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Introduction

In the last decade, different geopolitical dynamics and different political and
international actors have been constantly reshaping the central Mediterranean space.
The political uprisings of the so called Arab Spring in 2011 and the consequent
reopening of the Mediterranean frontier, the EU political response to these events
and the involvement of Search and Rescue (SAR) Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) since 2014, have all transformed the central Mediterranean as a socio-political
arena characterised by a series of conflicting spaces in which states’ political power,
control on human mobility and counter practices of solidarity have constantly
intertwined and clashed.

As authoritarian regimes in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya fell, in the aftermath of 2011,
so did the cooperation framework established between the two shores of the
Mediterranean, mainly defined by bilateral agreements ensuring regimes in North
Africa as gatekeepers of migration flows towards Europe (Carrera et al. 2012). In
response to this political instability, the EU’s main attempt was to reinstate control
and containment beyond its maritime borders, through means of externalisation and
de-territorialization of border control. While pressuring new authorities in North Africa
to cooperate in curbing irregular migration, and introducing new legislative proposals
suspending mobility on land (Carrera et al. 2012), at sea, migrants’ enduring and
autonomous capacity to collectively move across the European border regime was
fought through “politics of non-assistance” (Heller, Pezzani 2016:5) creating a maritime
space of exclusion in the central Mediterranean.

In response to the persistent European policies of non-assistance, the launch of
SAR operations conducted by independent NGOs in 2014, gradually reshaped the
socio-political space of the central Mediterranean. Strongly criticising the exclusionary
and securitised approach of the EU, while significantly supporting the unruly
movements of migrants across the Mediterranean, SAR NGOs intervention was not
only humanitarian but also social and political insofar it redefined the maritime space
through principles of solidarity and political dissent. Despite their differences, SAR
NGOs engagement in the central Mediterranean emerged as a form of political
resistance, opening a space of dissent voices, and unlocking new spaces of
counteraction in the central Mediterranean Sea (Dadusc, Mudu 2020).
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The convergence of different state and non-state actors in the central
Mediterranean Sea, as well as migrants’ autonomous and collective attempts to
challenge the European border regime at the central Mediterranean frontier, all
contributed to a continuous reconfiguration of the central Mediterranean as a place
composed of different and contrasting spaces ranging from exclusion to solidarity.
Constantly reproduced and redefined by the different actors involved, the spatial
dimension of the central Mediterranean assumed a multi-faceted identity becoming,
in Foucauldian terms, a heterotopia representing in one real place several and often
incompatible spaces (Foucault 1998).

Drawing on Lefebvre’s theorisation of space as a social product that does not pre-
exist human beings, rather it is built and shaped by them, and Foucault’s notion of
heterotopia, this paper proposes to analyse the role that both European migration
policies and SAR NGOs’ operations have played in the socio-political construction of
the maritime space of the Central Mediterranean ensuing the Arab Spring, arguing
that both these actors contribute to the reconfiguration of the latter as a transnational
socio-political space in which exclusion and solidarity coexist and collide within a
broader context of geopolitical space-making dynamics (Lefebvre 2018). Examining
the theoretical framework underpinning the paper’s main assumptions, the first
section will focus on clarifying and explaining the main argument. Turning to the
historical and political events that occurred in the Mediterranean region since 2011,
the analysis will then provide a critical examination of both European politics of
border control and SAR NGOs in the central Mediterranean, in the attempt to
demonstrate how they both unfold processes of reconfiguration of the latter,
redefining its spatial dimension as a heterotopia in which different and incompatible
spaces of exclusion, humanitarianism and practices of solidarity coexist and clash.

1. The heterotopia of the central Mediterranean space between politics of
exclusion and practices of solidarity

The central Mediterranean Sea, far from being a neutral setting in which events
simply unfold, it is rather produced and reproduced by the social and political relations
(Lefebvre 2018) underpinning the complex relationship between the EU and (the
space beyond) its borders. Geographically constituting the maritime area between
North Africa and Southern Europe, the central Mediterranean Sea is here also
conceptually understood as a “transnational social space” (Faist 2019: 7), defined by
processes and practices of social and spatial differentiation (van Houtum, van
Naerssen 2002), within a specific mode of production, entailing, containing, and
dissimulating social and political relationships in their coexistence and simultaneity
(Lefebvre 2018).

Ever since the end of the Cold War, the EU has faced the essential dilemma of
where its final borders should be set (Smith 2005). With the gradual abolishment of
borders within the European space, relationship with the outer space has become
more problematic (Campesi 2015; Ciabarri 2020; Del Sarto 2010). As the distinction
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between the inside and the outside is inherent in any production of space reproduced
by practices of mobility control (Collyer 2016), the construction of the European outer
space became deeply connected with increasingly restrictive migration politics (van
Houtum, van Naerssen 2002). This led to the development of a “variable geometry of
borders” (Del Sarto 2010:1), in which space is defined and governed through a variety
of different mechanisms and actors (Bialasewicz 2012). In this context, the
Mediterranean space features as the “EU borderlands, a peripheral and hybrid area of
transition” (Del Sarto 2010: 2) in which the social and political traits of the
Mediterranean Sea are defined through processes of bordering and practices of
spatial differentiation (van Houtum, van Naerssen 2002).

In this process of border making, practices of externalisation, based on shifting
the locus of border control afield from European territory (Lavenex 2006), have
become the EU main policy instrument to manage undesired human migration since
the establishment of the Schengen area. As externalised European border control in
the central Mediterranean strongly relied on cooperation with northern African
countries, when political protests burst in the southern shore in 2011 such mechanism
of cooperation was severely disrupted. Political events and geopolitical reactions
ensuing the Arab uprisings deeply reshaped the spatial dimension of the central
Mediterranean through a multifaceted socio-political process, ranging from
cooperation to conflict (Lefebvre 2018). Such social and political changes led to a
general fragmentation of the central Mediterranean space in which Lefebvre’s triad of
space overtly emerged as the central Mediterranean simultaneously encompassed
the perceived, the conceived and the lived dimension of space (Lefebvre 2018). While
constituting the socio-physical material space in which migration occurred, the
transnational space of the central Mediterranean also constituted a representation of
space, insofar it was differently conceived by the different actors involved (Lefebvre
2018). While the EU conceived the central Mediterranean as a space of migration
containment, defining the ontological distinction between what is accepted to be
inside borders and what must remain outside, SAR NGOs conceived it as a space of
human rescuing and, at times, of political dissent, posing solidarity rather than power
at the core of social relationships. But the central Mediterranean also constitutes a
space of representation, as it is shaped by those who directly live it, through their
associated experiences, images, symbols, within what Lefebvre calls the space of the
“inhabitants” and “users” (Lefebvre 2018:59). In this sense, the enduring, autonomous,
and collective mobility of migrants (Heller, Pezzani 2016:8), despite everything, also
contests European migration policies through a counter production of the
Mediterranean Sea as a space of crossings and battles in which the exclusionary
dimension of space is challenged and crossed.

In the socio-political construction of the central Mediterranean space, following
the political events of 2011, the different perceptions of the spatial dimension of the
sea strongly emerged through the different spatial practices deployed. While
migrants’ unruly movements produced the Mediterranean as a space of new
possibilities and connections, EU migration politics and the different, at times
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divergent, imaginaries and discursive framings of SAR NGOs' interventions, have
strongly contributed to the reconfiguration of the Mediterranean Sea as a fluctuating
space embroiling different and incompatible spaces (Foucault 1998). Representing
different social and political realities, the central Mediterranean space has been
redefined, in Foucauldian terms, as a heterotopia juxtaposing in one real place
incompatible spaces (Foucault 1998). As described by Foucault, in fact, the heterotopic
space features as a real emplacement in which all other emplacements encompassed
are, at the same time, represented, contested, and reversed (Foucault 1998).

While acknowledging that Foucault’s accounts of the concept of heterotopia
remain briefly sketched and, to a certain extent, confusing, Johnson'’s interpretation
of Foucault’s heterotopia as a space simultaneously reflecting and unsettling other
spaces (Johnson 2006) seems to better clarify the general concept. If we understand
Foucauldian heterotopias as spaces where the normal ordering of things is confronted
with a different ordering of things, also adopting Beckett, Bagguley and Campbell’s
interpretation (2017), then it seems clearer why such concept may be relevant to the
present analysis. While EU migration politics produce the central Mediterranean as a
space of violence and refusal, in the name of national security (Campesi 2015) ordering
the maritime space according to European rules and norms, practices of solidarity and
political dissent deployed by SAR NGOs overturn such ordering, supporting migrants’
journeys and thus reconceptualising the central Mediterranean as a space of
possibilities and opportunities (Garofalo 2017). The direct involvement of NGOs in
rescuing operations challenges usual processes of space production in the central
Mediterranean, re-politicising migration and border management by questioning
and contrasting governmental policies (Cuttitta 2018a), while supporting migrants’
autonomous mobility.

However, such re-conceptualisation does not occur homogeneously. While
sharing the general motivation to alleviate suffering in the central Mediterranean, as
Stierl (2017) argues, SAR NGOs understand their actions at sea differently, producing a
“wide spectrum of humanitarian” (Stierl 2017: 6) spaces. The extent to which these
different humanitarian spaces challenge and affect European migration policies,
strongly depends on the way they conceive their mission at sea and whether their
aim is merely humanitarian or also political (Cuttitta 2018a). While some NGOs aim at
supporting states through humanitarian SAR operations, framing the latter as a mere
pragmatic solution to limited EU and state resources and capacity (Stierl 2017), others
rather overtly denounce the European restrictive border regime in the attempt to
produce an alternative Mediterranean space based on solidarity and socio-political
recognition of others. When NGOs intervention is offered as a merely technical and
pragmatic solution, consciously distancing itself from any political debate, let alone,
political dissent (Stierl 2017) framing migrants as victims that need to be saved, the
humanitarian ends up reproducing stark asymmetries of power in which solidarity
features as mere assistance to those in need. But when humanitarianism also embraces
political dissent in the name of an alternative conceptualisation of borders, the central
Mediterranean space is then redefined as a place of solidarity where migrants’
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attempts to challenge the European border regime are strongly supported and
become part of a real counter-production of the space of the sea.

As a result, a heterogeneous space of solidarity emerges, in which the spatial socio-
political dimension of the central Mediterranean Sea appears even more fragmented,
embodying the exclusionary dimension of European migration policies while also
encompassing several and different modes of other space production from
humanitarian assistance to political dissent. It is precisely in this production of the
different political and social spaces of exclusion, humanitarianism, and solidarity that
the heterotopic character of the central Mediterranean becomes manifest. The clashing
and overlapping spaces (Johnson 2006) produced by EU migration policies and SAR
NGOs are simultaneously entangled and in contrast with each other alongside a
constant production and reproduction of the central Mediterranean space defined by
an ever changing, (un)balance between the logic of exclusion and inclusion (Cuttitta
2018b). While functioning as a political excluding border zone operating as a geopolitical
tool through which the EU defines its relationship with the space beyond its borders,
the central Mediterranean Sea also appears as a space of humanitarian assistance, while
also featuring as a political and social counter-site in which solidarity and certain types
of resistance-practices (Beckett et al. 2017) to the EU border regime become possible.

Such multifaceted and constantly reconfigured identities that strongly emerged
in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, define the central Mediterranean as a heterotopia
insofar the space of established norms and rules is at the same time challenged and
unchallenged yet strongly confronted with the production of transgressive spaces
(Beckett et al. 2017) in an everlasting battle. The reconfiguration of the central
Mediterranean space, occurring at different levels, embroiling different actors and
complex old and new geopolitical dynamics in the region, results in a further
redefinition of the space at and beyond European borders as an indefinite place, a
multiplication of a series of places constantly changing (Leogrande 2019).

2. The Central Mediterranean region in the aftermath of the ‘Arab Spring’

Since the launch of the Euro-Mediterranean partnership in 1995, the EU has
attempted to regulate its interactions with the southern bank of the Mediterranean
through a number of different policy instruments (Zardo, Cavatorta 2016) amongst
which migration has always functioned as a geostrategic tool serving EU interests in
the area (Collyer 2016). Following general and global trends of western liberal
democracies extending control beyond their territories (Zaiotti 2016; Kent, et al. 2020),
the main political strategy adopted by the Union in the governance of international
migration was defined by the trans-nationalisation of migration controls (Collyer
2016: 613) through the externalisation of migration management (Bialasiewicz 2012).
While establishing a variety of autonomous agencies engaged in migration
management, such as the European Police Office (EUROPOL) and the supranational
border control agency Frontex (Collyer 2016), bilateral agreements with northern
African countries on the southern shore of the Mediterranean also acquired significant
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importance. While agreements with Tunisia and Egypt halted the central route of the
Mediterranean and the strait of Suez, diplomatic relationships were also strengthened
with Libya (Ciabarri 2020).

The Libyan case represents an emblematic case of the outsourcing and offshoring
of European migration policies (Bialasewicz 2012) both before and after the political
uprisings of 2011. Strongly oriented at combating criminal organizations and the
smuggling of human beings, in 2003 the Italian government signed a cooperation
agreement with Gaddafi’s Libya (Martirano 2003) followed, in 2007, by a series of
bilateral agreements which allowed for joint border patrols along the Libyan coast
while providing EU funded surveillance equipment to monitor Libya’s land and sea
borders (Bialasewicz 2012). Agreements also focused on implementing training
programmes for the Libyan Coast Guard, on the construction of detention centres for
irregular migrants in Libya, and on the financing of repatriation programmes (Ciabarri
2020). Again in 2008, after a long process of negotiations, Italy and Libya signed the
Treaty on Friendship, Partnership and Cooperation, wich also encompassed the fight
against illegal immigration. The Treaty also established that Libyan land borders were
to be controlled by a satellite detection system, jointly financed by Italy and the EU
(Ronzitti 2009). The 2008 agreement, which must be understood within the broader
framework of a long lasting special diplomatic relation between Italy and Libya,
(Corriere della Sera 2008), had an important impact on the management of migration
flows in the central Mediterranean. Libya's approval to tightening control of its
territorial waters, while accepting disembarkation of individuals intercepted at sea by
Italian vessels (Bialasewicz 2012), translated, in fact, in the establishment of politics of
pushbacks based on repatriation of migrants to Libya (Ciabarri 2020).

With the burst of political protests in 2011, known as the Arab Spring, the complex
and controversial European system of border control within the Euro-Mediterranean
region, was disrupted (Seeberg 2013), with a consequent increase of migration flows
towards Europe. Differently from Egypt and Tunisia, in Libya, where political turmoil
had resulted in a civil war, the deployment of an international military intervention
contributed to further deteriorate the conflicting situation in 2014 (Morone 2015).
Gaddafi's downfall, and the consequent disruption of the cooperation mechanism
between Libya and Italy, resulted in Libya and the central Mediterranean becoming
the primary migratory route towards Europe.

In Libya, where migration has had an important historical economic and socio-
political significance, with the country traditionally hosting a significant number of
migrant workers from neighbouring countries as well as from southern African states
(Seeberg 2013), the war and the spread of violence had resulted in a serious increase
of migration outflows due to the worsening of living and security conditions of both
Libyan citizens and foreigners. Sub-Saharan migrants were particularly affected by
the conflicting situation and soon became the scapegoats of the conflict and were
subjected to torture, arbitrary arrests, and public killing (Morone 2015). Migrants in
Libya also came from other neighbouring countries such as Egypt and Tunisia,
together with Syrian refugees escaping the civil war and moving from hosting
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countries such as Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey (Ciabarri 2020). When the conflict
started in 2011, Libya was home to between 1.5 and 2.5 million foreign nationals,
many of them refugees (Seeberg 2013). Economic migrants, belonging to those
migration flows that occurred within the African region since the beginning of 2000s,
following the opening of the southern frontier and the economic prosperity of that
moment, also constituted an important share of the migrant population in Libya at
the time (Morone 2015). Within such variety and complexity characterising the
migrant population in Libya, only a small fraction of outflows from Libya was headed
towards Europe. Despite the eurocentric representation of south-north migration
flows, justifying restrictive European migration policies in the central Mediterranean,
most migrants living in Libya had travelled there from their countries of origin looking
for better working conditions. The decision to leave Libya and, in some cases, reach
Europe, often solely depended on the political instability and the worsening of living
conditions that followed the burst of the civil war (Morone 2015).

Such clarification is important insofar as it explains how in the Libyan case and,
more generally, in the case of migration flows within the Euro-Mediterranean region,
it was more difficult to distinguish between traditional categories of migration — such
as economic migrants vs. asylum seekers (Morone 2015). As van Houtoum and van
Naerssen notice, despite the arbitrary and abstract difference usually upheld: “it is
generally acknowledged [...] that it is extremely difficult to trace and categorise the
many and different motivations and apparent need for people to migrate” (van
Houtoum, van Naerssen 2002:129). As most people leaving Libya were not Libyan
citizens, rather coming from other African countries, leaving Libya due to the
worsening of living conditions ensuing the burst of the civil war, the “categorical
fetishism” (Crawley, Skleparis 2018) that characterised the binary policy distinction of
“in vs-out” (van Houtoum, van Naerssen 2002) only served European exclusionary
purposes within the broader political mechanism of mobility selection. The political
arguments put forward by the EU, underpinning the unavoidable necessity of
restrictive political measures within the central Mediterranean, in order to defend the
European territory, were thus deeply de-contextualised and consciously aimed at
turning the central Mediterranean in a space of exclusion in which restoration of
border control prevailed regardless of the historical, political and social context in
which people migrated.

3. EU migration politics and the construction of a space of exclusion in the
Central Mediterranean Sea

3.1 The European response to the political events of 2011

After a relatively optimistic reaction of the EU to the potential democratic shift in
north African countries (Seeberg; Shteiwi 2013), characterised by: “the need for a new
approach, a re-prioritisation and an introduction of new ways of working” (European
Commission 2015: 2) not much seemed to change. The EU’s response to the Arab
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uprisings was defined, once again, by processes of externalisation of border controls
(Zardo 2020) in the attempt to re-establish the EU border regime. Intensification of
border control and surveillance, through the mobilisation of Frontex, and the
deployment of agents from the EUROPOL (Carrera et al. 2012) were the first policy
initiatives taken by the EU. Also, EU relations with third countries — be they state of
origin or transit —regained centrality in political discourse (Zardo 2020), as the EU
strongly pressured newly established authorities in North Africa to cooperate in
clamping down irregular immigration (Carrera et al. 2012). To this end, EU individual
member states quickly began to set up new bilateral agreements with post-
revolutionary authorities, accelerating processes of repatriation and cooperation in
the fight against illegal immigration (Attina 2018a). The need for the EU to strengthen
its external migration policy, by setting up partnerships with third countries, was also
made evident in official documents of the EU Commission in which it was explicitly
clarified that: “the Arab Spring and events in the southern Mediterranean in 2011
further highlighted the need for a coherent and comprehensive migration policy for
the EU” (European Commission 2011: 2). As a result, dialogues on migration, mobility
and security were launched with Tunisia and Morocco, and later with Egypt, in order
to establish Mobility Partnerships (European Commission 2011) further
institutionalising migration as a security issue (Zardo; Cavatorta 2016).

Collaboration between the two shores of the Mediterranean was also put into
effect through substantial financial incentives, in a partial reconfiguration of the EU
funding landscape for migration, asylum, and border policies (Zardo 2020). Funding
strongly reflected the general European understanding of migration in security terms
and mainly supported measures of stricter border control, the fight against illegal
immigration (Hertog 2016) and the reintegration of irregular migrants (Zardo 2020).
Furthermore, EU legislation was modified with the introduction of new clauses
imposing restrictions on mobility in the framework of emergency mechanisms. In
addition to a modification of Visa regulation, the amendment of the Schengen Border
Code was also undertaken (Carrera et al. 2012).

Despite these European attempts to re-establish political control on the
Mediterranean space, migration flows significantly increased in 2013, as a result of the
exacerbation of the Libyan conflict and the war in Syria (Ciabarri 2020). Such escalation
also reflected an increase of casualties at sea, with the Lampedusa shipwreck in 2013
being the most emblematic. The EU thus entered a new phase of the migration crisis
in the Mediterranean, with the Italian government launching Operation Mare
Nostrum, re-orienting European priorities in the central Mediterranean. The operation
shifted the focus from politics of border control to SAR operations aiming at rescuing
migrants travelling on vessels in distress and combating organized crime and
smugglers (Panebianco 2016). However, Mare Nostrum soon became the object of
domestic political tensions, with both the EU and partner governments condemning
the operation and blaming the Italian government for endangering the Schengen
system (Attina 2018b). Also claiming Mare Nostrum to be politically and economically
unsustainable, in 2014 the Italian government called for the EU to take over the
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mission (Panebianco 2016). Quickly re-orienting its migration policies towards border
control (Cusumano; Villa 2020a), the EU launched the Frontex’s Joint operation Triton,
significantly reducing the operation assets and covering a far smaller area than the
previously overseen by Mare Nostrum (Panebianco 2016). In the same year, the
military maritime operation EUNAVFOR (European Union Naval Force) MED Operation
Sophia was launched against criminal organizations of migrants trafficking, also
aiming at reducing the number of arrivals (Attina 2016). EU institutions and
governments finally restored to exclusionary migration policies, calling on cooperation
with third countries to block people at their borders (Attina 2018b) pushing the EU
border further south (Zardo:2020). Following the EU-Turkey agreement in 2016, the
memorandum between Italy and Libyan militias in 2017 restored the Libyan coast
guard, mainly through technical and capacity building programmes (Loschi, Russo
2020), fully delegating border control and thus preventing further departures.
Strongly reasserting Libyan power over its waters, the agreement also marked the
establishment of an exclusive Libyan SAR zone (Ciabarri 2020). Regardless of Libya’s
legal framework, deeply colluded with serious human rights violations (Loschi, Russo
2020), the Central Mediterranean space was thus (re)defined through means of
exclusion, within a geopolitical framework in which borders functioned as a strong
strategic tool of socio-political power.

3.2 Securitisation of migration and the construction of a space of exclusion

European reactions to the political events of 2011 have often been understood
through a crisis narrative approach, justifying political actions on the grounds of
exceptional measures (Zaiotti 2016). However, EU politics towards migration in the
aftermath of the Arab Spring rather recall general global tendencies of western liberal
democracies to frame mobility in terms of insecurity (Carrera et al. 2012). The
migration-security nexus, is, indeed, connected to global, social, and political
transformations of border governance, in which processes of securitisation of
migration draw back to wider processes of politicisation of immigrants and asylum
seekers, depicted as dangerous to public order, cultural identity as well as domestic
labour and market stability (Huysmans 2000). Such securitisation of migration has led
to a deceptive use of the phenomenon, often situated within an erroneously
homogeneous epistemic framework (Campesi 2015: 16), in which migration discourses
are interrelated with a range of different political and social issues (Huysmans 2000).
As a result, migration has been transformed into what Huysmans defines a “meta-
issue”: a phenomenon that can be referred to as the cause of many problems
(Huysmans, 2000: 761).

Such securitisation also paved the way for new conceptualisations of state borders
worldwide, grounded in the long-term rationale of borders being guarantors of
security in a globalizing world. To this effect, borders have become socially and
politically intrinsic to everyday life, affecting people and places in highly unequal
manner (Popescu 2012). At the political level, this resulted in the development of

De Europa
Vol. 4, No. 1 (2021)



The socio-political construction of the Central Mediterranean Sea between politics of exclusion and practices
of solidarity: the role of European migration policies and SAR NGOs in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings

radical political strategies aimed at excluding certain categories of people (Huysmans
2000), through a general rearrangement of states’ border control policies and
practices transforming borders in systems of rules, grounded in processes of
differentiation and selectivity (Mau et al. 2012). Territorial space, deeply intertwined
with power, has thus become a device of control (Cuttitta 2007) through a deep and
stark “complexification of the border” (Stierl 2017: 2) in which an array of innovative
migration-control practices has emerged (Kent et al. 2020). The tendency to
externalise control beyond national borders, resulting into a “spatial flexibilization”
(Mau et al. 2012), is probably one of the most emblematic aspect of the overall
process. So, for instance, in 1994 with the strategy of “Prevention through deterrence”
the United States controlled its southern border using an array of fencing, surveillance
and border guards. Similarly, Australian governments introduced boat turn backs,
offshore asylum processing and maritime interception to prevent “boat people” to
access Australian territory (Kent et. al 2020). Externalisation of border management is,
therefore, neither a new phenomenon nor exclusively distinctive of the EU. Rather it
dates back to the origins of immigration policy at the turn of the 20*" century and it
has experienced significant transformations since then, becoming more complex and
widespread, affecting the constellation of actors involved and the nature of their
relations, the technological tools they employ and the magnitude of legal and political
challenges it confronts (Zaiotti 2016). Both the securitisation rationale and practices
of externalisation of border control have been central to the socio-political
construction of EU external borders. The redefinition of European internal borders
ensuing the political construction of the Schengen area, occurred in parallel with a
deep redefinition of external European borders in terms of security and control
(Campesi 2015; Ciabarri 2020). As migration became deeply associated with
reterritorialization of exclusion (Collyer 2016), European border management was
reorganised tout court (Campesi 2015) through practices of exclusion strictly linked
with space and the territory as means to differentiate between the “Self” and the
“Other” (Doty 1998).

In light of the foregoing considerations, the European political response to the
political turmoil of 2011 was thus situated within a complex and dynamic geography
of control (Campesi 2015) in which the relationship between power and space
emerged as a crucial aspect of the social and political production of European external
borders. In the aftermath of 2011 European migration policies were mainly concerned
with the reconfiguration of the central Mediterranean space in terms of power and
control. EU restrictive migration policies, and the selective outsourcing of border
control duties, in strong cooperation with sending and transit countries, all served
the aim of preventing migration to Europe (Del Sarto 2016), framing the central
Mediterranean as a space of closure and exclusion. Such exclusionary character was
mainly based on coercive power and control, as migrants did not intentionally stop
moving, rather they were forcibly and forcefully detained. Politics of non-assistance at
sea (Heller, Pezzani 2016) as much as pushback practices and repatriation policies,
more than deterring maritime migration, that is changing the motivations of actors,
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aimed at defending external borders, limiting people’s capabilities to move. (Kent et
al. 2020).! So, for example, when on 7 June 2016 Libyan authorities, alerted by the
Italian coast guard about a vessel heading north, took migrant people on board and
returned them to Libya (Cuttitta 2018b), they physically and coercively prevented
them to reach European soil.

Within this context, the central Mediterranean space thus became the absolute
strategic and political space (Lefebvre 2018) in which borders functioned as
instruments of social stratification, reproducing social hierarchies and socio-political
exclusion through practices of migration control and distribution of different mobility
credentials (Campesi 2015). As van Houtum and van Naerssen (2002) have argued, it
is precisely through and at borders, indeed, that rigidity and openness in the
governance of places becomes most clearly manifested.

4. SAR NGOs reshaping the space of the central Mediterranean Sea

In response to the European exclusionary political stance, in 2014 civil society
started playing a key role in the central Mediterranean space, conducting autonomous
and independent SAR operations at sea (Cusumano; Villa 2020a). Launched by the
Maltese charity Migrant Offshore Aid Station (MOAS), the first one to set sail, by 2016,
several independent as well as more traditional NGOs, such as Sea-Watch and
Médicins Sans Frontieres (MSF) also became active in the central Mediterranean Sea.

Their involvement was strongly linked to the disengagement of the EU in SAR
operations right after the end of Mare Nostrum. Despite Triton and EUNAVFOR Med’s
outward communication, emphasising the provision of SAR, EU operations only
conducted a relatively limited number of SAR operations, rather prioritising border
control and anti-smuggling tasks (Cusumano 2019). Such mismatch between rhetoric
and action generally reflects behavioural politics of traditional humanitarianism
worldwide, in which the a-political and de-historicised humanitarian reasons (Malkki
1996; Ticktin 2006) often work as fig leaves covering states’ attempts to curb irregular
migration and reinforce border control (Cusumano 2019). In this sense, the humanitarian
dimension of EU migration governance in the central Mediterranean reifies what Fassin
has called a “compassionate repression” (2011), in which the humanitarian, deeply
intertwined with power and control, becomes just another strategic tool within the
overall mechanism of border control (Tazzioli 2016). As a result, for instance, the
humanitarian rhetoric deployed by Italian and EU, as well as Libyan authorities, about
sea operations merely served the intent to cover up practices of interceptions through
rescue operations (Tazzioli 2016; Cuttitta 2018b). Similarly, in sending and transit
countries, the implementation of development-aid programmes (Kent et al. 2020) as
well as the engagement of UN international organisation (e.g. IOM)? has become a
widespread practice of: “not letting people leave” (Tazzioli 2016:13).

' Such theoretical clarification is important because as Kent et al. argue: “labeling tactics that are forceful
exercises of defence or that threaten force as “deterrence” whitewashes their true nature and blurs the line
between policies that might be considered legally acceptable and those that violate liberal protection
commitments” (2020: 854).
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Generally framed within the humanitarian lens, the engagement of SAR NGOs at
sea, has therefore raised general skepticism (Cuttitta 2017; Tazzioli 2016; Stierl 2017;
Ciabarri 2020) about their capabilities to re-think and truly challenge EU migration
governance in the central Mediterranean. At a first glance, indeed, the humanitarian
rhetoric of saving lives at sea recalls a patronising and dehumanised approach (Camilli
2019) which depicts migrants as merely victims that need to be saved, reproducing
assistance through hierarchical relations of power (Dadusc, Mudu 2020). Furthermore,
the initial strong cooperation between NGOs and Italian political authorities, and the
MRCC in conducting SAR operations, raised questions about SAR NGOs true intentions
in the central Mediterranean.

However, like Stierl suggests (2017), the ways in which SAR NGOs conceive of and
enact their intervention at sea differ considerably. While some only have a
humanitarian purpose, regardless of the political implications intrinsic in the overall
context, others also have a political aim to denounce the European restrictive border
regime, claiming for the establishment of safe passages to Europe (Cuttitta 2018a). As
self-representation and discursive framings are deeply entwined with their
actualisation, the extent to which SAR NGOs actively challenge the European border
regime, producing a counter space of solidarity and inclusion, beyond traditional
humanitarian rhetoric, precisely depends on how they understand and frame their
own interventions at sea (Stierl 2017). The political scope of MOAS for example was
strongly limited. Rather than a political matter, rescuing lives at sea was understood
as a pragmatic solution to the scarceness of European resources and capacity at sea.
Such depoliticised approach (Stierl 2017) strongly emerged in their action at sea
grounded on an uncritical: “full cooperation and collaboration with authorities on
both land and sea” (MOAS) which was also made evident by the sharing of sensitive
information with states, in support of their intelligence activities (Cuttitta 2018b).
Also, their retirement from the central Mediterranean scene, justified on the grounds
of a “decreasing need - linked to reduced flows of people - [...] for our search and
rescue operations” (MOAS), showed how MOAS framed the situation in the central
Mediterranean Sea as a contingent, rather than structural situation, thus not engaging
with the political dimension linked to the complex and controversial border regime
within the Mediterranean region.

Contrarily, NGOs such as MSF and Sea-Watch strongly framed the migration crisis
in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings in political terms. Their SAR operations were
characterised by a deep and confrontational denounce of the European border
regime, criticising death at sea as a “politically orchestrated phenomenon” (Stierl
2017:14). While aware of the risk to become: “co-opted into filling for states” (Del Valle
2016: 30), MSF strongly refused: “to let its operation become the patch up solution
which would help consolidate the situation and obscure the responsibility of

2|OM’s activities during the 2011 war in Libya, concerned with assistance to refugees and returnees as well as
repatriation programmes from Libya to migrants’ home countries is an example of how migration
management can also occur behind the veil of humanitarian rhetoric and practices. Connected with
economically dominant states, international organizations are often aimed to partake in the global fight vs.
irregular migration, irrespective of migrants’ own needs and desires (Brachet 2016).
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politicians in the EU” (Del Valle 2016:31). Political dissent also characterised Sea-Watch
intervention in the central Mediterranean. Denouncing EU: “agreements on
readmission with third countries such as Turkey” defined as: “questionable and
controversial under international law” (Sea-Watch), the political scope of Sea-Watch
engagement at sea emerged as intrinsically embroiled in its humanitarian action.
Strongly operating in a confrontational manner, Sea-Watch production of a counter
space in the central Mediterranean occurred through active and outspoken political
dissent, ranging from the refusal to sign the Code of Conduct? to demonstrative acts
such as the captain of Sea Watch 3, Carola Rackete forcing entry to the port of
Lampedusa in 2018, regardless of the risk of being accused of abetting illegal
immigration and being arrested. The political and confrontational characters of SAR
NGOs action at sea, also emerged through the conflictual relationship with Libyan
authorities due to the persistent SAR activities of NGOs’ vessels next to Libyan waters
(Cuttitta 2018b). A series of confrontations occurred between 2016 and 2017 with
Libyan authorities boarding and searching the Sea Watch vessel, shooting at,
boarding, and searching for MSF “Burbon Argos” and detaining two volunteers of the
German NGO Sea Eye. In May 2017, the Libyan Coast Guard, accusing Sea Watch of
hindering their work, also interrupted a rescuing operation, returning 500 people
from international waters to Libya (Cuttitta 2018b). Allegations of NGOs constituting a
pull factor of irregular migration (Frontex 2017), initiated by the European border
agency Frontex in 2016 and then also strongly endorsed by Italian political authorities
and media narratives (Cusumano, Villa 2020b) also demonstrated the conflictual
relationship between European migration politics and civil society engagement in
the central Mediterranean, paving the way for a strong process of criminalisation of
humanitarians at sea (Camilli 2019).

In the socio-political reconfiguration of the central Mediterranean space after
2011 the different ways in which SAR NGOs engaged in the central Mediterranean Sea
contributed to the production of a heterogeneous humanitarian space, at times
perpetuating yet also strongly contesting the exclusionary political space produced
by European practices of migration control. While some NGOs, such as MOAS,
intentionally refrained from politically engaging in the central Mediterranean, framing
the latter as a mere “humanitarian border” (Walters 2011), the disobedient and
confrontational acts put forward by other SAR NGOs contributed to a counter
production of the maritime space, beyond traditional forms of humanitarianism,
based on the deconstruction of European spaces of denial (Garofalo 2017), re-drawing
the central Mediterranean as a space of solidarity and political dissent. Holding
European migration politics accountable and responsible for border violence and
policies of social and political exclusion, SAR NGOs autonomous practices of solidarity
(Dadusc, Mudu 2020) supported migrants’ sea crossings as legitimate enactments of
their right to leave, move, survive and arrive (Heller et al. 2017), rescuing not out of
compassion but out of solidarity (Stierl 2017). Within the complex Euro-Mediterranean

3 in 2017, the Italian government, backed by the EU commission, redacted a Code of conduct for NGOs
operating at sea (Cusumano; Villa 2020a) establishing “dos and don'ts” of SAR NGOs in the Mediterranean Sea.
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border regime, defined by European politics of exclusion, SAR NGOs’ political
commitment to rescue people at sea challenged such conceptualisation redrawing
the outer space in terms of solidarity, challenging the established order of things
through the production of an alternative, transgressive space (Beckett, et al. 2017).
Through these Foucauldian “counter-conducts” defined as: “an attempt to conduct
oneself differently from the imposed way” (Rahola 2018:12), NGOs supported
migrants’ irregular forms of inhabiting and moving within the maritime borderland,
becoming the rip to the European leash, the route and the passage tracing counter
geographies of inclusion and solidarity (Rahola 2018).

Conclusion

Borders are the result of different forms of social relationship, consequence of
different asymmetries of power between individual and collective subjects. Constantly
present throughout human history, their forms, and the way they function have
significantly changed overtime (Cuttitta 2007). Far from their original conceptualisation
as territorial dividing lines fixed in space and time, borders emerge today as the result
of dynamic social processes and practices of spatial differentiation. They emerge as
constructed socio-political spaces (Lefebvre 2018) in which their spatial and
conceptual complexity is fluid and shifting (Brambilla 2015).

In the process of the social and political reconfiguration of the Euro-Mediterranean
space in the aftermath of the Arab spring in 2011, the central Mediterranean space
precisely emerged as fluid and shifting. The dynamic and constant reshaping of its
identity, through European restrictive migration policies and SAR NGOs heterogeneous
(humanitarian) practices of solidarity, resulted in the construction of a fragmented
and heterogenous space in which logics of exclusion and solidarity coexisted and
confronted. Established and, at the same time, continuously traversed by a number of
bodies, discourses and practices constantly redefining its ontological essence and its
functions, the central Mediterranean space appeared as a borderscapes (Brambilla
2015; Musard 2019): a dynamic ontology in which reality is actively constructed,
evolving, emerging and re-emerging (Brambilla 2015) between “what is and what is
not yet, but could be” (Beckett et al. 2017: 5).

The multifaceted and complex spatial identity of the central Mediterranean Sea
thus materialised as a heterotopia as incompatible spaces of European migration
policies, SAR NGOs humanitarian practices and practices of solidarity coexisted,
contrasted, and reversed each other, reshaping the maritime space as a place of
exclusion, asymmetrical inclusion but also as a contested space of social negotiations
and political dissent. The multiple processes of space production that occurred after
the political events of 2011 constructed the central Mediterranean space as a
fluctuating border space, materially established, experienced and lived, reinforced
and blocked but also crossed and inhabited (Brambilla 2015).

The heterotopic character of the central Mediterranean space then lies precisely
in its fragmentation and fluidity, in this idea of the central Mediterranean as a real
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emplacement encompassing incompatible spaces at once. The securitised approach
of European migration policies, SAR NGOs humanitarian practices and confrontational
practices of solidarity meet at the border and while contesting each other, they never
really supersede one another. Within this context, while the EU construction of its
external borders emerges as still strongly anchored to an understanding of migration
profoundly grounded on matters of national and international security, the role of
SAR NGOs acquires importance insofar it attempts to challenge such political
conceptualisation of borders, not only assisting migrants in distress at sea, but also
engaging through active political dissent, producing a transgressive space (Beckett et
al. 2016) in which EU migration policies are contested.

Exclusion, humanitarianism, solidarity, and political dissent reshape the central
Mediterranean Sea through different processes of space ordering (van Houtum, van
Naerssen 2002) coexisting, overlapping, feeding into each other while at the same
time contrasting and confronting one another in the attempt to prevail. It is precisely
in this sense that the central Mediterranean Sea becomes a heterotopia: a place
outside all places, encompassing several incompatible spaces (Foucault 1998).
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