhausting 

days, she loved the work at NLA. “Maybe because of my background, but I like to serve 

people, I like to work with people. I like to do something meaningful and I felt this when I was 

working at NLA”, she replied when I asked why she would return to volunteer. She continued 

saying that she “had a feeling of belonging. [...]. We built a pretty good group [of volunteers]”.  

​ Olivia feels that her experience at NLA was “life-changing” shaped by the people she 

met while volunteering, the conversations she learned from and the “love I received”. The 

NLA volunteers are each others’ support system because they have a clear understanding of 

what the other is going through due to their intense co-living and working every day. Olivia 

talks about quiet moments in the community centre where she would take a break with 

whoever was there with her and they would chat. The importance of chats such as that are 

that you can find support in the other. These moments of care were not structured but 

emerged organically from mutual recognition of emotional need. “The work is heavy. It’s 

emotionally heavy”, Olivia explains, “I don’t think the outsiders understand this because I 

have a lot of discussions with people. They are not inside of the environment”. The mutual 

responsiveness between volunteers exemplifies Graeber's (2011; 2014) everyday 

communism; a mode of interaction where people contribute according to their abilities and 

receive according to their needs. In these quiet moments of support, Olivia did not only 

receive the support she needed, but was also ready to offer the same to her fellow 

volunteers. Being there for each other is not an act of reciprocity in the sense of a balanced 

exchange or a delayed return. Rather, it reflects Graeber’s (ibid.) everyday communism in 

the way that this mutual responsiveness is grounded in proximity and shared experience, not 

obligation. 

​ Among NLA’s volunteers, there seems to be almost an obligation to be each other's 

support system for the duration of a stay. All my interlocutors indicated the most important 

characteristic  of a NLA volunteer being a team player, or being sympathetic of others. 

Graeber (ibid.) talks about the obligation to share food and basic necessities in egalitarian 

societies, which reflects the situation of the volunteer team. The communitas, as established 

in the previous chapter (Turner, 1967; 1969), of volunteers can be seen as a type of 

egalitarian society that Graeber writes about. He refers to egalitarian societies as societies 

that are not “divided into fundamentally different sorts of being” (2014, p.69), which in NLA’s 

context is true as everyone is a volunteer, has the same rights and obligations even if in their 

life back home, they might be in completely different life phases. The temporary flattening of 

social hierarchies creates a moral economy in which mutual aid is not optional or structurally 

imposed but operates based on expectation.  
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Here, at NLA, everyone is equal. In this (temporary) egalitarian society, there is the 

obligation to support your fellow volunteers, whether that is through switching between 

facilitating appointments and the back of the store, as John outlined, or lending an ear when 

someone is overwhelmed, as Olivia pointed out. These acts are not transactional, they are 

not done with the expectation of return but are grounded in the idea of each according to 

their abilities (Graeber, ibid.) based on a shared understanding of what is needed. Through 

these moments of support, the NLA society is sustained and the team can thrive and trust 

each other. It is not reciprocity that allows the team to function, but an ethic of everyday 

communism; the unspoken, moral assumption that care is a collective responsibility. NLA’s 

volunteers respond to each other’s needs without expectation of return because of the moral 

orientation that Graeber sees as the foundation of social life.  

​ According to Graeber (2011; 2014), the principle of acting based on one’s abilities to 

another’s needs becomes visible in the most mundane interactions, such as passing 

someone the salt, or in conversations. Graeber states that the reason that lies and insults 

only hurt when one assumes that the other would normally tell the truth or be considerate of 

one’s feelings. Conversations at NLA are moments of mutual learning, support and 

teambuilding, as previously described by Laura, and reiterated by Olivia. The conversations 

that Olivia had with the other volunteers during work “changed my perspective about the 

work when we were in those moments because we talked about the reality of the 

organisation and the refugee crisis. It is a nice moment to learn from each other and get 

stronger as a team”. During those conversations, there is the assumption that you pay 

attention to what the other is talking about and potentially share your own views. Olivia 

emphasised the mutual learning aspect of conversing with fellow volunteers where she 

changed her view on volunteering work in a humanitarian setting because of a transaction of 

ideas.  

​ Olivia’s experience illustrates how transformation unfolds not necessarily through 

dramatic events but through small acts of mutual care and responsiveness. Her sense of 

belonging and change was shaped by a communistic ethic grounded in proximity and 

emotional relationality. Through these everyday interactions, she came to see herself 

differently.  

Marthe: A Shift in Perspective 

Marthe decided to volunteer with NLA after she finished her Bachelor’s degree in Canada 

and she wanted to gain first-hand experience working with migrants before committing to a 

Master’s degree in Social Work. “To be honest, it was a bit of a test. Like, can I do this? Am I 

the right person to take on this role?”, she admitted with a smile during the first five minutes 
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of our interview. “But also I just wasn’t ready [to start a Master’s degree; I wanted to live a 

little bit more”, she continued.  

​ Marthe stayed three months at NLA and she wanted to stay longer but her visa 

expired and she was unable to extend it on time. Her choice in NLA was motivated by the 

type of work that the organisation engages in; psychosocial and material support. For 

Marthe, it seemed less intense than her previous experiences in Canada where she worked 

in Child and Family Services. For her, working directly with children burned her out and she 

“didn’t want to put [herself] in that space again”.  

​ Graeber’s (2011; 2014) understanding of communism as a baseline moral logic 

underpinning everyday human cooperation is reflected in Marthe’s narratives about her 

experiences at NLA. According to her, the reason why the volunteer group was such “a 

well-oiled machine” was the continued support for each other and giving each other space. 

For example, volunteers would step in to support one another, particularly during stressful 

times. A few volunteers had some personal issues going on that affected their ability to work, 

“but there was no resentment within. The team wasn’t like: "oh well, now I have to stay an 

extra hour because of this person that didn’t come””. She emphasises that the immediate 

reaction when someone did not show up for work was “they must not be doing well. I am 

here to do the job whether they are here or not”. Mutual aid, jumping in when someone 

needs it, especially in such moments where someone is not doing well all reflect the moral 

underpinning of Graeber’s communism. Marthe’s reflection shows a certain trust in the 

others’ honesty when they indicate they are unable to do the work for a day. Cooperation at 

NLA is based on need and ability, and there is space to indicate what you need and ask for 

help with the understanding that others will support you, not because they expect a return 

but because that is what people do in a shared moral world. Following Graeber (ibid.), this is 

not reciprocity but a form of action grounded in the assumption that the other would help 

even if the favour is never returned.  

​ Throughout my interview with Marthe, she kept coming back to the idea that no 

matter what tasks she did or no matter how many beneficiaries she actually interacted with, 

she was completely fine just responding to the needs of that moment. She liked the more 

“monotonous tasks that you knew could go unnoticed”, but were still important to keep the 

organisation running. This mindset reflects what Graeber (ibid.) describes as the moral logic 

of everyday communism; the idea that people contribute according to their abilities and 

respond to others’ needs without expectation of equivalence. She contrasts her mindset to 

other volunteers she has met over the years, at different organisations, who appeared 

motivated by the need to occupy visible roles and receive gratitude. She illustrates this 

mindset with the different tasks in the clothing store, stating “I know this is more important to 
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me to get to pick the t-shirt and hand it over the curtain than to be the one who gets the 

‘thank you’”.  

Graeber’s (ibid) framework helps interpret this contrast as a tension between 

communistic moral economy, where care is given according to need, and a quasi-market 

logic of recognition where acts of care can become performances aimed at reward. Marthe 

critiques the latter, reflecting on the desire for gratitude as undermining team cohesion and 

creating hierarchies. At NLA, she discovered a willingness on her part to be more in the 

background and still feel like she is meaningfully contributing. “Monotonous” tasks like 

gardening, sorting t-shirts or cleaning may lack value in a recognition-based economy but 

within a communistic logic, they are crucial for upholding the functioning of the organisation. 

Marthe’s shift in perspective reveals how the ethics of contribution at NLA does not value 

visibility, but rather, centres on quiet forms of care grounded in moral responsibility.   

​ She goes on to explain that during her first time volunteering, she found it harder to 

accept that volunteers have different needs and motivations, but during her time at NLA, she 

noticed that her previous experiences and the way NLA operates changed her perspective 

on it. Her shifting perspective, i.e. valuing “team dynamics” over personal validation, further 

supports Graeber’s claim that everyday (economic) life emphasises moral commitments to 

others rather than rewards or hierarchical structures. Marthe’s mindset on mutuality and 

solidarity embodies the moral labour that Graeber argues is the social underpinning of every 

functioning society.  

​ The exchanges that Marthe had at NLA with both volunteers and beneficiaries taught 

her that “it didn’t matter who I was. [...]. It was your actions that would see through and that 

matter”. She learned to see herself in a multifaceted way, where she acknowledged that she 

was able to do the background tasks and feel fulfilled. For her, the team dynamics were 

more important than ego validation because the way the team felt together impacted the 

NLA spaces and, therefore, the beneficiaries. “When we [the team] were enjoying ourselves 

and when we were having fun, the energy in the space shifted. You know, shopping for a 

new pair of shoes should be fun, even if you’re having the worst week of your life”. Marthe’s 

mindset reflects community over self, where she jumped in where it was needed, also 

operating with the assumption that the rest of the team would do the same if she did not feel 

well.  

​ Marthe’s narrative exemplifies Graeber’s (ibid.) concept of communism as the moral 

baseline of society, showing how people operate outside of the framework of reciprocity but 

rather emphasising how humanitarian volunteering is rooted in mutual aid, empathy and 

unspoken moral obligation. This communist mindset helped Marthe transform her 

perspectives about her own role within humanitarian aid as a team player focused on 

maintaining a good team dynamic and ensuring effective aid for the beneficiaries.  
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While volunteer relationships are mainly defined by mutual aid and non-hierarchical 

dynamics, this is not always the case for their relationships with beneficiaries. In the next 

section, I explore how the tension between a communist ethic of care and a hierarchical aid 

structure plays out in the everyday experiences of my interlocutors.  

Giving Without Return: Tensions of Serving Beneficiaries 

While both Marthe and Olivia’s narratives focused on the transformative power of their 

relations and collaboration with their fellow volunteers, these relationships were not the only 

ones that had a lasting impact. At NLA’s projects, a volunteer interacts with the beneficiaries 

every day and for most, helping these people was a main motivator to start volunteering. 

Now that I have established the communistic nature of the relationship among the volunteers 

and how that fostered mutual understanding, learning and changes in perspectives, I want to 

take some time to explore the more complex moral dynamic between volunteers and 

beneficiaries.   

​ Throughout my interviews with all my interlocutors, but specifically Olivia, there 

seems to be a tension between how she wants her relationship with the beneficiaries to be 

like and what it is allowed to be like (by organisation policy). Olivia’s commitment to the work 

reflects Graeber’s (2011; 2014) idea of communism where individuals respond to others’ 

needs just because those needs exist and the individual is able to do so without an 

expectation of reciprocity or return. “I was giving my time, I was giving everything, but I don’t 

feel that was enough”, she said when I asked her what she felt like she provided to the 

beneficiaries. She went on with a specific example that she played down as a “parenthesis” 

rather than something important. “One day a guy, [name], came to me and Lola and he 

brought two chocolates and I know that the chocolate costs at least 2 Euros. It’s too much 

for someone that is not receiving anything [money/salary]. I was like, no, we can’t accept it, 

please.” She uses this example to illustrate that she, in her opinion, received more (in love, 

trust and learning) than she gave, while just moments before she said that she “gave 

everything”. From this instance and other conversations we had, I assume that she did not 

expect to receive anything at all when she started at NLA, especially not from the 

beneficiaries. She decided to go to NLA to help out and do what she could without for people 

that are in need. Which reflects Graeber’s moral principle of communism as a basic 

relationality based on abilities and needs. Instead, she feels like she received “way more 

than I gave”, which left her feeling guilty. 

 

47 



 

A related tension that exists in Olivia’s narratives is that of the communist feel of the 

relationship she has with the beneficiaries with the institutional constraints to such 

relationships that renders it more in line with Graeber’s (2011; 2014) hierarchy of one-way 

aid. Olivia describes herself as an empathic person that makes people feel comfortable to 

share their stories. For her, it was important to be there for beneficiaries and to listen to them 

when they told their story to her. She said: “People were feeling very comfortable to come to 

me and share about their feelings and their lives”. Even though she perceived these stories 

as hard to hear and described her feelings in such instances as “I don’t know if I can handle 

this [hearing the stories], but I keep going. I couldn’t say no”. In her narrative, Olivia seems 

to be deeply involved with the people she serves. She feels uncomfortable setting 

boundaries when beneficiaries want to share their stories, which affects her emotionally and 

psychologically.  

The trust she received from beneficiaries telling her their stories, made her unable to 

set boundaries because she felt a connection to them and, as Graeber states, in 

conversation you act based on expectations and relationality. He refers to “baseline 

communism” (2014, p.69) as the principle that when the need is great enough or the cost 

reasonable enough, one will fulfil another’s need. In terms of conversation this means that 

you listen to the other and respond in a respectful manner when necessary. Dialogue 

operates under the assumption that others will listen and contribute if appropriate. In normal 

conversation, you do not cut someone off by saying that you are not allowed to have deep 

conversations with them and then move on to ask them if they need to print something. 

Olivia’s desire to serve without expectation, her sensitivity to dignity and her openness to 

relational depth aligns with how acts of care can be deeply communistic in Graeber’s sense.  

At the same time, Olivia is highly aware of the rules that NLA has about conversation 

with the beneficiaries; “I was quiet because they [NLA] said to us in the induction that we are 

not allowed to ask questions or get in deep conversations [with beneficiaries]”. The 

organisation, although it emphasises humane aid based on relationality in terms of taking 

time with beneficiaries to find them clothes that they want and playtime with kids, expects a 

one-way relationship where the volunteers provide services to the beneficiaries while 

keeping up boundaries. The humanitarian framework at NLA does not allow for deep 

relationships between the volunteers and the beneficiaries for the protection of both, which 

constrains the relational nature of care that volunteers often emphasise as important.  

Another volunteer, Lola, reflected on a core tension that Graeber (2011; 2014) helps 

us understand: the friction between a communist ethic of relational care and the hierarchical 

structures of humanitarian aid. Lola emphasised the importance of “being interested in 

someone’s life” while engaging in acts of care and building community. She reflects 

Graeber’s everyday communism where people respond to others’ needs out of solidarity and 
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recognition and emphasise relationality and interdependence. However, “that’s not 

something you can do. Of course you are interested but you can’t act on that interest [with 

beneficiaries]” due to NLA’s safeguarding rules. These protocols, concerned with avoiding 

harm in unequal and transient relationships, enforce a moral hierarchy between volunteers 

and beneficiaries. This hierarchy operates under the assumption that volunteers must 

maintain an emotional distance and beneficiaries are too vulnerable to participate in social 

relations with volunteers. 

Both Lola and Olivia show a moral friction between wanting that relationality with 

beneficiaries but operating within a framework that assumes the inherent inequality between 

the volunteers and the beneficiaries. Graeber (ibid.) argues that, in hierarchical moral 

economies, care is not given freely but administered and mediated by status difference and 

rules. NLA has these safeguarding rules in place to protect both volunteers and 

beneficiaries, but they also reinforce a one-directional flow of aid. At the end of the day, the 

social relation between NLA volunteers and beneficiaries is one of aid provision and is based 

on volunteers providing a service to beneficiaries. However, it is not purely hierarchical in 

feeling as Olivia’s examples of relationality and interaction between her and some 

beneficiaries show. In Graeber’s terms, the relationship is not purely one or the other, it is 

communistic hybridised by hierarchy; a structure in which volunteers’ mobility and privilege 

make sustained mutuality impossible. Olivia’s and Lola’s desire for relational depth clashes 

with the humanitarian structure that limits it.  

Still, even within the limiting framework of rules and protocols, Olivia feels like she 

learned and received so much from her time with the beneficiaries at NLA. She learned that 

her impact as a person is not that she saves the world, but that “you do what you can and 

that already means a lot”. Through the interactions with both beneficiaries and other 

volunteers, she has accepted that there are limitations to what she, as one person, can do 

and this realisation changed her perspective, as well as “realise what I want in my life”.  

Communism as a Site of Transformation 

Building on the liminal dynamics explored in Becoming Through Suspension, this chapter 

showed that transformation at NLA is not only a product of stepping outside of structure, but 

of engaging in what Graeber (2011; 2014) calls everyday communism. The small, often 

mundane acts of support among volunteers, such as switching roles, offering emotional 

comfort or just listening, allows volunteers to co-create a space where transformation is 

possible through mutual learning and aid. Unlike the structured liminality described by Turner 

(1967; 1969), Graeber helps illuminate how transformation unfolds through daily, informal 

interactions rather than through ritualised stage. The exchanges are not transactional but 
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relational and depend on a shared assumption that the other would do the same for you if 

the roles were reversed.  

​ While Laura’s tension with the short-term summer volunteers complicates the 

romantic image of NLA’s communist team dynamics, her willingness to give support, even in 

the absence of emotional solidarity, reflects a baseline communist morality, where perceived 

need outweighs personal closeness Olivia and Marthe’s cases, on the other hand, show how 

the more everyday communist practices of care and mutuality both sustain the team and 

also shape how volunteers come to view themselves and their position in humanitarian aid. 

They reflected on what they learned, received and how they became different rather than 

what they gave to the beneficiaries. This chapter deepened the analysis of transformation by 

shifting focus from rupture to the moral logics embedded in everyday interaction.  

The previous chapter explored what volunteers do with and for one another. In the 

next chapter, I ask what compels them to be in this space in the first place, and what they 

are seeking for themselves in the process. Drawing on Liisa Malkki’s (2015) ethnographic 

work, I explore how humanitarianism becomes a site of self to self relation and affective 

management and moral navigation.  
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The Need to Become: Humanitarianism, 
Self-Work and the Moral Weight of Care 
My argument throughout this thesis is that NLA’s volunteers think of themselves as 

transformed or changed more so than they perceive themselves as having helped others 

even though most indicated a desire to help others as a main motivator for engaging in 

volunteer work. In this last analytical chapter, I turn to Liisa Malkki’s (2015) book The Need 

to Help as a final layer of understanding my interlocutors’ motivations and transformations 

during their time at NLA. Her concepts pertaining to the relation of the Self to the Self, 

occupational solidarity and affective neutrality help unpack how humanitarian volunteering 

becomes a site of moral becoming and transformation.  

​ While Turner (1967; 1969) helped frame the structural conditions for transformation 

and Graeber (2011; 2014) brought to light how mutual care is enacted through everyday 

moral economies, Malkki allows me to explore humanitarian volunteering as a site of inward 

moral and emotional negotiation. This chapter shifts from the interpersonal and collective to 

the way that volunteering affects how volunteers relate to themselves. 

 

In her ethnographic study on Finnish Red Cross workers, Malkki (2015) challenges the 

image of the humanitarian as a self-sacrificing individual helping the needy. Instead, she 

argues that the ‘helpers’ are needy in ways themselves, which shapes their reasoning for 

accepting international missions for the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 

more than the self-sacrificing desire to help humanity. The Finnish aid workers are motivated 

by a myriad of reasons, such a occupational solidarity, transformation, an ‘out-thereness’ 

and potential for professional growth that their domestic, routinised lives in Finland lack, as 

well as a desire to travel. Further, she found that while humanitarian aid workers are often 

depicted as cosmopolitans or global citizens, many of the key aspects of humanitarianism 

are actually domestic in the sense that they begin “at home” (ibid., p.3). The domestic aspect 

means that the need to help for the Finnish aid workers often comes forward through their 

daily lives at home, in Finland, where they feel like they are not being challenged 

professionally, lack sociality, or see themselves as citizens of a Western country that should 

give back to people that are suffering.  

​ In this chapter, I identify such neediness in NLA’s volunteers and use Malkki’s (ibid.) 

concepts and arguments to try to understand why my interlocutors emphasise 

self-transformation over their actual help to the beneficiaries. While the context in which NLA 

operates does not compare to the contexts of the Finnish aid workers in Rwanda or 
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Afghanistan in terms of war, violence and danger, the rationales of why people 

volunteer/work in humanitarian aid bear significant similarities. 

Self-Escape, Self-Transformation and Self-Loss: Being ‘Out There’ 

I want to start with the domestic aspect of the desire to help somewhere else 

(internationally). My interlocutors are all individuals coming from different countries than 

Greece and while I was conducting my fieldwork, the only Greeks in the organisation were 

the two paid managers. In conversation with the management, I learned that the vast 

majority of volunteers are internationals rather than Greeks and that this was not an 

exception during my field work. My interlocutors’ domestic lives in their country of origin 

significantly shaped their desire to help and how they viewed themselves in relation to the 

aid work.  

​ Let us return to Olivia’s narrative on how her Brazilian background influenced her 

expectations and experiences at NLA. She had never worked in a context like Greece before 

because “I come from a country where we don’t have the history of wars, and I mean, we 

receive people from Venezuela and other countries that are having big political issues or 

ecological issues, but we never experienced this contact super directly with the [people 

fleeing from war]”. Furthermore, in Brazil, “we perceive volunteer work as an extension. It’s 

more in a paternalistic way to help people that we take responsibility for.”, and volunteer 

work “brings me meaning to my life”. Her upbringing in South America shaped the way that 

she sees volunteering in humanitarian aid as an extra rather than as a possible career path, 

while a lot of the European volunteers were very serious about wanting to enter the 

humanitarian field as a career. The way Olivia talked about her initial perspective on 

humanitarianism reflects just the image that Malkki is challenging in her book; 

humanitarianism as an act from a self-sacrificing individual rather than a professional 

working a job. Olivia directly contrasts her background in Brazil to her work in Greece and 

how it challenged her perspectives; “I changed my mind when I was working in NLA because 

I was working with Europeans and you guys perceived volunteering like a real job”. Being 

able to work in an international team, she says, allowed her to challenge her existing 

perspectives and learn from others who have different backgrounds.  

While her desire to help and volunteer is rooted in her background, she feels that 

being able to work internationally helped her transform and change her perspectives. This 

transformation, which Malkki describes as becoming more clear the more one moves 

between international mission and home, became very clear to Olivia when she left NLA. 

Her heart full of “love” and the rest of her experiences, she met up with her aunt in Milan that 

she describes as a culture shock. “Milan is only one of the most rich cities in the world. So, I 
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was like Oh my God, it’s you know. It was like 0% and 100%. I was living an internal conflict”. 

Having to adjust to such a different context “left a big hole in my stomach”, she explains. 

While she learned a lot from her time at NLA (as established in the previous chapter), she 

described the time after leaving NLA as “the worst feeling of my life”, and she emphasised 

the need for therapy to be able to process her emotions and feelings. Olivia’s relation to her 

Self as well as how she saw her Self within the world, were dramatically altered in a similar 

way to what Malkki (2015) would describe as self-loss. Malkki discusses self-loss in relation 

to limit experiences, or impasses, where aid workers have to make impossible choices or 

experience a situation where there is no clear good outcome. As a result, the aid worker 

experiences a sense of troubled or diminished Self.  

While Olivia did not experience an impasse as such, she was confronted with two 

contrasting realities existing in her life. In her domestic life, her aunt owns a house in Milan 

and she is able to be a tourist there and explore what the city has to offer, or she is back in 

Portugal with university friends who “don’t understand what we saw or heard”. In her 

international life as NLA volunteer, she is confronted with displaced communities who have 

fled their home country after experiencing, war, torture or hunger and who are dependent on 

organisations such as NLA to access clothes, hygiene products, etcetera. This direct 

contrast between the two realities shook her sense of Self up considerably and left her with a 

lot of negative feelings and emotions that she only has “one hour per week to talk about [in 

therapy]” because her home network of friends and family are unwilling to listen. … 

 

The Need to Escape 

Malkki’s (2015) concept of self-loss can refer to both a negative disintegration of the self, as 

illustrated by Olivia’s narrative of being confronted with her multiple realities, but also as a 

more pleasurable act of surrendering the self. Her interlocutors expressed a desire to lose 

themselves in the work, where the demands of humanitarian work allowed them to fully 

disengage from their domestic selves and focus on the job at hand. Laura, who we meet in 

"Becoming Through Suspension”, refers to NLA being “[her] whole life” and being taken up 

with NLA’s work “from the moment [she] woke up, to the moment [she] was going to bed”. 

This engrossment is not in a negative sense, she emphasises the pleasure she felt working 

for the organisation and being completely immersed in the work. She was able to surrender 

her domestic self for the duration of her NLA stay, soak up all the learning opportunities she 

got, and feel like she became someone new “on a professional level”. 

For Marthe, the desire to escape her domestic Self was less about losing herself than 

about an unpreparedness to step into adult roles and responsibilities. Marthe decided to 

volunteer, she had just finished her undergraduate degree in Canada and she knew she 

wanted to work in social work and specifically with migrants. However, she did not feel ready 
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to launch herself into a master's degree and be done and work fulltime as a social worker by 

the time she was 22 years old. “I wasn’t ready, I wanted to live a little bit more”, she admits 

when I asked her about her decision to volunteer immediately after her graduation. Instead 

of continuing her academic education, she felt that she was not equipped to do so and she 

did not feel that staying in Canada could prepare her for what she wanted to do. Escaping 

Canada, moving abroad and gaining “hands-on experience” was the “natural path” for her 

that influenced her decision to move to Greece. “I really felt like I needed that first-hand 

experience and a lot of it, to be honest, was a bit of a test”.  

Malkki describes a need to go abroad for Finnish aid workers that relates to 

professional growth, which they deem impossible in their routinised lives in Finland. They 

experience their national habitus as constraining them either in the professional sense or the 

personal sense. Marthe’s desire to go abroad to gain hands-on experience reflects such 

ideas of the national habitus as constraining. Marthe explains that she thinks that “education 

is fantastic, but I think you need hands-on experience as well and it’s not really 

interchangeable”. Marthe’s narrative reflects the neediness for the international that Malkki 

discusses when she talks about her interlocutors’ decision to join abroad ICRC missions. 

Marthe uses the word “need” multiple times when she explains her decision to postpone 

starting a master’s degree to gain hands-on experience. She “needs” the experience in order 

for her to feel equipped to start a master’s degree in social work and she does not feel that 

staying home in Canada offers her that possibility.  

 

In the previous chapters on Turner’s liminality and Graeber’s communism, I have established 

that the closeness, familiarity and friendships between NLA’s volunteers allowed for major 

personal transformations in my interlocutors. This familiarity and bonding within the team is 

reflected in Malkki’s (2015) Finnish aid workers as well in relation to the need for the 

international in what she calls occupational solidarity. She refers to occupational solidarity as 

an almost Maussian exchange between professionals with different nationalities, which I 

have described before through the lens of Graeber’s communism rather than Mauss’ 

exchange and reciprocity.  

In her book, Malkki (ibid.) describes how occupational solidarity shines through her 

interlocutors expressing pleasure about success stories of international teamwork and 

mutual learning. Such collegial solidarities were emphasised over solidarity to broader 

humanity as major reasons to accept international missions with the ICRC, which alludes to 

the importance of such relationships for aid workers. My interlocutors placed the same 

emphasis on being able to work with individuals from all over the world, to learn from them 

and these solidarities were the main reason to return to the field later. As Harry, one 

returning volunteer, explained his decision to return to NLA: “First of all, it’s the people that 
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you work with and the people that you meet”. He continued about the importance of the work 

and the beauty of the town Kavala, but he kept coming back to the team in both interviews. 

For Harry, the team was an opportunity to learn from people that have different backgrounds 

than him, in terms of nationality, studies or work experience. This knowledge is not available 

to him in his routinised life in Finland, where the majority of his contacts are also Finnish or 

have a similar background in studies or work.  

In Malkki’s (2015) book, this occupational solidarity relates closely with the desire of 

being international with an underlying assumption that you cannot find such teamwork in 

your home country. The international character of the teamwork at ICRC and NLA adds 

value because it allows a person to learn from different perspectives. Malkki discusses an 

almost sensual engagement with the international where the Finnish aid workers imagine the 

international as something different that offers more conviviality and opportunity for growth 

than Finland. John’s narrative about the often academic or already experienced background 

of volunteers moving through NLA reflects such a sensual engagement with the international 

as an opportunity for learning. “You gain a great amount of knowledge just based on others 

[international volunteers]. They come from different places and are doing this work, but 

they’re also often doing it at home and they’re only here [Kavala] for a couple of months. [...]. 

When someone comes in, you kind of gain a mental foothold in another part of the world 

where work needs to be done or is being done.”. He refers to this opportunity for learning as 

something he gained from his time at NLA besides the incredible friendships all over the 

world.  

For those volunteering for the first time, such as Olivia, Lola and Sara, occupational 

solidarity was more of a happy surprise that shaped their desire to return rather than a 

reason for them to volunteer in the first place. First-time volunteers expressed a more 

general solidarity to the displaced communities that NLA aims to help.  

Another aspect of occupational solidarity is the intensity of the relationships you 

create with the other professionals under the pressures of humanitarian work. Malkki likens 

these bonds to those forged between soldiers in war situations, emphasising the emotional 

interdependence that emerges in such volatile contexts. While Malkki’s aid workers often 

actually find themselves in war zones or other violent contexts, these patterns can also 

emerge in less overtly violent contexts. For example, the language used by NLA volunteers 

reflects this bonding as well with John talking about how “you’re in the trenches for like this 

concentrated time all together and you go from not knowing each other to feeling like a unit 

within a week” [emphasis added by me]. The military language used by John not only 

reflects the intensity of the environment but also shows what Malkki calls self-escape, which 

is a psychological shift away from one’s stable and ordinary identity to immerse themselves 

in an extraordinary collective mission, or identity. This bonding becomes a source of 
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solidarity but also a way for volunteers to escape the mundane self, not dissimilar to what 

Victor Turner (1967; 1969) refers to as the stripping of identity before a rite of passage. 

While engaged in the work with this team of international professionals providing aid, 

there is no space to doubt your domestic Self or issues you have at home. One is completely 

occupied by the mission; they completely lose themselves while being away, which Malkki 

calls a pleasurable kind of self-loss and which attracts her interlocutors to international 

missions. Olivia describes this attraction when she explains how working at NLA made her 

ignore her personal problems while she was active in the field. “Those people [displaced 

communities] have serious problems” and “I should focus on what I need to do [to support 

them]”. She admits that “we [volunteers] keep having our personal problems” while active in 

the field but it is easier to “shut your feelings down” because you are confronted with 

individuals with “real problems”. It seems that Olivia regards being in the field as a reality 

check where her personal problems (relationship or money) are not actual problems 

compared to the hardship that NLA’s beneficiaries face. It allows her to disengage 

temporarily from her problems at home and focus on the job 

 

While many of my interlocutors entered the field with the goal of helping others, their 

narratives ultimately emphasised self-transformation as the most significant outcome. 

Drawing on Malkki’s (2015) concepts, we can see how occupational solidarity offered 

emotional cohesion, self-escape enabled volunteers to suspend their “personal”, or 

domestic, problems, and self-loss followed when re-entering their home environments, 

highlighting the transformation and changes that took place. The humanitarian field at NLA 

became a space not just to provide aid but for personal redefinition and growth. That 

transformation was widely reported, although not an explicit goal, underscores the deeply 

subjective dimensions of humanitarian engagement that Malkki argues we should 

emphasise more.  

Learning Neutrality: Affective Management and Relationality 

In line with the idea that my interlocutors perceive themselves as changed, or transformed 

and emphasise learning, John describes NLA as a “humanitarian sandbox” where young 

volunteers can learn about the context and gain specific skills that will help them in their 

future (humanitarian) careers. The majority of NLA’s volunteers are students or people in 

their early to mid-twenties that have little or no experience in humanitarian environments. 

Lola, who has come up in the previous chapters a few times, is such a young first-time 

volunteer who spent the month of August at NLA during her summer break from university. 

NLA became a learning experience for her, setting in stone that humanitarian aid is what she 
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wants to do as a profession. Throughout her time at NLA, she became incredibly involved 

with the organisation and its beneficiaries, indicating at times that she struggled enforcing 

boundaries between her and the beneficiaries, especially the children. NLA has a strict code 

of conduct in place that informs volunteer behaviour as well as interactions and relationships 

between volunteers and beneficiaries. One of NLA’s central rules is to keep an emotional 

distance between volunteers and beneficiaries so as not to do harm when visiting volunteers 

leave and also to avoid favouritism.  

​ The centrality of this rule in NLA daily operations is apparent as the field manager 

often takes volunteers aside to remind them of the boundaries and why they are in place, or 

meetings are planned to discuss it as a group. The boundaries are not just there to protect 

the beneficiaries from becoming too emotionally dependent on the transient volunteers, but 

also to protect the volunteers from taking on too much emotional labour and running the risk 

of secondary trauma from exposure to beneficiaries’ often violent histories. Essentially, 

NLA’s rules are there to ensure what Malkki (2015) refers to as affective neutrality. She 

discusses this neutrality specifically in relation to medical professionals in the ICRC where 

neutrality constitutes one of the seven principles. Her interlocutors emphasised the 

importance of emotional neutrality where, while engaging in humane practices of care, aid 

workers are able to avoid such closeness and emotional engagement with patients that it 

affects their ability to work.  

​ Malkki (2015) specifically discusses nurses struggling with the moral and emotional 

labour of care in emergency contexts, noting that it is a constant negotiation between 

closeness and affective boundaries. For Malkki’s aid workers, such boundaries are not just 

necessary to do their job, but part of an affective neutrality; a way of being, which is 

developed through training and socialisation. Lola’s trajectory at NLA mirrors this dynamic.  

During her first weeks, Lola expected “more psychological involvement with the 

stories [of beneficiaries]”, as well as closer contact with children; “oh, I’m helping children, so 

that means that I will stay with them and hug them and kiss them and make them feel loved”. 

During her stay at NLA, she was confronted with the emotional complexity of her relationship 

with the beneficiaries. At times, her negotiating her moral compass and the organisation’s 

rules, led her to have disagreements with NLA’s field manager because she “decided that it 

[an interaction] wasn’t gonna cross boundaries”.  

At the end of our interview, Lola reflects on what she expected the biggest challenge 

to be (language barriers and mental health) and what turned out to be the biggest challenge 

and her biggest lesson: professionality, a term that she associates with keeping an emotional 

distance. Lola’s value of professionality closely resonates with Malkki’s (2015) idea of 

affective management as a form of discipline that shapes relationality between aid worker 

and beneficiary, as well as the aid workers’ own subjectivity. Lola reflects on her own 
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learning process, stating that “I think I learned way more than I would’ve on my own about 

these relationships [between volunteer and beneficiary] and the question of professionality 

because I was in an environment with very aware people [..] who have understood how 

important it is”. She goes on to say that she appreciates the codified rules at NLA “because I 

can only imagine [...] what I could’ve done [..] because you just want to help. Intention is not 

enough, you need training”. Her statement reflects concern for the potential harm to 

beneficiaries, but also the psychic risk to herself, which she expressed in informal 

conversations. Here, the boundary represents a protective structure for all actors involved in 

the humanitarian field. To put Lola’s learning process in Malkki's terms; Lola is not just 

following institutional rules, but she is participating in a broader moral economy of 

humanitarianism, underpinned by the idea that caring requires knowing when and how not to 

care too much. She learned that caring and empathy actually requires emotional distance at 

times to effectively do the job.  

Throughout this chapter, I have shown how my interlocutors' experiences at NLA reflect the 

dynamics described in Malkki’s (2015) ethnography of Finnish Red Cross workers, despite 

the different contexts. While most volunteers entered the field with the explicit aim of helping 

others, they left describing themselves as having changed. This transformation was not 

framed as the main goal beforehand, but became central in retrospect. Using Malkki’s 

concepts of occupational solidarity, self-escape, self-transformation, self-loss, and affective 

neutrality, I explored how the humanitarian field creates the conditions for such 

transformation. For many, the desire to go abroad stemmed from a sense of frustration or 

limitation in their domestic lives, a need for experience, meaning, or movement, which Malkki 

refers to as a form of neediness. Marthe, for instance, needed time, space and practical 

skills before committing to a professional path, while Olivia’s perspective on humanitarianism 

and herself shifted dramatically as she found herself navigating cultural and moral 

contradictions between Brazil and Europe during and after her stay at NLA. These were not 

simple acts of helping, but moments of stepping outside the familiar and being confronted 

with questions about who one is and wants to become. 

Volunteering at NLA offered a setting where such questions could be lived out. The 

emotional and practical intensity of the work, as well as shared values, created a strong 

sense of group solidarity between, or what Malkki refers to as occupational solidarity. 

Volunteers repeatedly emphasised the team, the shared routines, and the bonds they 

formed as major highlights of their stay. As John put it, being “in the trenches” together 

transformed strangers into a unit in a matter of days. These bonds made the field 

emotionally rich and also functioned as a way to escape one’s everyday identity and 
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immerse oneself in something that felt meaningful and real. For first-time volunteers 

especially, like Lola and Olivia, these dynamics helped them begin to see humanitarianism 

not only as an act of kindness, but as something that is emotionally and ethically demanding, 

and deeply formative. 

In particular, the idea of affective neutrality, as developed by Malkki (ibid.), offers an 

important lens for understanding the learning that takes place in humanitarian settings. At 

the same time, NLA’s context introduces important differences from the highly 

professionalised humanitarian environment that Malkki engages with. While her interlocutors 

underwent formal training over time and were already seasoned professionals in their 

respective areas, NLA volunteers are often young, first-time humanitarians that encounter 

these moral and emotional challenges with little preparation. The organisation’s 

safeguarding policies introduce the expectation of affective neutrality, but this affective state 

is learned informally, many times through trial and error. Ultimately, what Malkki frames as a 

trained practice appears at NLA more as an emerging orientation, something that volunteers 

figure out in the moment, suggesting that the moral work of becoming a humanitarian may 

begin earlier or more improvisationally than Malkki’s study is able to capture. 

For Lola, learning how to care without over-caring, what she came to call 

“professionality”, became one of the most significant lessons. This wasn’t just about 

following rules, but about being part of a moral community that taught her how to reflect on 

her actions and intentions. The shift from simply wanting to help to understanding what 

helping responsibly requires was part of her learning process, and echoed in other narratives 

as well. These boundaries, as Lola later recognised, not only protect beneficiaries but also 

the volunteers themselves from emotional overload and harm. 

 

This final analytical chapter explored the emotional and moral dimensions of humanitarian 

volunteering at NLA through Malkki’s lens of ‘need to help’. My interlocutors reveal a 

complex interplay of self-escape, self-loss and self-transformation that often stems from the 

emotional intensity of the field  while having to navigate affective neutrality, or professionality. 

While they entered the field to help others, they emphasised how the experience helped 

them by gaining clarity, purpose and a new sense of self. Although perceived as challenging 

by Lola in particular, boundary-setting and affective management became significant 

opportunities for learning and professional growth.  

Throughout this thesis, I have explored the transformative dimensions of 

humanitarian volunteering by drawing on Turner’s liminality, Graeber’s moral framework of 

exchange and Malkki’s insights into self-work. Each of these frameworks revealed a different 

aspect of what it means to volunteer; from the suspension of identity, to the everyday acts of 

care to the deeper, personal negotiations of becoming someone new.  
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Conclusion 
This thesis aimed to explore what volunteering does to NLA’s volunteers and how they make 

sense of that. While most of my interlocutors initially described their motivation to start 

volunteering as wanting to “help people” or “do something meaningful”, the actual emphasis 

in their accounts reflected the importance of what the experience had done to them; how it 

had transformed the way they saw themselves, their relationships and their moral position in 

the world; volunteering was about becoming and not only about giving to others. By drawing 

on Victor Turner’s (1967; 1969) concept of liminality, specifically in the context of rites of 

passage, David Graeber’s (2011; 2014) ideas on everyday communism and moral 

economies, and Liisa Malkki’s (2015) ethnography on humanitarianism and the ‘need to 

help’, I have tried to unpack this transformation not as a side-effect, but as a central feature 

of what humanitarian volunteering actually does to volunteers.  

In ‘Becoming Through Suspension’, I explore the ways in which volunteering at NLA 

resembles a rite of passage,as described by Van Gennep (1908, in: Turner, 1967; 1969). 

NLA volunteers enter what Turner (ibid.) calls a liminal state; a space of ambiguity, transition 

and suspended identities. The move to Kavala, the intensity of shared living and working, 

and the uniformity of tasks all contribute to a temporary detachment from their previous 

structured lives. This separation from their normal roles of student, employee, or daughter 

creates the conditions for what Turner calls communitas: an egalitarian intense form of 

comradeship that occurs between people who are, in Turner’s words, “betwixt and between”. 

This concept of communitas helped make sense of a consistent pattern in my data: that 

volunteers often described their relationships with each other as unusually close, even 

familial within a short timeframe and often highlighted the team as the most meaningful part 

of the volunteering.  

While Turner (ibid.) helps explain how these transformations are structured, he does 

not fully account for what happens within the liminal space. In ‘From Each According to Their 

Ability’, I turn to Graeber’s (2011; 2014) work on moral economies to deepen my 

understanding. His concept of everyday communism helped articulate the small acts of care 

and cooperation that made NLA’s volunteer team function. Whether it was switching roles 

during long and draining shifts or listening when someone needed emotional support, these 

interactions were not about formal exchange or reciprocity. They were grounded in an 

unspoken feeling that every volunteer knew how hard the work could be and was willing to 

support another through it. This moral underpinning, based on the intense familiarity 

between volunteers, was not forced by customs or rules, but it was felt. Graeber’s argument 

that such acts are the very basis of social life was made visible in my interlocutors’ narratives 
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about finding support in one another and learning from each other through conversation and 

listening.  

This dynamic comes to life in Laura’s story of finding emotional safety within the 

volunteer team, more so than with people she had known her entire life, underscores both 

Turner’s point on communitas through non-hierarchical identification and Graeber’s point on 

people being there for each other according to their needs and abilities. Laura’s willingness 

to share difficult or emotional days with “some guy” she met a few days ago was not a 

personal quirk but a reflection of the ethos of volunteering at NLA, where the team can rely 

on each other both at work and at home. Olivia’s account of work-break chats, moments of 

silence and companionship also reflect this ethos. Laura and Olivia’s cases show that 

transformation was not only the result of being in a new environment or leaving behind one’s 

previous social state, but that it was produced through interpersonal dynamics; through 

mutual support that, without being transactional, was reciprocal in feeling. The sameness 

that formed the foundation for communitas at NLA also enabled a moral framework where 

care was something that was given to each other without having to be earned.  

And still, the most compelling aspect of this transformation may not be understood 

through liminality or mutual aid alone, but might lie in the self-work that volunteers engage in 

during their stay at NLA. In ‘The Need to Become’, I turned to Liisa Malkki’s (2015) 

ethnography on humanitarianism and her exploration of the need to help to explore why so 

many NLA volunteers described their time at NLA as so personally significant. Malkki’s 

points that humanitarian aid workers are often needy themselves, reframing the traditional 

view on the relationship between the altruist helper and the needy beneficiary, and that they 

are seeking something in their own lives as much as they desire to help others, resonated 

with my interlocutors’ narratives. Volunteers did not only come to NLA to help others; they 

sought to challenge themselves, to expand their knowledge beyond the theoretical or to 

delay decisions that they did not feel ready to make.  

Marthe’s explanation that volunteering was, in part, a “test” captures this well. She 

did not feel ready to commit to a career in social work partly due to her age at the time, but 

mainly because she lacked “hands-on” experience that she felt she was unable to gain in 

Canada. Volunteering in Greece gave her space to try on an identity that is social 

work-adjacent as well as give her the hands-on experience she so craved after studying. 

Similarly, Olivia’s exposure to different cultural approaches (European vs. Latin-American) to 

humanitarian volunteering affected how she thought about volunteering. She reported 

starting to view volunteering as a profession that demands emotional restraint, moral and 

deep personal reflection rather than just an act of generosity that gives meaning to her life. 

Olivia’s reframing sheds light on why relationships with beneficiaries were often more 

complex to navigate than initially expected. While the relationships between NLA volunteers 
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were grounded in solidarity, mutual recognition and equality, the relationships with 

beneficiaries were subject to a strict set of rules. NLA’s code of conduct required emotional 

boundaries and professional distance between volunteers and beneficiaries, while the nature 

of the work invited a more human, relational approach. Ranging from interactions in the 

clothing shop trying to find the perfect winter coat to long conversations over a chess match 

in the community centre, the work at NLA requires relationality and empathy. Both Olivia and 

Lola described feeling conflicted between what they were allowed to do and what they felt 

was morally right. The policy that volunteers should avoid personal questions when in 

conversation with the beneficiaries clashed with my interlocutors’ instincts to connect by 

showing interest and offering empathy. 

Their dissonance relates to what Malkki (2015) terms affective neutrality; a stance 

where one cares without over-caring so that it clouds professional judgement. Lola’s 

trajectory at NLA shows that learning this affective neutrality was not merely her following 

the rules, but it became part of her transformation. She gained insights throughout her time 

at NLA that “made [her] understand” the importance of such professional distance without 

seeming cold. This moral training, the ability to navigate complex interactions, ambiguity and 

one’s own positionality, Lola reported, was one of the main things she took away from her 

time at NLA. 

 

Taking the three chapters together, a fuller picture emerges. Volunteering at NLA is not just 

performing humanitarian aid; it is a deeply layered, relational and emotionally complex 

experience in which volunteers temporality step out of their structured lives and enter a 

space where their usual social positions fall away. Within this space, new connections 

emerge as do tensions; between personal instincts and organisation policies, between the 

desire to help and the limitations in capacity to help, and between what volunteers give, and 

to whom, and what they receive, and from whom. While humanitarians are often centred as 

a figure of the helper and imagined as altruistic and self-sacrificing, my interlocutors’ 

narratives reflect Liisa Malkki’s interlocutors’ narratives and point to a more complicated 

reality; the experience of humanitarian volunteering is about becoming. And becoming, as 

these narratives show, is rarely straightforward.  

John’s idea of NLA as a “humanitarian sandbox” captures this complexity and NLA’s 

role in it well. NLA is a space where volunteers can try on an identity, fail, learn and reflect. It 

is about figuring out what the right way of humanitarianism is. For many, NLA was the first 

time they were asked to think critically about their own roles in systems of aid and privilege 

while being active in such a system. NLA was also a space where their own needs, 

connection, growth or validation, were brought into the foreground. The transformation that 
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my interlocutors reported were not about becoming heroes, but were about becoming more 

aware, more certain but at the same time also more uncertain. 

 

What I ultimately suggest is that humanitarian volunteering should be understood as a space 

of mutual shaping rather than a site of giving aid. It is a space where moral frameworks, 

emotional labour and identity are constantly in negotiation and shifting. The desire to help is 

real, but so is the desire to become, which does not diminish the value of the work but being 

aware of both allows us to better understand the ethical and emotional texture of what it 

means to be active in this field.  

For future research, it would be interesting asking how volunteers like my 

interlocutors continue to carry these transformations with them and focus on the 

reintegration stage of the rite of passage, as described by Van Gennep (1908). While I asked 

them about their return home, it was not the focus of this thesis. It would be worth exploring 

how volunteers re-adjust to being home, going back to university and how they implement 

what they learned over a longer period of time. Do they go back to volunteering or was it a 

one time experience? Another aspect that might be worth delving into is the dual role that 

organisations such as NLA hold in the field; humanitarian aid provision and as a space of 

personal transformation. How do they balance these roles of providing essential aid and 

training young volunteers without compromising the quality of the aid provided. Paying 

attention to humanitarian volunteers as both a giver and a subject in formation helps us more 

toward a more nuanced understanding of humanitarianism as a lived experience.  
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