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We separate out the segments of a mandarin, the yolks from the egg whites in a recipe, and—

with prudent discernment—the preoccupations of  private life from love, love from obsession, 

causes from consequences, pros from cons. People are separated as well: above all, it seems, 

persons—so much so that the customary use of the term “separation” appears increasingly 

reserved for human relations: separation of partners, familial separation, geographic separation; 

isolation, marginalization, solitude. The word “separation,” more than the verb “to separate,” 

accrues negative connotations when what is being severed is not material or immaterial but 

rather the lives of people (and the most persuasive definition of the living remains the metabolic 

one: the plural—proteins, membranes and various organelles—that becomes a unity—the living 

cell—in order to actively resist and oppose its disintegration in a hostile milieu (Jonas, 2000)). 

Separation, then—this process whereby what was one and unified ceases to be so and becomes 

several, that is, one(s) and singularit(ies)—and the measure of the physical/or psychological 

distance between the separate parts is mediated by an empty space where dis-union is 

thematized Not all separations are the same. 

Some are also necessary. Developmental psychology links the child’s “psychological 

birth” to the separation–individuation processes through which the infant (from approximately 

5 to 36 months of life) gradually becomes independent of the mother and develops as an 

individual subject (Mahler, Pine & Bergman, 1995 [1977], p. 9). From a phylogenetic 

perspective, scholars have speculated that the migratory movements of the peoples of Asia 

Minor—so widespread and chaotic around 1500 BCE, which detached large population groups 

from their places of origin and forced the coexistence of many different peoples—may have 

played a crucial role in the breakdown of the bicameral mind and in the emergence of what we 

today call “consciousness” (Jaynes, 2000 [1976], pp. 212–217). Finally, the achievement of the 

right to divorce—in Spain, first recognized in 1932 under the government of Niceto Alcalá-

Zamora and later in 1981 during the premiership of Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo for the Unión de 

Centro Democrático—today ensures that women and men can emancipate themselves from 

marital structures that sometimes become unsatisfactory or oppressive, by freely exercising a 

separation. 
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But if separation can be a virtue when enacted as a necessary act of freedom, it is also—and 

often, on the opposite side of the dialectic—the source of inexplicable pain: “I can ask no one 

in the words of the soul; my sorrow is paper the wind will not let fall,” lamented the Argentine 

composer Pepeco Carvajal as he thought of the son from whom he had been separated, and 

wondered where his “Blue Star” might be. The 122.6 million people forcibly displaced 

worldwide in 2024, according to UNHCR data (ACNUR, 2024, p. 5), make up a dense 

constellation of separations whose destinies struggle to shine amid various forms of darkness: 

people separated from their families, families separated from their communities, communities 

separated from their land; bureaucratic darkness, emotional darkness, linguistic and cultural 

darkness. On the more optimistic side are families—small communities or groups—that 

manage to migrate together, sometimes over several years, and, with some fortune, are 

supported by reunification policies. These groups, which then undergo the complex processes 

of “acculturation,” that is, the psychological and behavioral changes that result from migration 

(for a review of the concept, see Mesoudi, 2018), are not exempt from further separating 

processes—this time—arising from their interaction with the cultural dynamics of the target 

country, ranging from assimilative inclusion to segregation, sometimes driven by racial or 

xenophobic causes. Yet if time and resilience fail to heal the taboo, if the question of origins 

persists as a felicitous opportunity for discovery and understanding within and from a 

multicultural perspective, then an opening may appear for building bridges between the here 

and the mysterious there: toward parents’ histories before they came, toward the places where 

grandparents are buried. Thus, for example, in the road-movie Retour au Babylone (2025) 

filmed by Sébastien Daycard-Heid, an intergenerational Assyrian-Chaldean community 

established in Sarcelles (France) travels for the first time to Erbil, Iraq, to visit the land of their 

ancestors. 

The worst cases may well be children who travel alone—separated from their families 

at some point during the migration process (sent alone to seek asylum, left behind, or isolated 

from their kin in immigration offices). Studies corroborate what the most elementary empathy 

already tells us: depending on the age at separation, trauma may manifest in the child as a range 

of psychological problems, from anxiety, depression, and impaired self-esteem to self-harm and 

suicidal impulses (Fellmeth et al., 2018). This is another kind of loneliness—the solitude of 

suffering that finds no contexts, discourses, or modes of sharing and ends up demanding other, 

more or less unfortunate, channels of expression. Perhaps this is the most insidious and 
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pernicious side of the pain of separation: “I’m going to go mad,” Mazdak tells Khaled in Arabic 

as they share a cigarette before returning to the Finnish immigration center where they live, 

in The Other Side of Hope (2017), film by Ari Kaurismaki and the second installment of his 

migration trilogy. “I want to work. [In Iraq] I was a nurse. But here they do not recognize my 

diploma […]. I would need three jobs to bring my family here. And now I make nobody happy. 

At least I could help others.” Khaled, whose struggle to bring his sister—whom he was 

separated from when fleeing Syria—constitutes the film’s central narrative, replies in surprise: 

“But you seem happy and content.” To which Mazdak responds: “I pretend to be. The 

melancholic people are the first to be repatriated. They send away all the sad ones.” (48:38–

49:39). 

And yet we must not renounce telling these stories: we must not abandon the effort to 

recount separations, which, by virtue of being told, prove to be almost countless. For if 

separation knows anything—more even than pain—it is stories. Like the archetypal “first 

separated” Odysseus, the writings of ancient Greece are the earliest to recognize that 

adventure—the primary engine of narrative—arises precisely in the temporal gap opened by 

separation: in that case, the separation of two lovers who seek one another, find one another, 

lose one another again, and endure countless trials until they are finally reunited (Bakhtin, 1978 

[1975], pp. 239–245). In this light, one might say that in all narratives in which a form of 

adventure is operative—and there are many—some form of separation, if not of isolation and 

solitude, is also mobilized: adventure occurs when one distances oneself from the familiar world 

and encounters the strangeness of the world one must confront, thereby coming to understand 

oneself as well and activating the processes and devices of identity search and construction 

(Shalghin, 2025): see, for example, the film Muy lejos (2025) by Gerard Oms, in which 

processes of separation and isolation linked to migration are also read through a queer lens. But, 

as the French novelist Jean-Marie Gustave Le Clézio has helped us understand, the adventurers 

of our time are no longer Arthurian knights, Captain Nemos, or various “Tintins”: they are the 

thousands upon thousands of people who, each year, each month, each day, confront separation 

and the fortunate turns of the journey in order to forge their own destinies. Indeed: each 

separation not only opens a wound but, in doing so, also opens a narrative, the complexity of 

which we can appreciate in the typology of migrant narratives collected in interviews by the 

Finnish researchers Johanna Hiitola and Valterry Vähä-Savo (2021): fractured tragedies 

(accounts of pain and the senselessness of life after separation), stories of salvation (narratives 
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of resilience and hope), and theatres of the absurd (worldviews governed by chance and 

estrangement). 

Finally, from separation—“the breach of the self with the world and with others, 

represented by the insuperable gap between the self and the beloved,” as the poet Ángela 

Segovia puts it—will also arise the sentimental language that gives rise to lyric poetry, 

originally linked to powerlessness and lack, which “becomes its true and great potency” (2020, 

p. 38). To embody separation and touch one of the universal empathic foundations—their 

various modalities and symbolizations—allows us to reflect together. If it served solely for that 

purpose—for understanding one another, for expressing ourselves, for listening to each other 

in a present saturated by noise and images that threatens to desensitize us—the experience of 

separation would still be of incalculable value. In the distance between what is lost and what is 

sought, again and again, the meaning of the human seems to be at stake. 
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