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Introduction
The so-called ‘migration crisis’ hitting Europe since the arising of the 2011 Arab Spring has generated a number of
scientiﬁc analysis on the phenomenon. Especially, I identify two diﬀerent and in opposition between-each-other
frameworks dealing with the ﬁgure of the migrant.
On the one hand, there is an attitude which could be called victimisation approach highlighting the vulnerabilities
of migrants crossing the Mediterranean, stressing migrants’ diﬃculties and asking for more assistance. On the other
hand, many scholars have tried to ﬁght this former interpretation by casting a new framework accounting for the inventive and creative power of migration in moving, crossing the border, and settling down in the European continent.
However, this latter interpretation is limited to the solidarity action undertaken by migrants in overcoming EU borders control.
Yet, migrant behaviours are more ambiguous and escape these concocted deﬁnitions. For this reason, the aim of
this thesis is to analyse migrant agency to fully understand the possibility of action without judging them according to
their vulnerability or solidarity.
This thesis’s analysis is located in Sicily. Sicily has become a hub for migration for at least two reasons. In the ﬁrst
place, 3 out of 4 Italian hotspot (the ﬁrst identiﬁcation centre) are located in the isle (Pozzallo, Messina, Lampedusa);
secondly, the closure of the eastern Mediterranean route — given by the EU-Turkey deal — and the securitisation of
Ceuta e Melilla has made the central Mediterranean route the most beaten one, in recent years.
For this reason, Sicily equipped itself with many reception facilities, creating a huge opportunity for businesses to
earn money through welcoming migrants. Yet, these sort of facilities have been criticised for the lack of service and
the abuse of human rights. There is one speciﬁc camp which has generated many diﬀerent opinions on a local and
national level: the CARA of Mineo.
The CARA of Mineo was a huge reception centre — the second biggest in Europe after Moira Camp in Lesvos —
which has hosted more than 4 thousand people, closed on July 2018, after 8 years of functioning.
The CARA was on the one hand considered as a 5-star hotel, since it formerly was a USA civil base for soldiers,
thus hosting nice and curated row-houses, with nice tree-lined boulevards and equipped with a series of facilities. It
was a small town where USA soldiers could feel at home.
On the other hand, the centre became famous for its abuse of human rights, for the criminal scandals happening
inside, for the police inquiry on its management, allegedly run by maﬁa organisations, and for its location far-oﬀ any
city, located in a highly agricultural zone. For this reason, in contraposition to the 5-star-hotel deﬁnition, it was called
a lager by many institutional and less institutional organisations.
In this thesis, I want to dismiss one the of typical claim of the victimisation approach, namely that refugee camps
in general follow Foucault’s conception of panopticon, which implies that reception centres are an impossible to es-
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cape prison, where control is constant and there is no possibility of agency left. The CARA lived its own life, becoming
something diﬀerent from a reception centres. Self-organised shops started emerging, new service were provided, and
control was porous in all its aspects. Yet, I cannot content myself to stick to the interpretation which claims that the
subversion of the panopticon-like camp was achieved through solidarity. In my experience monitoring the camp, I
have witnessed diﬀerent behaviours apt to overcome the power-relations and yet, not all of them were aiming at solidarity.
The claim of this thesis is that agency escapes all form of deﬁnition, it cannot be merely solidarity based, but it is
oriented towards self-improvement even to the detriment of others. The CARA is a society as much as the society in
which we dwell, and for this reason we need to attribute to these migrants the same possibility of action that can be
found in all human settlements, with its positive and negative outcome, with solidarity but also exploitation.
In this sense, the issue is to ﬁnd a deﬁnition of victim which does not limit its analysis to vulnerability and a deﬁnition of migrant agency not conﬁned to solidarity actions. In the ﬁrst chapter, I will analyse these two framework, the
victimisation approach and what has been called autonomy of migration, namely the possibility for migrants to have
autonomous movements aimed at the subversion of power-relation. I will contrast both on a highly theoretical level,
showing how they fail to account for the full spectrum of what a victim or a migrant is. For this reason, I will recur to
Laruelle’s anti-philosophy, which has generated a deﬁnition of victim detached from its individual implications, to
state that there is a spectrum which includes vulnerabilities and possibility of resistance. A resistance not bound to any
collective improvement, but often self-enclosed. One of the aim of this theses is to show to which extent ambiguous
behaviours aiming at personal improvement have created services for the collectivity, and to which extent behaviours
considered oppressive are a way to escape from a determined situation.
In the second chapter, I will deﬁne the method of the inquiry. On the one hand, the qualitative analysis made
through interview in my 8-months internship in a NGO in Sicily will show the contradictoriness of agency movements and the possibility to overcome issues presenting in the camp. One support that I found useful is drawing maps.
Maps have usually been a coloniser tool to control and divide the territory, but they can be used also to describe the
movements from a ground, grassroots level. The thesis will contain diﬀerent maps showing point of resistance, movements, and layers of actions. In this chapter, I will also explain which kind of decisions I had to perform to join one
organisation to ﬁnd my data.
The third chapter will be a chronicle of the CARA’s history. From 2010 to 2018, the CARA was omnipresent in all
local and national media, for a number of reasons. At the beginning, the idea was to create a model for the reception
and integration of migrants, which immediately, however, shown its shortcomings. My collaboration with the antiracist network of Catania, which has monitored the centre from its beginning, will be key in delineating a history of
the CARA which takes into account the judiciary inquiry, the life within the CARA, and the demonstration often occurring outside of it. I will show how migration became a business for organisations more or less criminal and how the
CARA itself was conceived to boost the depressed local economy.
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Last two chapters are the more empiric ones. In the fourth chapter, I will analyse the life within the centre. Here, I
will show how migrants have shaped the centre, how the porosity of the securitisation protocols have made possible
the self-organisation of the centre. From the creation of shops, to the setting of tv-satellites, migrants have been able to
transform the centre, rendering a reception centre an African town vibrant of colours and smells. It will be already
possible to understand which sort of agency is described in this thesis. Both for the victimisation approach and for the
autonomy of migration, it would be impossible to frame behaviours oriented towards having, for instance, tv cable.
Yet, it is extremely important to be able to connect to one’s own country of origin even through tv channels. There is
no subversion of power-relation, nor victimisation, but an emancipatory power from the their being contained in a
place outside of society, which has no connection with their culture. Bringing back their culture to the camp will be a
constant in this thesis.
Last chapter will analyse the most ambiguous behaviours. Especially, the work in plantation, this new neo-colonial
enslavement, mostly deﬁned in Italy as caporalato. Usually the caporale, namely the intermediate recruiter of labour, is
also a migrant often has been pointed out as a perpetrator who does not care about his nationals in order to obtain
more money. However, I will show how diﬃcult it is to be a caporale and to which extent he is also a victim of the system. Yet, not in the normal sense of the word victim, but in the new sense we have found in the theoretical part of the
thesis.
I need to point out that I will not focus on forced prostitution in the CARA. The reason behind this choice is at
least twofold. On the one hand, me being a young white male made it impossible to approach these women without
creating immediate suspicion, moreover it is very diﬃcult for a male to make emerge victims of trade since males are
always the perpetrators and never the saviours. On the other hand, the trade is a huge phenomenon which could not
be tackled in one section of the thesis, it requires a full-ﬂedged analysis of the phenomenon and thus, although I
gained many informations on how the trade works, I decided that prostitution was behind the scope of this thesis.
Instead, the last chapter will end with an analysis of a neighbourhood of Catania, San Berillo, which can be considered as a corollary of the CARA, since many people living in the camp, ended up living informally in this abandoned
neighbourhood. I will analyse the sale of drugs happening in this part of the city and how it also can became an instrument to escape from the oppression of power.

6

I
Theoretical Chapter

1)Victimisation approach: a philosophical misunderstanding

1. introduction

Recent years have seen an ongoing academic debate on what could be called migrational issues, given the increase of
people ﬂeeing their countries in the eﬀort of reaching Europe. This is what has been misleading called the refugee crisis.
To a certain extent, the academic frenzy about migration has mirrored the same frenzy happening in the media,
with thousands of papers realised and even the creation of university trajectories aimed at analysing migration and
reducing the possible conﬂicts through cultural mediation. The reason why the media frenzy is similar to the academic concern on migration is that in most cases there is a blunt interpretation of refugees and migrants in general, always
seen as pure victims of an atrocious system.
Indeed, it would be absolutely nonsensical to aﬃrm the contrary. Certainly, escaping one’s own country, being held
in Libyan prisons, smuggling in precarious and unsafe boat to Europe, is a path full of pain and sorrow and to the
white European eyes, who spend most of their time in a giant and comfortable sofa, the stories of these people are indeed tragic.
Yet, the focus on the victimisation of the migrants is revealing itself as counterproductive. The reason being that
the asylums system put forward by the EU leans towards the infantilisation of these individuals who are put in camps
and to whom all services are allegedly provided. At least, this is the oﬃcial version of the EU asylum system, while, as
it will be shown, reality is somewhat diﬀerent. This has provoked a harsh reaction from part of the population more
aﬀected by migration ﬂuxes, such as Italy, who has recently elected a overtly xenophobic party in the European election with the hope of changing some of the key deals regulating migration.
In this sense, the “refugee crisis” has generated malcontent and unrest within many southern European states since
the perceived welfare of these refugees is seen as unjust, given the austerity regime — EU imposed — in which these
states live since the beginning of the economic crisis (2008). Thus, southern European populations are frustrated by
the tax-regime imposed on them and the dismantling of the welfare system, while the newcomers — migrants and
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refugees — allegedly obtain housing, services and money from the EU. Of course this is merely a preposterous vision,
but one that was able to let many xenophobic parties becoming the most voted in their country (la lega in Italy, Le
front national in France, the defeat of Tsipras in Greece, Ciorban in Hungary, etc.).
In particular, this entire paradigm is based on two important authors: Micheal Foucault and Giorgio Agamben.
The reason is that while the former put forward a conception of bio-politics where power is in charge of the entire
biological life of its inhabitants, the latter, by following Foucault, arrives as far as to claim that refugees are deprived of
their human life, rendered mere biological bodies.
In fact, when confronting literature on migration and exploitation, most recurrent analyses emphasise the cruelty
and unjustness of the system and how it overall determines migrants’ conducts and behaviours. This particular perspective stems from a misunderstanding of Foucault’s theses on subjectivity and biopolitics (Hardy 2003; Caldwell
2007) for which subjectivity would merely be an epiphenomenon emerging from the biopolitics of control societies
(Papadopoulos et al. 2008). Thus, migrants’ agency is either denied or subjugated to the power relations aﬀecting it
(Holmes and Castañeda 2016; Mavelli 2017).
Although, of course, the academic discourse cannot be blamed for the surge of these parties, it has anyway boosted
their rise, since it is seen as a distant discourse made by rich armchair empiricists who know nothing about the real
struggle of migrants and of local citizens. This has merely exacerbated the dichotomy between educated and uneducated people generating a mistrust of academia and research institutions in general. For this reason, if the intent is to
analyse migration and the asylum system in Europe, it is important to detach ourselves from this victimisation approach, which is merely generating hate and racism.
However, at the same time, the eﬀorts put forward by some academic schools — such us the entire paradigm of
autonomy of migration which tries to show the resistance of agency of migrants — are also counterproductive. By
claiming the possibility of resisting the oppression put forward by the EU asylum system, they also play a role in this
media frenzy. Especially for what concerns our study case, the reception centre (CARA) of Mineo, which seems to
show the extent to which migrants are able to subvert power relation, generating the alternative right claim that migrants do not need any help, and are always and constantly breaking the law.
To avoid such consequences, this chapter investigates the victimisation approach and the autonomy of migration
lens in order to highlight their pitfall — without, of course, denying their theoretical achievement. Eventually, we will
need to put forward a new theory of victims, which can let us understand how migrants are indeed defenceless, but
this defencelessness does not overall determine them, and that it can become a way to overcome the oppression of the
control regimes.
To do so, I will go through Laruelle’s conception of non-philosophy, which aims at formalising a theory of victims
where ‘victim’ corresponds to underdetermined matrix, in which the most prominent features of victims are in communication with their opposites.
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2. Oublier Foucault

It has been more than 40 years after Baudrillard signed the controversial Oublier Foucault [forgetting Foucault] and
yet it seems that discourses taking into account Foucault’s writings have not disappeared but spasmodically multiplied.
Certainly, the concern of this thesis is less the ‘ontology of desire’ as Baudrillard writes, but some political and academic consequences given by a hasty reading of his writings.
As said, these consequences stems from a misunderstanding caused by a partial reading of the texts, which a textual exegesis would immediately conﬁrm as false. And yet, there are passages of Foucault’s texts which if read apart,
without considering the context and his other philosophical lucubrations seem to suggest the impossibility of escaping
the power relations aﬀecting subjects. For example, Foucault’s (1995) Discipline and Punishment’s description of the
panopticon seems to deny any possibility of going beyond the structural oppression imposed by power institution.
The panopticon, as the etymology suggests, is an architectonical structure which ‘oversees everything’, Foucault’s
description is so telling and illuminating that it is worthy to quote it at length:

“at the periphery, an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with wide windows that open onto
the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is divided into cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have two windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the other, on the outside, allows the light to cross the cell from one end to the other. All that is needed, then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower
and to shut up in each cell a madmen, a patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy. By the eﬀect of backlighting,
one can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive shadows in the cells of the periphery. They are like so many cages, so many small theatres, in which each actor is alone, perfectly individualised and
constantly visible” (Foucault 1977, p. 200).

Foucault’s description tellingly represents the invisibility of power and the visibility of the victims. For Foucault, it
is not necessary that a supervisor is actually placed in the main tower, the eﬀect of visibility are enough to “induce in
the inmate a state of consciousness and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power” (ibid., p.
201). The mere threat of being seen, of being permanently visible, is enough to dissuade from any action against this
invisible power. It would be enough to change some of the key terms to be able to recognise behind these words nazi
concentration camps.
Although using the metaphor of the panopticon does represent the functioning of power relation and when considering nazi concentration camps, it seems to be apt and appropriate, can the same still be said about refugee camps?
It is true that in Discipline and Punish, the only agency left is for those who are not interned, as in the case of the
homeless (p. 291). Yet, Foucault himself never claims that the panopticon is always and constantly operative, especially
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if we use it as a framework to understand sovereignty in toto, as Foucault indeed does (p. 221). To dismiss and unmask this interpretation, it is would be enough to analyse a later text, where Foucault puts in bullet points the theoretical principles already present in Discipline and Punish.
In the fourth part of the Will to Knowledge (1980, p. 95), he writes that “where there is power, there is resistance
[…] Should it be said that one is always ‘inside’ power, there is no ‘escaping’ it, there is no absolute outside where it is
concerned, because one is subject to the law in any case? […] This would be to misunderstand the strictly relational
character of power relationship. Their existence depends on a multiplicity of points of resistance”. Thus, Foucault theoretically claims that where there is power there is resistance. One cannot exist without the other.
Indeed, some recent literature is now confuting Foucault’s theory of the panopticon in its extreme form, namely a
space where there is no escaping, completely aﬀecting and overwhelming subjectivities. Fili (2013) ﬁnds that modern
prisons, although being built according to the panopticon model do not suppress agency, which is instead constantly
aimed at overcoming the apparatus of surveillance. Whyte (2011) claims instead that also refugee camps albeit following the same panopticon patterns of visibility and invisibility are not able to conﬁne the residents, who are always in
communication between each other and able to self-organise in ways that power institution cannot forecast.
The problem is that the panopticon is an architectonic model, purely theoretical, which can be eﬀective only if all
supervisors and guardians are always enforcing it. What is needed is a supervisor who is a perfect machine of obedience, as the nazi example tells us. However, when analysing the refugee camps which are situated in the south of Europe, mostly famous for its corruption and and indolence, the entire paradigm seems to fall apart.
In this sense, more than forgetting Foucault, the urge task is to stop some of his heritage, which is analysing power
as if it were this unescapable principle completely overdetermining the agency of migrants.

3. The bare life paradigm

Probably one the most famous Foucault’s disciple is Giorgio Agamben. In recent years, there has been a tremendous
multiplication of academic writings using Agamben’s framework applied to migration issues1 . As said, the problem lies
in the impossibility of thinking resistance within the camps, following a strict deﬁnition of Foucault’s panopticon
model.
Agamben’s mistake lies in connecting the panopticon model to what the later Foucault deﬁnes as biopolitics (Zembylas 2010). Let us ﬁrst see what Foucault means by this term.

1

Just to name a few: Edkins, ‘Sovereign Power, Zones of Indistinction, and the Camp’, Alternatives: Global, Local, Political 25(1),
2000, pp. 3–25; Bülent Diken, ‘From Refugee Camps to Gated Communities: Biopolitics and the End of the City’, Citizenship
Studies , 8(1) 2004, pp. 83–106; Fiona Jenkins, ‘Bare Life: Asylum-Seekers, Australian Politics and Agamben’s Critique of
Violence’, Australian journal of Human Rights, 10(1), 2004,; Jenny Edkins and Véronique Pin-Fat, ‘Through the Wire: Relations of
Power and Relations of Violence’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 34(1), 2005, pp. 1–24.

10

For Foucault, biopolitics represents a shift in the power paradigm occurred around the end of the 18th century,
substituting the disciplinary regime typical of middle age and which found its peak in the rationalistic period of Enlightenment (Foucault 2010, p. 244-245). A biopolitical regime has as its aim the control of the life of its inhabitants. It
entails the construction of dossiers related to the population, their average age, mortality rate and expectancy of life
(ibid. 246). While the disciplinary power, typical of the panopticon, had death as its own favourite weapon, this cannot
be said of the biopolitical regime. Its weapon is life itself, the citizens must live and everything that might disrupt this
life must be killed (ibid. 247). If wars in the past were the decision of sovereigns to let die their citizens for whichever
cause, in modern time, war must be legitimised by a threat against the life of the inhabitants.
Agamben’s interpretation claims that biopolitics is not a modern typicalness, but even ancient times, analysed in
his masterpiece Homo Sacer, followed a regime based on the control of life (Agamben 1998, p. 7). For Agamben, the
discourse on life, in ancient times, creates a dichotomy between those who can live and those who must died, deﬁned
by him through the greek distinction between Bios and Zoe, both meaning life, in two diﬀerent acceptations. While
bios is the life that must be defended, thus a life endowed with a political existence, deﬁned by the Ius (right); zoe is the
life removed from its political instances, life excluded from any rights (ibid., p. 8). The latter is what Agamben deﬁnes
as naked or bare life [vita nuda].
In this sense, for Agamben, there is no distinction between a disciplinary power which excludes and interns some
categories of individuals within the panopticon and the exclusion perpetrated in modern times. This ﬁnds its evidence
in Nazi concentration camps, criticising Foucault for not having understood the mandatory passage from the panopticon to concentration camps (ibid., p. 119). For Agamben, the camp becomes the paradigm of modernity, conceiving it
as the natural evolution of prisons, barracks, hospitals, all the apparatus conceived as disciplinary by Foucault; in his
words: “the camp — as the pure, absolute, and impassable biopolitical space (insofar as it is founded solely on the state
of exception) — will appear as the hidden paradigm of the political space of modernity” (ibid., p. 123).
The other fundamental concept introduced by Agamben is the ‘state of exception’. The state of exception is the paradigmatic way through which sovereignty works. It entails the construction of a space where law is overall suspended.
For Agamben, the state of exception does not concern merely some institutionalised space, as in the case of camps, but
the entire conception of state. Starting from Benjamin, the ﬁrst to compare the state of exception to the functioning of
the modern state, Agamben claims that the state of exception is the original structure in which law encompasses living
beings (Agamben 2005, p. 4) and thus it is situated before law, being itself, the state of exception, a law of exception
(ibid., p. 2).
Here, the aim is neither to criticise nor confute the state of exception. It is impossible not to see how all European
liberal constitutions provide for the possibility of issuing and enforcing laws from the outside of the parliament, conferring pleins pouvoirs to the president/prime minister. It will be of extreme importance when we will deal with the
Italian asylum system whose laws have always been promulgated through emergency decrees, which allow the enforcement of laws without discussing it in the parliament. They are immediately at work, after their being issued.
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We are not even contending that the state of exception does not work through the exclusion of certain categories of
individual from the active participation to the political life. It is not merely a question of Jew’s exclusion from the Nazi
government, nor the Palestinian exclusion in Israel, because bare life, for Agamben, is present in any political space, be
it a democracy or a dictatorship. For Agamben (2000, p. 5-6), naked life recurs diﬀerently but it entails everyone: “the
multifarious forms of life abstractly recodiﬁed as social-juridical identities (the voter, the worker, the journalist, the
student, but also the HIV-positive, the transvestite, the porno star, the elderly, the parent, the woman) […] all rest on
naked life”.
In this sense, it seems not so credible that naked life is devoid of agency or of possibility of resisting. Yet in his
Remnants of Auschwitz (1999), the entire paradigm of bare life seems to be ﬂattened to the experience of the concentration camps, which to those who were inside, deﬁnitely left no agency out. Even his etymological explanation of the
meaning of witness, from the greek word that originated the term martyr seems to bring the reader to understand the
impossibility of resistance. It is possible to agree with this interpretation only when contenting ourself to use the term
bare life to refer to the people interned in concentration camps.
However, given his use of the word to intend diﬀerent categories and class such as students and most of the lgbt+
community, how can we still aﬃrm that they have no agency, that they are excluded from the active political participation? Surely, there is an exclusion process which has tried to suppress and oppress these categories for long. However,
we feel that claiming their being bare life is almost a way to deny all the eﬀorts made for the recognition of these categories. Recognition which is been fought in political spaces and with tears and blood.
The problem gets even worse when superimposing Agamben’s text on Auschwitz to his understanding of refugees,
he claims that human rights show their uselessness when confronting refugees insofar as refugees have lost their human characterisation, being mere biological life, deprived of any quality (Agamben 2000, p. 18-19). Thus, Agamben’s
emphasis on the biological reduction of migrants overall implies the impossibility of resisting the biopolitical control
of the camp. By assuming the biological reduction of refugees’ life, migrants are represented as mere victims of an
atrocious system and thus deprived of any possibility of action — exactly as the ﬁrst oﬃcial refugees, the jews after the
II world war.
This has heavily aﬀected public opinion, being the strongest claim put forward by leftist (institutional and not)
movements. Our study case, the biggest in Italy (and second in Europe) reception centre (CARA di Mineo) has been
deﬁned as a lager by many exponents of leftist and less leftist parties and movements. However, with the media invaded by images of Libyan prisons and the arise of the civil war, how can we compare these reception centres to the real
lagers, on the other coast of the Mediterranean?
Surely, the line dividing a reception centre from a concentration camp is blurry and it must be remembered that
the ﬁrst time the term ‘concentration camp’ was used referred to refugee camps in France after the beginning of the
Spanish civil war. These of course represent the precursor of Nazi concentration camps and the fear that these thin
borders might be trespassed is real.
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However, adopting a framework as Agamben’s one can be counterproductive. Alt-right movements accuse European institutions and leftist movements of being too kind with these new migrants, providing them houses, money
and a sort of welfare system, which they claim that it is being paid by citizens’ taxes. For them, migrants are not victims, since they have taken the decisions of coming to Europe, handsomely paid smugglers and now they supposedly
should improve their new life, seeking no help from the state.
Certainly, the alt-right interpretation does not completely take into account the fact that in the midst of these migrants there are conditions of real vulnerability, people who have lost everything due to wars and Libyan militia. And
that most of the times, the smugglers are threatening these individuals, who put at risk their life and their relatives’s to
pay the smuggling.
Yet, alt-right claims contrastively make us understand how extremist is the other position, namely thinking that all
migrants are vulnerable victims (considering also how many cruel events they have undergone, they are surely more
aware and more apt to solve problems than half of EU population).
In this sense, Agamben’s approach shows its limit, well explained by Bretherton (2006) who claims that the entire
Agambenian framework stems from the classic christian concern about the poor. He writes that “hallowing of bare life
is intrinsic to the command to hallow the name of God” (p. 55). And
indeed, it is enough to see how Carola Rackete, the captain of one
Sea Watch mission — a saving and rescuing ship operating in the
Mediterranean — has been gloriﬁed by leftist movement, as in the
famous graﬃti appeared in Taormina showing Carola with an aureole; the title was “Carola, the saint protector of refugees”. How not to
see here the catholic/christian doctrine at its maximum of propaganda: we need to save these poor and defenceless creatures of god,
we the white who have the possibility of doing so. Thus, this bare life
narrative, in its mainstream application, stems directly from the
Christian tradition of the pietas, and thus it still projects migrants
into a us-them dichotomy, rendering the ﬁgure of the refugees an
other which needs to be saved
This of course, again, exacerbates the discussion, with altrighters covering the graﬃti writing “Italians ﬁrst”. While of course,
the job Sea-Watch does is of extreme importance, especially now

Figure 1. Carola, patron of migrants.
Source: https://www.repubblica.it/lestorie/2019/08/06/news/carola_rackete_rifugiati_murale_tvboy_-

that all southern European countries are waging wars against migration, I wonder if the polarisation of positions can be beneﬁcial for the discussion — during my internship, I have
worked with Sea Watch and I cannot blame them of anything.
Here, the assumption is not that Italian reception centres are not one of the most atrocious examples of exploitation and oppression, indeed, they are. However, words do matter and comparing Italian camps to Libyan lagers mis-
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leadingly exacerbates the media frenzy on migration. In fact, the victimisation of migrants is having as its consequence the fuelling of populist responses, as proved by the ever-increasing support for the alt-right party La Lega.
In this sense, this research does not want to deny the existence of a control society, whose pervasive presence aims
at the biopolitical control of society, which will be instead analysed in full details. However, following Mezzadra and
Neilson (2013), this research claims that there is a need of going beyond Agamben’s analysis of sovereignty and exceptionality within camps. Indeed, there are always escape routes which subvert the disciplinary power of reception centres and these lie in the everyday practices employed by migrants (Papadopoulos et al. 2008).

2) Towards a new theory of victims

1. Autonomy of migration

The autonomy of migration lens came to light in order to tackle the victimisation approach (Papadopoulos et al. 2008,
p. 203). It is often considered as a Copernican turn in migration studies (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015) since it focuses on
the derailment of sovereign control through the proactive mobility and strategies of resistance used by migrants,
rather than on their being oppressed by the system. Migration is thought as a productive force within capitalist powerrelations able to capsize these same power relations (Rodriguez 1996; Papadopoulos-Tsianos 2013; Mezzadra 2010; De
Genova 2016).
Moulier-Boutang was the ﬁrst to deﬁne the autonomy of migration (1998), referring to the double meaning of autonomy. In the ﬁrst place, he thinks migration as autonomous in the sense that it represents an autonomous force,
which not only is a phenomenon constantly present in human and capitalist history, but it is also a prerogative, or better, an innate characteristic of human beings. In Papadopoulos’s (et. al. 2008, p. XVIII) words: “instead of conceiving
of migrational movements as derivatives of social, cultural and economic structures, the autonomy-of-migration lens
reveals migration to be a constituent creative force which fuels social, cultural and economic transformations. Migration can be understood as a force which evades the policing practices of subjectivity”.
The last sense of autonomy is to be found in Italian Operaismo, a theoretical and indeed practical reinterpretation
of Marx, put forward by Italian activists and thinkers during the 60s. Autonomia, still today, represents one the most
important political ideology for movements in Italy and Europe. The autonomist ﬁght, which in the last century was
devoted to class conﬂict between workers and managers, now has got repleted with post-colonial, anti-racist and feminist claims.
Migration is thus thought as force able to change and shift power-relation and thus it must be investigated in its
autonomous essence, rather than constantly being deﬁned through the power-relation oppressing it. In this sense,
they follow Antonio Negri — one of the most important theorist of Operaismo and Autonomia — coauthored book
(with Brett Neilson), Multitude, which claims that the evolution of oppressive system and the upgrade of tactics
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against revolutionaries is a response to the new strategies adopted by resistant movements, rather then the reverse (p.
68). Thus, the new migration control systems, as the biometrical control (Scheeil 2013), emerge as a response to the
more and more strategic ways used by migrants to trespass borders and overcome their control. As Papadopoulos (et
al. 2008, p. XVIII) puts it “the disciplinary and biopolitical functions of the camps only evolve by following the escaping and moving masses”.
Two are the main concerns of autonomy of migration. The ﬁrst concern is the dispositive of sovereignty and its
‘double-R-Axiom’, where R epitomises ‘rights and representation’ which are the two cornerstones on which the territoriality of the sovereign is built. Sovereignty needs to distribute rights according to social position of the individuals
and to represent them in the ﬁrst place as People and secondly by degree of social class, ethnicity, gender and so on. In
this way, sovereignty creates divisions to which rights and access to right is distributed accordingly and at the same
time, it posists the unity to which all these diﬀerences are ascribed, the One of the population and its link to the territory (Papadopoulos et al. 2008, 5,6).
The second concern is the the strategies adopted by migrants — or better by migration — to overcome the regime
of control constantly excluding them from the representation of sovereignty. Their exclusion is functional for the double-R-axion since it strengthens the identity of the People against these other people who do not have any connection
to the territory. In this way, we face a dialectical struggle where on the one hand there are the apparatus of control of
the sovereign state and on the other, the strategic tactics employed to escape the apparatuses of control.
The border becomes central to the investigation insofar as it represents the ﬁeld of this dialectical struggle. It can
no longer be thought as an obstruction for movement or a frontier impossible to overcome, but as a “device for the
articulation” (Mezzadra e Neilson 2013, p. IX) of movements and labour. EU migration policies, albeit removing internal borders, have given rise to a deeper stratiﬁcation of borders (Rigo 2007). While the internal ones are merely
economic frontiers, the externalisation of EU borders allows the delimitation of an European space, in so doing adopting and reinforcing the ‘European identity’, distinguished from the non-European one (Balibar 2009a). So, the institution of borders regulates migrational ﬂuxes and their constant reproduction is used as a source for subjective individuation (Balibar 2009b). In this sense, borders are a centrifugal force able to individuate and deﬁning migrants through
a legal status; bordering implies always an ordering, a categorisation or taxonomy of migrants, which renders them
others (Van Houtum 2002).
Thus, at stakes, as Mezzadra and Neilson (2013) claims, there is the production of subjectivity. In the double meaning of the word ‘of ’: subjectivity produced by the transformations occurring in the border and in the camps, relegating
individuals to a forever attached legals status — often as ‘clandestines’ who can only work illegally —and the productive power of subjectivity which circumvents the taxonomy.
For the autonomy of migration, given the marxist ground on which it is based, labour is the propelling motor of
the asylum system. The understanding of refugee camps shifts from Agamben’s legal framework of the state of exception to the centre as creating, multiplying, and articulating illegal labour (Papadopoulos et al. 2008, p. 196). Migrants
are not rendered bare life, but their labour value is extracted — the best metaphor is to compare this extraction to a
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squeezing. De Genova, for example, adopts a framework based on the dichotomy exclusion-inclusion. Migrants are
forcibly excluded from the political active life, with reception centres mostly being located far from cities and towns,
to include them within the illegal labour system (De Genova 2002; 2013)— this is what Negri and Hardt deﬁne as
diﬀerential inclusion (Negri-Hardt 2000).
In this sense, Papadopoulos and Tsianos (2008) conclude that the “camps represent less the paradigmatic incarceration milieu in the age of authoritarian neoliberalism than the spatialised attempt to temporarily control movement,
i.e. to administer traﬃc routes; to render regulated mobility productive. Their porosity is thus an expression of an institutionalised border porosity that evolves through relations of power” (p. 197).
Therefore, the entire Foucauldian’s paradigm of the panopticon comes to an end. Indeed, the possibility of camps
of channelling movement and migrations works through the porosity of its system. A system that, as will be shown in
our study of the CARA of mineo, works through its ﬂws. There is a famous Zizek’s joke that could easily be applied to
camps. Exactly as “Really Existing Socialism is often designated as a system that ‘functioned because it did not function’” (Zizek 2009, p. 188), camps’s real power lies in its porosity, in the impossibility of attaining the perfect and pure
panopticon, in the gaps of the security protocol — I will show how much prostitution and illegal labour was performed before the eyes of the militaries supposed to control the camp.
In the porosity of the securitisation protocols, Papadopoulos and Tsianos see what they call the ‘escape routes’. The
theory, based on Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) conception of deterritorialisation — which will be explained in details
in our methodological chapter — implies the possibility of escaping the ‘regimes of control’, mobilising new modes of
experience which subvert the apparatus of sovereignty. This is possible in virtue of the fact that, as said, subversion
comes before its repression, therefore, the regime of control needs constantly to ‘catch up’ with new strategies and tactics.
The theory of escape routes is based on historiographical accounts. From vagabonds in the 16th century, passing
from pirates, to reach feminist and post-human struggles of this century, showing how escape has a primacy in the
dialectical struggle between oppression and resistance and how the movement of people is the real factor generating
changes in society. The focus on modern migration is mostly (as in Rodriguez 1996 and De Genova 2002) tied to the
USA-Mexico border, while recently, De Genova (et al. 2018) started lucubrating on the concept of asylum, in its European (EU) form.
The autonomy of asylum implies the subversion of the classic notion of asylum. Indeed, the reiﬁcation of the term
refugees generated the possibility that all migrants illegally crossing the border (namely, those who cannot legally
come to the EU) can claim to be refugees in the ﬁrst place. This could be considered as a ﬁrst form of escape given EU
refusal of creating legal options to enter into Europe; the only way to be welcomed is to strive for being a refugee.
Since, not obtaining a protection — international or national — implies being recaptured within the apparatus of
control, it could be stated that the illegality of migrants is a byproduct of the asylum system which in this way obtain a
reserve army — as Marx would have called it — which must work to survive and thus is forced to accept whichever,
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albeit humiliating, condition. It will be shown how illegality has been concocted in Italy and to which extent the entire
asylum system has been conceived with this aim in mind.
However, there is a problem in the autonomy of migration. The eﬀort to make a politically engaged but at the same
time objective theory of migration resulted in some degrees of simpliﬁcation and mystiﬁcation. One of the critique is
that autonomy thinkers do not consider the fact that those who can actually escape the control represent a small percentage in comparison to those who did not make it — and here we refer also to the fact that most people trying to
reach Europe die in the attempt. Thus, they cannot consider that there are conditions of vulnerability for which the
victimisation approach would ﬁt better (Omwenyeke 2004).
Moreover, assuming that migration is a social movement — claimed indiscriminately by all theorists of the autonomy of migration — tend to make appear migration as the only revolutionary force that has been able to change society. Migrants becomes emblems of a new society to come. When reading the autonomy of migration, there arises the
feeling that migrants will save us and they will achieve what the social movements of the 70s have not being able to
accomplish.
Yet, when confronting the real life of the asylum, escape routes do not seem to adhere to a general feeling of solidarity — it is also noteworthy that, besides a couple of authors (the already cited Rodriguez and De Genova), most of
these authors do not eﬀectuate any qualitative analysis to demonstrate their thesis, in the end assuming the same
“armchair empiricist” attitude of much less politically engaged theorists. They also seem to forget the other Foucault’s
axiom about power contained in his ﬁrst volume about sexuality. Relations of power do no work according to a binary
division of rulers and ruled, power relations permeates all aspects of life: the same oppressive devices are to be found
within families and communities. Power reverberates and rebounds on all sort of relations.
In this sense, there is probably too much belief that the victims will no become perpetrators themselves. This is a
consequence of the background on which the Autonomy of migration rest. For this reason, next section will be devoted to an analysis of this background to point out which problem has been overlooked.

2. Dark Deleuze

Zizek’s monograph on Deleuze starts with the assumption that when one is diving too much on an author, s/he sees
this author everywhere. And indeed, nowadays, it is diﬃcult not to see Deleuze everywhere. In this sense, Foucault’s
statement (1970) that one day the century would be known as Deleuzean not only appear conﬁrmed, but also promoting a sort of good practice of philosophy aimed at raising issues concerning minorities and creating a space for resistance grounded in the Deleuzean metaphysics of becoming. Many have been the eﬀorts to use Deleuze’s oeuvre to
generate a framework against imperialism, patriarchy, and capitalism. Works as Rosa Braidotti’s (2013) post-humanism, Paul Patton’s legal framework (2009) for Australian aborigines, and the already quoted Negri and Hardt’s volume
on how to dismantle capitalism.
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Within the autonomy of migration, Deleuze (and Guattari) seems to be everywhere. Only Papadopoulos (et. al.
2008) quotes his name more than 19 times, while Mezzadra, by drawing on Negri, heavily inﬂuenced by Deleuze,
keeps on adopting his framework. Certainly, Deleuze and Guattari’s theories have been of extreme importance in
promoting a philosophy aimed at raising issues concerning minorities and creating a space for resistance, but there are
some implications of his thought which have been completely overlooked.
In fact, in a later interview, Foucault goes back over his comment noticing that his use of the word ‘century’ had a
speciﬁc connotation: “c'est-à-dire le ‘siècle’ au sens chrétien du terme, l'opinion commune opposée à l’élite […]. C'était dans son sens péjoratif que j'ai employé le mot ‘siècle’” (1980). Eﬀectively, the sword is always double-edged. Foucault warns from the risk of using Deleuze as a source of truth, “comme on se protège par quelque divinité” (ibid.). In
this sense, the exhortation is against what could be called a Christian Deleuzean parrhesia, namely a discourse of truth
solely sustained by the authority of its source.
Indeed, many commenters are now addressing the problems of Deleuze’s ontology. For Zizek (2012), Deleuze is
the new theorist of 2.0 capitalism, while Andrew Culp (2016) shows how much Deleuze seems to have grounded the
Silicon valley lifestyle. Eizel Weizman (2006), in an interview with a general of the Israel Defence Force (IDF), discovers that the IDF trains its soldiers with Deleuze and Guattari’s volumes, generating a new guerrilla framework from
their most famous books.
However, the critique addressed in this thesis concerns the dismissal of moral. Deleuze follows Spinoza, for him
the “Christ of philosophy”, (Deleuze and Guattari 2014, p. 60) since he is the ﬁrst to introduce a neuter being, a secularising god, into an immanent force. In Spinoza, there is not distinction between ontology and ethics. In fact, his
Ethics is an ontology as much as it is an ethics. The important distinction is between ethics and moral. Spinoza is not
concerned in regulating the actions of humans according to ﬁxed principles (moral), but in pushing individuals towards reaching the perfection of their own essence (what in Deleuze will become the Nietzschean principle of ‘become who you are’).
Certainly for Deleuze, this represents the Nietzschean but also Foucauldian principle of beyond good and evil,
since the Moral is always tied to power structures which create a taxonomy of individuals and shape a conception of
‘normality’ which everyone is forced to adopt as a standard. Spinoza’s revolution thus lies in the possibility of having
an ethics detached from power relations, since it entails the becoming of individuals.
However, in this way, there is no possibility of discerning which are the dangerous ethics. Missing the possibility of
deﬁning what actually is good, every becoming entailing the betterment of individuals is to consider positive. For
Deleuze e Guattari everything trying to reify and obstruct becoming is labelled as ominous, a fascio-paranoid impulse,
while all the becomings tending towards the liberation from power-structure-conceived ‘normality’ is positive
(Deleuze and Guattari, 1983 p. 292).
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This clearly grounds a sort of good philosophy oriented towards gender and ethnic minorities, often pointed out as
diﬀerent and not-normal. Deleuze and Guattari invoke the possibility for everyone to follow their own path of becoming, to deterritorialise themselves from the dictatorship of normality. The de/re-territorialisation framework is very
fecund insofar as it accounts for the possibility on the one had of being captured by the control-regime, thus the reterritorialisation within the normative categories, while on the other hand, it shows the possibility of ‘leaving that territory’, to deterritorialise, namely to escape from the normative deﬁnitions and start to become what one really is2.
The entire concept of escape routes is based on this binary relation between de- and re-territorialisation. Of course,
one does not need to move to deterritorialise. Deterritorialisation is made by all these strategies aiming at sabotaging
the regime of control — in this sense, a male guy dressing an allegedly female skirt is deterritorialising.
Yet, when Deleuze and Guattari tell the reader: “experiment, don't signify and interpret! Find your own places,
territorialities, deterritorializations, regime, lines of ﬂight! Semiotize yourself instead of rooting around in your prefab
childhood and Western semiology “ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 587), I wonder what would happen if the wrong
person read this pages. Indeed, part of the answer has been given when thinkers realised that even the IDF was using
Deleuze and Guattari’s framework. The thing is, as Negri and Hardt claim, that resistance comes always ﬁrst. Thus,
exactly as Deleuze and Guattari have provided the lgbt+ community and the leftist movements a framework to develop their struggles, the same excitement from reading these books was felt by fascists, neoliberal yuppies, and people
with perverted sexualities — I mean pedophiles.
In this sense, Meillasoux’s critique towards post-modernism seems grounded in evidence. For him, it is an attitude
towards truth that makes post-modernism a danger for society. His critique starts by wondering how come, albeit
postmodernism has claimed the end of ideologies (Lyotard’d rather call them métarécit) we now experience the resurgence of fanaticism in its religious or ethno-political form? For him, the answer lies in the paradox of postmodernism,
which has enabled the impossibility of disqualifying any claim as irrational as it might be. (Meillasoux 2009, p. 42-45).
In fact, for Meillasoux, post-modernism eﬀectuates a de-absolutisation of the absolute in the sense that there are no
longer principles which can ground an Ethical life devoted to good. Ethics is merely a way to improve oneself, without
thinking which kinds of implications this might generate.
This intersects our discussion on migrants and refugees insofar as the concept of escape routes is linked to
Deleuze’s ethics of becoming. It seems that the autonomy of migration takes for granted that all migrant’s behaviours
tending towards the deterritorialisation from the asylum regime are intrinsically good practices. This leads to the false
conviction that all migrants can be good revolutionaries seeking to improve this decadent western society.
I too believe that most of migrants’s actions follow a sort of solidarity principles, but there are many liminal cases
which make this theory at least reductive. An example, which will discuss in full details in this thesis, is the phenomenon of caporalato — approximately translated in English as gang-master system. The phenomenon of caporalato
entails the recruitment of workers for the plantation. It is mostly done by same-country nationals who use the nationality card as a way to gain more trust. So, given their role of caporale, they have more rights within the plantation —

2 The concept of deterritorialisation and becoming will be analysed in the next methodological chapters in full details.
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for example they can move from the working place to go to the toilette, while the other cannot, they have to stay in the
same place. Yet, it also evident, as I will show in my qualitative analysis, that becoming a caporale is a way to deterritorialise from the exploitation within the ﬁelds. However, literature usually put them on the “bad side”, since they are
exploiting other migrants (Perrotta 2014).
In this sense, while this thesis disavows neither Deleuze and Guattari’s framework nor the autonomy of migration
approach, it is important to take into account the possible implications of this framework, reconsidering the role of
becoming and remove the illusion that migrants are here to save this hopeless world.
In this sense, what the autonomy of migration lacks is a theory of victims which does not categorise them absolutely as bad or good, victims or revolutionaries. If history has actually taught humans something is that victims can
become perpetrators and that we cannot use absolute categories to deﬁne the actions of humans.

3. Laruelle’s general theory of victims

According to Ray Brassier, François Laruelle is “the most unknown French philosopher”. Indeed, Laruelle’s oeuvre did
not have the same tremendous reception of his more famous French colleagues. Especially, in the anglophone world,
where his texts are just recently being translated. While the multiplication of Deleuze’s translations and comments
started after his death in 1995, at that time, Laruelle was already a critic of late French post-structuralism, so much so
that the anglophone world had ﬁrst to digest French post-structuralist triad (Deleuze, Foucault, Derrida) before reaching the critique to this framework. Moreover, while Deleuze and Foucault’s theories are well ﬁt to be adapted to social
disciplines, and thus the multiplication of Deleuze readers outside of philosophy departments, Laruelle’s formality
does not seem to allow any practical usage of his philosophy.
Laruelle deﬁnes his theoretical eﬀort as non-philosophy or non-standard philosophy. The usage of the contrastive
‘non-’ does not imply a rejection of philosophy tout court, but it indicates philosophy as a theoretical instance. Exactly
as non-euclidean geometry does not deny euclidean geometry, but it broadens its application by suspending some of
its axioms (Smith 2016), non-philosophy short-circuits philosophical assumptions, becoming more than a metaphilosophy, a science of philosophy.
More speciﬁcally, non-philosophy tries to get rid of what Laruelle deﬁnes as philosophical decision (Laruelle 2015,
p. 155) namely, the deduction that legitimately grounds a philosophical theory and from which the reality of that philosophy is constantly reproduced. As Brassier (2007) puts it: “the syntax of decision enacts or performs its own transcendental reality in what eﬀectively amounts to an operation of auto-deduction” (p. 126).
This implies that every philosophy takes its legitimation from itself, by building an apparatus of knowledge which
ﬁnds its legitimation in the blind philosophical decision that the philosopher puts forward at the beginning of his/her
speculations. In this sense, philosophy always betrays itself by not understanding that the entire theoretical building
lies on foundations which are not actual, but transcendentally imposed by the philosopher. This implies that philosophies are not intelligible, that there has to be a sort of philosophical faith towards the framework one is willing to use.
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For Laruelle, instead, getting away with the philosophical decision entails to accept philosophies and doctrines of sciences as possible conﬁguration, i.e. representation of reality. In this sense, for him, science and philosophy (but also
philosophy and other philosophies) are not in opposition between each other, but instances, possibilities which can be
used by non-philosophy. This implies the democratisation of knowledge in the sense that all theories have equal value
for what concern the access to truth. Because they are not showing the real, but merely represent diﬀerent aspects of it.
For this reason, Laruelle believes that non-philosophy can index philosophy as one of its instance, it is one of the possibility of a generic thought to build new theories.
Leaving the critique and legitimation of philosophy to philosophers, the reason why Laruelle becomes important
for the sake of this research lies in his eﬀort towards a theory of victims devoid of any philosophical implications.
He stars from criticising the ﬁgure of intellectuals attributing to them what we have deﬁned as victimisation approach towards victims. His critic of the intellectual allegedly defending victims is quite harsh, Laruelle (2015)claims
that “the embedded intellectual in fact orbits around power (which he must seduced to be able to limi), rather than
around victims, whose defence becomes a pretext for the exercise of the intellectual’s narcissism” (Ibid. p. 52).
Philosophies and philosopher have never tried to render the victim an object of knowledge, but they have merely
turned it into “an object of pity, lamentation, of memory” (Ibid., p. 30). Thus, rather than understanding the victim,
they have overexposed its ﬁgure into the media.
His conclusion is that “[w]e do not know [savons] what a victim is. We know [connaissons] nothing of it but symptoms” (Laruelle, p. XIII). Symptoms which are given by the Intellectual Reason of philosophers who keep on identifying themselves with the victims in order to put themselves in their shoes, to give voice to the voiceless victim. While
traditionally the victim is always the consequence of more or less ineluctable causes (destiny, gods, wars), the ethical
vocation of defending victims by an identiﬁcation with them is a modern phenomenon, which makes Laruelle claim
that the victim “ is an invention of the twentieth century” (Ibid. p. 58).
The philosophical injustice made to the victims is the same injustice which for Laruelle gives rise to philosophy
itself: in the defence of Socrates, “Plato is perhaps the ﬁrst intellectual to ﬁnd "his" victim, to make himself its defender, but already in the ﬁgure of an idealized hero, "fallen" for the honor of Truth” (ibid. p. 71).
It is relatively uncomplicated to see why this critique well ﬁts both the victimisation approach and the autonomy of
migration lens. In both case, the victim is never fully comprehended as individual, but what is at stake is either his/her
vulnerability or his/her power to resist. In this sense, they both eﬀectuate a typical philosophical move which is to distinguish and separate essences: “in philosophical, ontological, and phenomenological planning, victimology and
criminology, vengeance and justice, and so on, are distinct and remain so; they are preserved as separate determinations (from whence their "sublation," Aufhebung)” (Ibid. p. XVII). What Laruelle claims is that the intellectual, by
projecting oneself into the role of victim, is merely grasping one single determination of the victim, misunderstanding
it for its full essence. Therefore, philosophy and the intellectuals decree the second death of the victim. The ﬁrst given
by the maliciousness of victims’s status, the second by deciding to speak in the name of the victim, turning the victim
into memory, a fallen hero or a martyr (Ibid. p. 64).
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For Laruelle, victims, perpetrators, justice, injustice are neither movements identiﬁed by their opposition, nor single determinations. They are ascribed in a matrix insisting on the victim as its own possibility. What this means is that
victims, or as he says “victims-in-person”, are in the last instance completely underdetermined. And this indetermination is made by all the qualities insisting on the matrix.
Thus, the full spectrum of being a victim can be inserted into a generic matrix which contains all the possible determinations insisting on the generic victim, which can no longer be identiﬁed by single determinations stemming
from a Christian pity (Agamben) or Greek conception of the martyr-hero (Autonomy of migration), but fully undetermined. Since non-philosophy indexes theories and philosophies as always complementary, the matrix of the victim
must represent the entire range of what being a victims entails.
For Laruelle, this implies not to identify oneself with the victim, but to put oneself “on the same level as victims
rather than in the busy commerce of opinion” (Ibid., p. 27), to think “the victim's minimum possible real, that is to
say, to think according to the victim” (Ibid., p. 23) Not to speak of victimisation or idolisation, but “to convince us of
the real suﬀering of victims and of their force of uprising” (Ibid., p. 27).

II
Methodology
1. Deterritorialisation paradigm

The last chapter meant to identify the object of the study in the form of the victim-in-person, meaning the
matrix showing the full spectrum of what a victim is, from its vulnerable to the most resilient features. This
chapter highlights the methodology that will be used to analyse the matrix, from a theoretical and qualitative perspective.
Understanding victims, migrants and asylum seeker from a generic philosophical perspective, namely
according to Laruelle, implies to comprehend and inquiry the agency, the actions that these people perform
in order to withstand the securitisation protocols, in the wider spectrum of the ethical compass, rather than
in the narrower sense proposed by the autonomy of migration.
Our focus is not put on migration itself, since we are not analysing the migrational movements of crossing the border, but on inland movements that go from the reception centres to the cities, passing by the
ﬁelds. Tracking the movements of people can exhibit patterns of behaviour apt to overcome power-relations,
without judging these movements according to the prefabricated categories of good and bad, solidarity or
oppression.
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In this sense, our ﬁrst assumption is that movement cannot be stopped, it insinuates and permeates all
aspects. The porosity of the securitisation protocols is to be attributed, on the one hand, to the its impossibility of obstructing movements and on the other to its will to reterritorialise individuals within the apparatus
of oppression — there is too much connivence between security control and forced prostitution or exploitation in the ﬁelds not to think that they must be connected.
In the ﬁrst place, it is important to deﬁne movements in a way that is functional for the analysis. Of
course when referring to movements, it means to inquiry the escape routes that migrants undertake to get
away with control and oppression, but also to improve their economic and juridical situation.
I have already referred to escape routes as grounded in Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of (de-/re-)territorialisation. For Deleuze and Guattari, “there are only lines” demarcating the ﬁeld (Deleuze and Guattari
1987, p. 8). By ﬁeld, they mean an ensemble of elements constituting a multiplicity, as, for instance, society,
which is a multiplicity of diﬀerent factors, social, and economic, made of people who are constantly moving
within and outside this multiplicity. The camp, the reception centre, is a multiplicity made of thousands
lines: lines of surveillance (the patrols, check points), lines of recapture (police, asylum institutions) and
lines of escape (the movement of people escaping the ﬁrst two). Our analysis focuses on the lines crossing
and intersecting each other, which are the real generators of events.
The multiplicity is also what Deleuze and Guattari deﬁne as an assemblage [agencement]. In Delanda’s
theory of society, the assemblage becomes the knot that needs to be disentangled. It refers to micro and
macro aspects of human society as diﬀerent parts constituting the space of an assemblage (Delanda, p. 12). It
could be deﬁned as a network whose connections are always moving and shaping the space. The reception
centre itself is an assemblage composed by the movements of migrants and apparatuses of control. The camp
becomes, as in Laruelle’s theory, an undetermined place, which is constantly shaped, aﬀected and changed
by the constant movements crisscrossing it.
The assemblage is thus permeated by lines of deterritorialisation. Deleuze and Guattari refers to the interconnections between wasps and orchids to clarify its meaning (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 10-11). The
wasp deterritorialises the orchids, which becomes nutrient and food for the insect, while at the same time,
the orchids deterritorialise its reproductive apparatus, reterritorialising it into the wasp. In this sense, for
every movement of deterritorialisation there is a movement of reterritorialisation. The wasp reterritorialises
the pollen into other ﬂowers, realising the magic of reproduction. For Deleuze ad Guattari, this entails a becoming: there is a becoming wasp of the orchids and a becoming orchid of wasps.
In this sense, we counter many interpretations, as Tsianos (et al. 2008, p. 52) one, which refer merely to
the movement of deterritorialisation, rendering it a positive force, while ﬂattening the reterritorialisation to
the apparatus of capture, as a negative factor. Instead, reading Deleuze and Guattari literally, it is clear that
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they are connected, they are part of the same movement, in a double form: “Deterritorialization must be
thought of as a perfectly positive power that has degrees and thresholds (epistrata), is always relative, and
has reterritorialization as its ﬂipside or complement” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 40).
I will show how every movement of deterritorialisation performed by migrants entails a movement of
reterritorialisation, which may consist in moving goods, but most of the times in reterritorialising their culture into the camp, which is deterritorialised by these movements, and therefore made undetermined. As
Deleuze and Guattari claims, we need to ﬁnd “the abstract line, the line of ﬂight or deterritorialization according to which [multiplicities] change in nature and connect with other multiplicities” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, p. 9). And it is exactly, the change in nature of the camp performed by the lines of escape that will
be analysed in this thesis.
In brief, in the chapters relating to the empirical analysis, I will identify which are the movements of deterritorialisation of migrants, what they reterritorialise within the camp; how the camp is aﬀected by these
movements, how and in what it changes; which are the movements of reterritorialisation performed by the
apparatuses of control and recapture.

2. cartography of movements

The aim of this thesis is to track the movements of re/deterritorialisation and to analyse them by inserting
them within the spectrum of possibilities of what a migrant can. In the end, our claim is that the camp itself
is a society, with ﬂaws and assets, as much as the society we dwell in. If we agree in according agency to us,
citizens of illiberal democracies, we need to accord agency to migrants in the camp.
I will support the tracking of movements with maps. Usually, maps have been instruments in the hands
of colonialism, as we are reminded by Tsianos (et al. 2018), “conventional maps convey a certain abstract
and geometric truth about the social environment through use of the grid” (p. 21). The grid represents the
normative categorisation of space, in Harvey’s (2001) words: “cartography laid the legal basis for class-based
privileges of land owner- ship and the right to the appropriation of the fruits of both nature and labor within
well-deﬁned spaces. It also opened up the possibility for the ‘rational’ organization of space for capital accumulation, the partition of space for purposes of eﬃcient administration or for the pursuit of improve- ments
in the health and welfare of populations” (p. 220).
In history, geography has always been a strategy used by settlers and colonialists to better exploit the natural resources, to shape the space according to political powers, and divide people. For this reason, we conceive geography and cartography as a ﬁeld of struggle. In the reception of migrants, geography has the same
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function of tactical strategy. Most reception centres are located outside of the city, in the dichotomy between
seen and unseen which is functional for the apparatus of power trying to recolonise migrant labour.
This mirrors Lefevbre’s (1991) conception in the production of space, where he claims that society performs spatial practices including “the most extreme separation between place it links together” (p. 38). This
is visible not only in reception centres, mostly hidden from the active population while included in the illegal labour, but also for the neighbourhoods inhabited by migrants within cities.
San Berillo in Catania, is the neighbourhood where most of recent migrant population from subsaharian
Africa has settled in the last 25 years. It is a space which represents the production of space, working in a
dialectic of seen-unseen. In fact, although being located in the very hearth of the city, it is completely invisible to the tourist eye. Not only, but this space has also been the object of a series of interventions aimed at
the improvement of the space. Of course, we need to be clear of which improvements we are talking about.
San Berillo has seen processes of gentriﬁcation and touristiﬁcation going on. Part of it has become a new
touristic attraction: “the san berillo art district” [in english originally].
Tellingly enough, the art district is completely divided from the zone inhabited by migrants, who actually
never walk through the art district. Yet they are the same neighbourhood. To increase the polarisation, part
of the street leading from the art district to the center of the neighbourhood has been walled and, fenced,
reducing mobility and the possibility of encountering migrants. For this reason, space and localisation cannot be disconnected from the powers that produce them.
Gregory (2004) is even more blunt in connecting the European hysteria for asylum seekers to the localisation of space and its recolonial role. While on the one hand, camps are far-oﬀ from the cities, in order to
enforce the securitisation protocols triggered by the war on terror, on the other, “colonialism is surreptitiously repatriated and rehabilitated and the camp is conﬁrmed as the nomos of a continuing colonial
modernity” (p. 261).
For this reason, our intent is to show how much geographical planning there is behind the reception of
asylum seekers and how this is connected to a logic of exclusion which includes migrants in new colonial
and geographical spaces. Moreover, as Harvey (2001) claims, geographical knowledges “can be a vehicle to
articulate the legitimate and frequently conﬂictual aspirations of diverse populations and so become embedded in alternative politics, whether it be through the NGOs or political parties and social movements. They
can provide eﬀective means to mobilise knowledge of the world for those emancipatory ends to which all
learning and all science has traditionally aspired” (p. 233).
For this reason, it is ﬁrstly mandatory to break with the logic of conventional geography and cartography.
To show that movements is able to redeﬁne a space which cannot longer be conceived as ﬁxed and unmovable. Maps become again an instrument to represent the space, but this time, it is not a space deﬁned by the
25

power-relations imposed by the state apparatus, but by the movements of people subverting the immobility
of the space.
As Tsianos claims (et al. 2008),
we need to draw “maps [that]
show an experience of space as
fragmented, discontinuous, undecided, interconnected, relational: as networks” (p. 21). As
in the example of the Map of the
Estrecho de Gibraltar, which
“opposes the logic of conventional maps, which convey an
abstract and geometric truth,
and it simultaneously opposes a
simply subjective, existential and autopoietic vision of the social and the political” (Tsianos et al. 2008, p.
214).
As visible, the map subverts the political regime made of north and south, reverting the order to create a
sentiment of estrangement. What
Figure 2. Map of Spain and Marocco. Source: Observatorio
Tecnológico del Estrecho, Fadaiat: Freedom of Movement Freedom of Knowledge, 2006 http://fadaiat.net/

matters is not the political, often
farfetched, division between
states, localities, and regimes, but

the intersection of movements, the relations of solidarity, and the presence of apparatuses of capture. As the
collective claims: "making a cartography of an “Other‐territory” — a border zone of high strategic importance co‐inhabited by social processes of great intensity and violence — become a necessary tool to orient
ourselves and our practices/praxis”3 .
Rethinking maps and their usage in modern time let us envisage a new possibility for geography to represent the space without the subjugation to power who have produced the space. In this sense, as Laruelle together with Deleuze and Guattari would claim, this is no longer a logic of re-presentation, but of presentation. Presenting the space as it is, not a ﬁxed place, but always in ﬁeri, in its becoming-other of what it is.
Exactly as Greogry puts forward at the end of his The Colonial Present (2004): to turn the imaginative geo-

3 Observatorio Tecnológico del Estrecho, Fadaiat: Freedom of Movement - Freedom of Knowledge, 2006 http://fada-

iat.net/
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graphies, namely the power and media representation of space, into geographical imaginations, and thus to
re-imagine the geographies letting movements be the guide (p. 262).
For this reason, this thesis will be replete with imaginary maps. We are not concerned about respecting
the geometrical and kilometrical truth of the maps. There are places which are far-oﬀ and yet are more easily
reachable for the migrant population; these will be showed as closer in comparison to other nearer places,
because the real distance is apparent — longer routes, no means of transportation, lack of services — while
the imaginary route is the concrete one.
In brief, maps will show us that is geography as a ﬁeld of struggle, intertwined by power-relations, and as
a tactics used by the apparatuses of power to
relocate and exploit asylum seekers. On the other
hand, it will show the
intersection of movements in its double re-/
de-territorialised form
and the social practices
Figure 3. Italian exit polls As visible from the graph, the green line (Lega) started gaining popularity after the coalition with the 5SM (yellow), which instead lost proportionally popularity. Source: Youmedia

performed within and
outside the reception
centre, able to shape the

space, transform the centres according to the agency of migrants, and to reach and shape the space of cities.

3. NGO and case study

The thesis is supported by the data collected in my 8-month internship in a NGO monitoring reception centres and providing legal support.
The choice of which NGO to join was particularly harsh. In the ﬁrst place due to the infamous reputation
NGOs have in militant and academic spaces. It is diﬃcult to forget Fassin’s (2012) crusade against the humanitarian facade which has legitimated many military interventions, and how nongovernamental organisations become an instrument in hand of colonial powers. This undermines the grassroots legitimation some
NGOs might have. Because even if the grassroots level, namely ground activists and volunteers, has a real
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interest in the wellbeing of people and in helping asylum seekers, the statements they produce end up being
part of those discursive practices which externalise and victimise migrants.
This is well described by Zizek’s book on violence (2009), where he claims that capitalists love humanitarianism. Not only because it washes them from the exploitative and cynical image typical of entrepreneurs,
but also since humanitarianism is a sector able to generate a huge amount of money, as he writes : “So their
[entrepreneurs] goal is not to earn money, but to change the world, though if this makes them more money
as a by-product, who’s to complain!” (p. 61). Conﬂicts, crises, displaced and migrant people, unstable state,
have received more and more interest by capitalist managers, since while making money, they can even profess their care for the less lucky.
For this reason, working in NGO is always a double-edged sword. It provides access to data and services
impossible to be attained alone, while on the other hand, it might be a part of the status quo and its perpetuation.
Thus, I was looking for an organisation born in the territory, which therefore did not have any connection with some central bureaucratic place of power; funded transparently, without big private (capitalist)
donors; and especially without any connection to Italian and European institutions.
Borderline Sicilia (BS) seemed to meet all requirements. In the ﬁrst place, it is a small locally-run organisation, with less then 10 people inside. The fundings are provided by the Waldensian church, which in Sicily
has demonstrated to seriously take care of people with projects leading towards an individual autonomy,
rather than mere assistance — moreover, the shepherd of Catania is a woman, not easy to see within churches. European and Italian institutions are constantly being criticised in the statements of the association,
which has a website working as an archive of all the monitoring carried out during the years.
Moreover, the people belonging to the association are all volunteers and come from a militant and activist background. Even the lawyers do not receive the state money for defending asylum seekers. They earn
only through the case won in the courts — one of the main issue is lawyers who prefer to continuously
postpone the end of the legal process in order to get more money from the state. Their activist attitude is
conﬁrmed by the importance detained by political movements for the association. During my internship, I
had to dialogue both with more institutional organisations and political, leftist, movements. In this sense,
my ﬁeldwork blurred the borders between academic research, legal support, and political activism.
The reputation of BS is also important. Many reception centres are nervous about BS visits to the centres.
This is given by the many lawsuits ﬁled against centres which were not respecting the minimum requirements provided by EU asylum law. Many times, albeit being authorised to visit the centres, the managers of
the centre would not give us access to the place, afraid of what we could see and then refer to the authorities.
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During my 8-month internship, I have visited and monitored many reception centres, hotspots, and projects of inclusion. Most of them share the same characteristics and problems. For this reason, I decided to
focus on one speciﬁc reception centre, adopted as case study in this thesis, since it epitomises and well represents the conditions of all reception centres in Sicily.
The case study selected is the CARA of Mineo. I will explain in the next chapter what a CARA is, what it
entails and how diﬀerent it is from other reception centres. The CARA of Mineo, closed by the minister of
interns (Salvini) in July 2019, has been, at its peak, the second biggest centre in Europe (after Moira camp in
Lesvos). The CARA, as most of reception centres, is located far-oﬀ from any city or town, in the countryside
of Catania, bordered only by
plantation ﬁelds. It has a long
history of maﬁa inﬁltration within the board of directors, of
prolonged abuse of asylum seeker rights, and of connivence
with illegal labour.
Moreover, its enormous size
made it uncomplicated for many
escape routes to happen. In the
ﬁrst place, due to the diﬃculty in
controlling and patrolling such a
Figure 4. The CARA. Up on the hill, Mineo. Source: my photo.

territory; lastly, the quite high
number of recipients generated

the possibility of creating a serious of services which the population demanded, as for instance the internal
market.
However, we cannot be contented with analysing the CARA since the aim is to trace the movements crisscrossing it. In fact, the distinction between an inside and outside of the CARA loses its importance. The
walls and barbed fences surrounding the centre are merely apparent and show little, if none, eﬀect in controlling and bordering the population of the CARA.
The movements performed by the inhabitants of the CARA reach the city. In this case, Catania, which
although being further then other cities surrounding the centre, it is has a direct connection to the camp
through oﬀ-licence taxies run my migrants themselves. As it will be shown, there is an apparent and a concrete distance between places which does not represent the real kilometric distance.
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In Catania, as said, I will focus on a speciﬁc neighbourhood, San Berillo, which has become a corollary of
the CARA. Located closed to the central market, full of abandoned houses, and with little control from police authorities, it has been turned in a sort of invisible ghetto.

4. Qualitative Methodology

In order to collect the data, I will employ a number of methods from social sciences.
BS has collected a tremendous amount of material on the CARA since its opening in 2008. The archive of
the association is both online, with reports from the monitoring sessions, and oﬄine, with recordings and
documents collected during the years. Some of the volunteers of BS have monitored the CARA since the
beginning, in so providing a testimony of what has happened through the years, from the violation of rights,
to the demonstration promoted by the migrants themselves. Without their data, it would impossible to obtain a clear overview of the history and story of the CARA.
During the internship, I had the opportunity to be in the front line of ﬁghting against the abuse of the
CARA, with legal support and orientation to other services (psychologist for post-traumatic syndrome, centre against abuse for women etc.). In this way, I met many inhabitants of the CARA, vulnerable or not, just
arrived or waiting there since years, who I interviewed, following semi-structured interview.
The semi-structured interview oﬀered me the possibility of directing the interview towards the topics in
which I was interested, while at the same time, letting the interviewee deciding which experience to tell and
recount. Every interview was preceded by the construction of a relation as horizontal as possible.
Of course, especially when working as a legal operator, horizontality is not always possible. Either because, I was talking from my position as operator or because migrants saw the opportunity to exploit my
position to obtain favours. For this reason, I had to select carefully which people to interview.
Besides asylum seekers living in the camp, I also interviewed many local actors engaged in the critique of
the CARA and in the support of migrants in the cities. Of extraordinary importance was the collaboration
with the Anti-racist network in Catania, which has followed migration issue in this part of Sicily since its
beginning, 30 years ago.
My main contact inside the centre — I have never obtained the authorisation to enter — was the psychological and psychiatric team of MEDU (doctors for human rights), who had a weekly appointment within the CARA, with they recipients. They provided me all the informations that migrants could not provide,
such as: number of people inside, conditions of the vulnerable people, number of people escaped from the
centre.
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Yet, semi-structured interviews showed also their ﬂaws. In fact, to interview and record people, one
needs to set an appointment in closed space, very diﬃcult to ﬁnd near the CARA — my internship was from
September to April and even in Sicily it gets very cold in winter, moreover, some people needed a chair or
something in which to sit. Besides, the constant movements of people, their working in plantation, moving
towards the cities and re-entering in the camp through the ﬂaws of security, made me realise that not everything could be recorded through a microphone.
For this reason, I decided to also adopt a more ethnographic method. I was inspired by De Martino4, a
famous Italian ethnographer who, in the ﬁfties, analysed the conditions of farmers and rural workers in the
south of Italy. He was the ﬁrst to give importance to the everyday practices performed by these individuals,
who had not received attention so far. His method, in a world still devoid of the availability of technology
that characterises the contemporary world, was to follow the workers in their daily life, mixing with them
and removing an impossible to obtain objectivity. Because, for De Martino, the ethnographer must be engaged, she cannot merely pretend not to have any passion or interest for what it is happening before her
eyes5. Ethnography must be conducted from the point of view of the engaged participant, not the disinterested spectators, as it is often thought. The eﬀort is to recognise that, in spite of the diﬀerent positions, “my
ﬁght is their ﬁght” (De Martino 1962, p. 133).
This is also what, as said in the last chapter, talking “according to the victim” means. De Martino’s eﬀort is
not to otherise the rural workers, or to have pity of them in a catholic fashion (De Martino 1962, p. 132), but
to recognise their struggle, their will of justice and not merely identifying them as the victims of the system.
The same is proposed by an anthropologist, Scheper-Hughes, who in her research on the trade of organs,
she realised that she could not merely register these data and publish them. She had to act. Through her informations, many agents of the trade were arrested6. As she claims, “in juxtaposing militancy and the ethical
[…] I wish to question two sacred cows that have prevented anthropologists from participating in the struggle: the proud, even haughty distance from political engagement and its accompanying, indeed, its justifying
ethic of moral and cultural relativism” (Scheper-Hughes 1995, p. 414).
Doubtlessly, the approach of this thesis is militant and engaged. During the internship, I have participated with migrants and political movements to demonstrations, lawsuit against various centres, and opening
4 Besides the famous black and white documentaries on the magical rituals of south Italy, the Note Lucane (1962/2002)

represents the engaged ethnography that will be adopted in this thesis.
5 In De Martino’s words (1961, p. 40): che l'oggettività per l'etnografo non consiste nel ﬁngersi sin dall'inizio della

ricerca al riparo da qualsiasi passione, col rischio di restar preda di passioni mediocri e volgari e di lasciarle inconsapevolmente operare nel discorso etnograﬁco, quasi vermi pullulanti nell'interno di un decoroso sepolcro di marmo,
ma si fonda nell'impegno di legare il proprio viaggio all'esplicito riconoscimento di una passione attuale.
6 see Nancy Scheper-Hughes, "Rotten Trade, Millennial Capitalism, Human Values and Global Justice in Organs Traf-

ﬁcking," Journal of Human Rights, vol. 2, p. 198 (2003)
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the struggle from legal opportunities. The trust that one can achieve through this method is deeper and
more profound than what could be attained through a formal and disengaged participation to the events.
However, this sort of situations did not always allow for a quick recording of the discussions. Many of the
informations here reported are informal conversations, even whispers arrived to my ears in occurrences
where a normal, structured setting could have not been able to reach. Sometimes, I had the time to write
some notes down, which however would be meaningless if transcribed as they are, and thus I will paraphrase.

III
Cara’s chronicles

1. Opening

The vicissitudes of the CARA are here presented following three direct sources. The ﬁrst is made by the internal documents relating to the CARA collected by Borderline Sicilia in these 8 years of activity of the centre — one of the associate, Elio Tozzi, even published an academic article on the CARA’s history, untranslated in English. The second
source is an inquiry made by the Italian parliament on the illegality of the centre7 . This source is of extreme importance since it contains various wiretaps belonging to the people working into the centre and it shows how criminal the
entire management of the place was. The last source comes from the anti-racist network in Catania, whose activists I
followed for most of my internship. Alfonso is a veteran of this movement. He has been monitoring migration issues
for the last thirty years and thus his knowledge was of extreme importance in letting me enter within the history of the
CARA and more generally of migration in Sicily. With Alfonso, I had long conversations about the CARA and migration in general. Most of the things addressed in this thesis have been discussed with him, given his expertise.
However, let us ﬁrst start on why the CARA was built.

7 Commissione parlamentare di inchiesta sul sistema di accoglienza: relazione sulle vicende concernenti il centro di accoglienza: (ex cara) di Mineo (ct). Retreiv-

able at: https://www.camera.it/leg17/1281?shadow_organo_parlamentare=2649&shadow_organo=102&natura=M
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After the II world war, the government of the USA started building military bases throughout the Italian territory.
This was caused by the military agreement between the two states, signed in 1951. At the moment there are about 51
military bases spread in the 20 regions of Italy.
Sicily is of great importance for the USA, given its geographical position which allows the possibility to rapidly
intervene in zones as the Middle-East and North-Africa. The base of Sigonella, in the proximity of Catania, was immediately built. It is a joint base with the Italian army, and it has supported a number of operations in the Mediterranean and the countries bordering this sea.
The Residenza degli Aranci (Residence of oranges), namely the CARA of Mineo, was built in order to host the soldiers and their family. It basically was a civil base, protected from the outside world by fences and barbed wire. Its unusual position, 8 kilometres away from the ﬁrst town (Mineo) and 40 minutes drive from Catania, was functional to
the discretion that the USA government wanted for its soldiers.
For this reason, the CARA has the aspects of a typical USA town. It consists of 400 row houses of about 140 meter

Figure 5. Another view of the CARA. It is possible to see how far and elevated Mineo is. Source: my photo.
squire each. Within, especially when it was a civil base, it was possible to ﬁnd a series of facilities and services oﬀered
to the USA population. From leisure activities, cinemas, bowling, gyms, to more concrete facilities such as medical
clinics and supermarkets. Needless to say, all these facilities were shut down in its conversion to reception centre.
The structure worked as a civil base from 2001 to 2011. The decision to shut it down and transfer all the soldiers
was prompted by the militaries given the long distance to reach the military base. In fact, in the years 2010-2011, a
twin structure was built closer to the base and all the soldiers were rapidly moved to the newer buildings.

33

The Pizzarotti, the company which had built and was renting the structure to the USA government, swiftly
searched for a new possible renter and a new usage of the centre. According to the parliamentary inquiry, the Pizzarotti, even before the USA government decided not to renew the contract, had already started a new deal with the Italian
government to turn the building from a base to a reception centre.
The negotiations could not be more timely. In the early 2010, the Arab Spring was commencing, and the Italian
government was afraid of the migrational ﬂux that could hit Italy in those years. At that time, there was only one centre, used for identiﬁcation and expulsion (C.I.E.), in Lampedusa, which is a small island closer to the Tunisian territory than to the Italian one.
In 2011, the ‘fears’ of intense movements from Maghreb regions to the southern coast of Italy became reality. Famous is the episode gone down to history as the “hill of shame” [collina della vergogna], when thousand of migrants
were host on a hill in the tents of the Italian civil protection. This occurrence probably boosted the decision towards
the creation of speciﬁc centres where to host migrants, since Lampedusa was too small to host all these people — even
now the centre for ﬁrst-reception (hotspot) can contain merely 90 people.
The Italian prime minister, at that time Silvio Berlusconi, tackled the situation by declaring the state of national
emergency, with the decree of the 12 February 20118 . Certainly, the decision to declare the national emergency now

Figure 6. Total of arrival of migrants on Italian shores. From the oﬃcial Italian site of Regions:
www.regioni.it
appears as illegitimate. The Parliamentary inquiry compares the number of people arrived during those two years of

8 Retrievable at http://www.protezionecivile.gov.it/documents/20182/0/DPCMdel1222011AﬄussocittadiniNordAfrica.pdf/91a57432-bf3d-4dcf-

b494-04f7f439e1d2
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emergency with the number of people arrived later. In comparison to the years 2015-2016, the arrival of 2011-2012
are a small percentage9 .
Thus, the biennium 2011-2012 was the beginning of the history of the CARA. CARA, in fact, means literally centre
for the reception of asylum seekers [Centro Accoglienza Richiedenti Asilo] and became operative the 20th March 2011
(Tozzi 2013, p. 3). From the beginning, the public opinion and the inhabitants of the town near the centre had diﬀerent opinions concerning the opening of the CARA.
On the one hand, a handful of people, composed by the mayors of some towns close to the centre, were contrary to
the opening since it could have not integrated people within the local communities10. Indeed, a centre far-oﬀ from any
town or city, in the middle of the countryside did not allow the possibility to eﬀectuate a real reception of people, some
of whom in a condition of vulnerability.
On the other hand, some entrepreneurs saw a possibility to boost local economy. This part of Sicily is famous for
being economically depressed and for the high rate of expatriation due to the lack of jobs. The CARA in a way or in
another was a place which could have (and indeed has) provided a high number of new jobs: operators, mediators,
cooking and cleaning services, psychologists, and doctors could have been chosen from the active population living
nearby the CARA. As it was declared and recorded by Elio Tozzi, one entrepreneur declared that this was an opportunity for the future of Mineo’s youth11. It was this last position that eventually won the debate and the CARA started
operating. The real beneﬁts were not for the about 400 people hired to operate within the centre, but for the organisation running it.

2. The CARA between political aﬀairs and demonstrations

During the ﬁrst 6 months, the centre was managed by the Italian Red Cross. In spite of the good reputation that the
Red Cross might have, the administration was, without any doubt, terrible. It run the centre through what could be
deﬁned a dependency culture, focusing merely on medical assistance. Legal informations were not furnished, there
was not a way to go to Mineo with a bus, there was no presence of linguistic and cultural mediators, even the pocket
money (the small amount of money mandatorily given to migrants) was not provided. In brief, guests were contained
within this structure, with no possibility of doing anything else than eating and sleeping. Migrants’s days were marked
by this same routine for at least six months. It would be interesting to know what the Red Cross did with the about 30
euros per migrant per day it was receiving at that time.
9 Source is the oﬃcial website of Italian regions: www.regioni.it
10 “Il modello Mineo non risponde all’idea che abbiamo consapevolmente maturato, sulla scorta dell’esperienza di eﬀettiva integrazione portata avanti nelle nos-

tre comunità. Non ci piace che almeno duemila persone vengano deportate in un luogo senza i necessari presidi e senza vere opportunità di inclusione, in una
condizione di segregazione” (Tozzi 2013, p. 3).
11 “La nostra città sembra essere irrimediabilmente destinata ad un lento declino: la quasi estinzione. Per evitare questo noi vogliamo che il “Residence della

Solidarietà” diventi un’opportunità di futuro per i giovani di Mineo” (Tozzi 2013, p. 3). Also in the parliamentary inquiry (p. 14).
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In the ﬁrst week of opening, 1595 guests were brought to the centre (Tozzi 2013, p. 4). Indeed, it is clear that a large
number of people in a remote place, without any possibility to reach other cities, need a series of services and facilities
and also a way to spend their time. The usual rhythm, the lack of information about one’s own legal situation, and the
possible psychological problems related to their stay in Libyan detention centres, caused that only in the ﬁrst four
months 7 people attempted suicide (Tozzi 2013, p. 5).
In this context, the ﬁrst demonstrations started. The guests of the centre felt that the situation could not continue
in this way and the 21st June 2011 they occupied the road connecting the CARA to Catania, creating distress for the
cars traversing the route and obtaining attention from the media. The motivations behind this demonstration were not
the conditions of the CARA because they actually did not know which rights and services they should have had by
law. The reason instead was the slowness of the commission to grant the international protection. They were all asylum seekers waiting from 6 months to a year and a half to receive the results of the protection. This slowness marked
the CARA for the entirety of its life, with people waiting even three years in the case of an appeal to a negative response.
I interviewed one of the person organising this ﬁrst demonstration, Abdel, an Eritrean who then got a refugee status and now has also published some books: “we knew that the commission in Siracusa was doing 3 people per week
[interview to get asylum protection], there were 3 thousand people of us, when we calculated in how many years the
last can get… it was 120 years! No one had the intention to die there waiting for commissione because it is not just
that we go to commission [and that’s it]. But really, it was like that and we went out demonstrating and I said “we did
not come here for the food, we want serious answers because we are not kids, we did not come to wait for commission.
[…] after two day they decided to create two commission within the CARA and problem solved”12.
Abdel, by being one of the spokesperson for asylum seeker community, also got repercussion for this demonstration. He was brought to a detention centre and hit by the police for an entire night. The doctor asked him he wanted to
ﬁle a lawsuit and when he answered yes he was brought in detention for a week so that the bruises were not visible.
One of his friend that was with him got a brain concussion and was never able to recover it.
Finally, in the October of 2011, the Italian prefecture decided to open the application for the management of the
CARA, which will be won by a consortium (“Calatino Terra di Accoglienza”) made by diﬀerent organisations and enterprises, with the red cross obtaining the organisation of the medical clinics. As the parliamentary inquiry claims (p.
16), the decision underlying the application was to favour local enterprises, with the hope of boosting the depressed
economy of the territory; many of these organisations had no prior experience in dealing with migrants. Reception in
Sicily became a business in which everyone wanted to partecipate.
This consortium of organisations started to provide some of the services thus far neglected. Besides the clinics run
by the Red Cross, a school of Italian was set up, a centre for mothers and children created, and the buses to Mineo
started running. Many linguistic and cultural mediators were hired.

12 14.04.19
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At the end of 2012, the North-Africa emergency was declared concluded. However, this did not imply the closure
of the place, but its stabilisation. In spite of some improvements for what concerns the facilities and the services offered, the structure still lacked a legal oﬃce where to address one’s own legal situation. As Landry told me while interviewed, “here the ﬁrst problem was the lack of informations”13. However, the problem was the place itself. Even if Italian was taught — not enough, according to the many people that I have met during my monitoring — there was not
the possibility to speak or even practice the language with native speakers. Their isolation was the main reason for the
failure of any linguistic and cultural integration projects. Even if they could reach Mineo, the town is a small centre,
where most of young people — it is to remember that most asylum seekers are between 17 and 30 years old — were
seeking fortune elsewhere, in bigger cities, such as Catania, or even the north of Italy. There was no actual possibility
for them to meet and integrate with Italians. I will show later how migrants organised to overcome this situation.
The fact that the application to run the CARA was overtly favouring enterprises related to the territory, started
creating doubts in various departments of justice. During the inquiry “Maﬁa Capitale”14 related to corruption and
bribing in Italian institutions, important revelations about the CARA were made. As one of the now-convicted said in
a wiretap: “Immigrants are more valuable than drugs!”15 . The speciﬁcation of the application for the CARA provided
for more than 30 euros per migrant per day. This implied that the less services were provided the more the consortium
could earn, since the daily allowance would remain the same. According to the police inquiry, the consortium was
even increasing, on paper, the number of migrants registered in the CARA, so to obtain more money. The centre became a corollary of maﬁa’s industry, which earned directly from the state and the EU, while exploiting the work of
migrants in the plantations.
The inquiry is still ongoing. At the moment, only one person has been arrested and only because he decided to plea
guilty to obtain a reduction of the punishment.
In spite of the inquiry, the CARA was not closed, but directly entrusted to two “extraordinary commissioners” . In
these years, the peak of guests was reached. From the 1500 of the beginning, the CARA arrived to host up to 4 thousands people. During the period of administration of the commissioners, the quality slowly improved. However, this
was not enough. Once again, it is to remember that even with the best intentions and even if providing more services,
the isolation of the place, its being completely removed from societal loci, would not have made a successful project.
Moreover, several problems still remained. There was no legal support, which meant that people had no idea about
how the asylum worked in Italy and which was their legal situation. Besides, the pocket money — money directly
given to migrants themselves — was given in the form of packs of cigarettes, even for minors16 . The fact that cigarettes
were given to migrants as pocket money was recorded by the parliamentary inquiry in 2016. However, in spite of the

13 13.04.19
14 https://www.borderlinesicilia.org/en/around-the-cara-of-mineo/ and https://www.borderlinesicilia.org/en/mineo-revolts-against-slow-bureaucracy/
15 The wiretap is retrievable at : http://www.tgcom24.mediaset.it/cronaca/lazio/maﬁa-capitale-le-intercettazioni-immigrati-rendono-piu-della-droga-

_2082688201402a.shtml
16 Unfortunately, the EU directive on reception provides for giving the pocket money in goods.
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parliament being informed about the situation, nothing changed. Eﬁ, a highly vulnerable person, who was mostly
blind when we met, told me: “Even they don't pay you. Like myself, instead of 5 euros they give us, they give us a pack
of cigarettes. So I just think it's not useful”17.
In these years, 2012-2013, most of the nefarious event concerning the CARA occurred.
Probably, the most famous event is the killing of two elder people in Palagonia perpetrated by an Ivorian migrant
who had left the CARA. The reasons behind the killings is still obscure. The event was of course in all national media
and became a ﬁeld of struggle for pro or anti-immigration propaganda. Certainly, this was used to claim that migrants
coming to Italy came to “rape and kill, deal drugs, and invade us” as former minister of interns, Matteo Salvini, repeatedly claimed. The problem was the ethnicity of the killer, which made the news far more important than any other
news about murders. Although tragic, the exacerbation of the discourse was a way to polarise politics in Italy, in
favour or against immigration. Indeed, still nowadays most of murders and rapes are perpetrated by white Italians, but
for the country this is the normality, when the killer is not Italian, the news immediately jumps to the ﬁrst page of
newspaper. “Italians ﬁrst”, the slogan used by the xenophobic party of Salvini, is also valid for murderers and rapist.
Less attention instead had been given to Mulue Ghirmay’s suicide in 2013. Mostly, leftist network and media described the event, by claiming the diﬃculty of living within the CARA. Even less attention has been given to the forced
prostitution happening within and outside the camp. I will discuss this while talking about the securitisation protocols
enforced in the centre, together with other nefarious events. I heard several times Alfonso recounting the day after the
the suicide:
“This gave rise to a huge protest, the biggest occurred. The 19th December, more than a thousand migrants
blocked the state road and arrived to Palagonia, where they submitted to the mayor a platform with their requests,
making a super civil pupular assembly, basically, after this case, to prevent next revolts, the central element was to
avoid that migrants could self-organise and protest. Some migrants were used as spy who could organise the
protests”18.
However, demonstrations and protests kept on happening within and outside the CARA almost every month,
mostly organised by political
movements that were gathering in front of the cara to show
solidarity.
One of the biggest occurred
on July 2018, after 7 years the
camp was open. The Spanish
movement “Carovana Abriendo Frontieras” went outside of

1713.03.19
18 14.03.19

Figure 7. The demonstration brought by “Carovana Abriendo Frontieras”. July 2108. Source: https://
abriendofronteras.net/2018/07/18/caravana-abriendo-fronteras-llega-a-catania-cara-mineononunadimeno/
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the CARA to show solidarity to the guests inside19 . The demonstration took place just after the revelations on the centre within the inquiry “maﬁa capitale” had been published. The event lasted several days where the guests and the part
of civil society occupied the main street outside the centre, playing music, dancing, and performing.
Thus, certainly, the CARA oppressed the guests with its few services, the far-oﬀ position, the impossibility of obtaining legal information, while at the same time, the guests have never stopped claiming their rights. They have never
given up in screaming their voices and making claims about what the camp was and how it should have been instead.

3. Towards the closure: Salvini’s decree.

As said, the media attention towards the events happening in the CARA exacerbated the positions on migration. The
CARA soon became trapped between two diﬀerent identities. On the one hand, for leftist movements — less so for
parties — the place could be compared to a lager. The lack of services, the continuous attempted suicides, the forced
prostitution and the exploitation in the countryside were considered indicators of the ceaseless violation of human
rights.
On the other hand, for the rightist anti-immigration parties and movements, it was a 5-star hotel — the buildings
and the facilities surely seemed beautiful enough from the outside, given that it was a former soldier base20.
Moreover, disinformation is always propulsory for this sort of discourses. One of the main claim was that migrants
were receiving 30 euros each day — while, as said, this money was given to the mangers of the centre who had to pay
for the services; only 2.5€ were provided to migrants. Even UNHCR started a campaign against fake news about mi-

19 From the ﬂier of the event: “On the occasion of the visit to Sicily of the Spanish Caravan “Opening the Borders”, we call all the Asylum seekers, both women and

man, to participate in the demonstration which will take place on Wednesday the 18th of July at 10 a.m, in front of the entrance of Cara di Mineo.
Seven years after its opening Cara of Mineo rebounds on the national news only for crimes of black news or for its delays. Just to remember only the last tragic
event: on New Year's Eve, a 26-year-old Nigerian woman, Francis Miracle, was killed by her husband. He was living in the North of Italy but present, despite having no badges, inside the building at the time the crime was committed. From the responsible authorities and the management of the camp, no admission of their
failure and nothing on issues concerning racism and segregation, denounced as such by the anti-racist associations since its opening.
The political and media debate always concerns security measures (only for the local populations not for the migrants), transparency of the management of the
camp after the “maﬁa capitale” scandal, need to continue the Cara's experience to cope with the emergency landings. Not a word spent on the condition of migrants, on the long years of waiting necessary to obtain refugee status, in rare cases in which it is obtained, on integration paths denied to thousands of asylum
seekers parked indeﬁnitely in the Cara of Mineo for the sole purpose of keeping the structure and its megabusiness alive.
The parliamentary commission of inquiry has asked for the immediate closure of the center - an emblematic case, not only because it is the largest structure in
Europe for the reception of asylum seekers, but also because represents in some way a school case of the contradictions and limitations inherent in an obviously
failing approach in the management of reception. Despite of this the Cara periodically returns to ﬁll (currently about 2500 presences), not only for the landings but
also for the eﬀect of the newcomers who at the immediate completion of the eighteenth year, they are imprisoned, often snatching them from paths already underway for schooling and social integration.
After the xenophobic and racist wave that is invading the country, as demonstrated by the recent events in Macerata, we consider the need to start a path for a
worthy reception that can not have as a model the Cara di Mineo that has generated only malfeasance, waste of public money and, above all, the suﬀering (up to
the suicide of the twenty-one Eritrean Mulue Ghirmay in December 2013) of the women and men who stayed there and who could not start a path of reconstruction of their life project.
There is an alternative to the security and segregation management of Cara di Mineo, as demonstrated also in Sicily by the growing experiences of virtuous hospitality, respectful of people and their experiences, really interested in enhancing the presence of migrants as a precious resource for the growth of local communities
and not as slaves to exploit, especially in the Caltagirone and Sicilian countryside.
No to fortress Europe- Freedom, Hurrya, libertè !”
Catanese Anti-racist Network, Caravan “Opening the Borders”
20 https://www.borderlinesicilia.org/en/the-suspension-of-existence-at-the-mineo-camp/
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grants in Italy21 claiming that they were living in luxury conditions. It was of course true that hotels were also used to
host migrants, but the conversion was made only given the economic failure of these places in the touristic sector —
as said, migration became a business in Italy; even many retirement houses turned into reception centres.
The feeling was that EU and Italian institutions preferred to spend money on migrants and refugees and not on the
poor, homeless, precarious Italians. Certainly, this was also boosted by the years of austerity imposed by EU institutions in the years following the economic crisis of 2008.
A poorer population, a lot of repressed anger, and all the fake news concerning migrants created the perfect historical conditions for the rise of xenophobic and alt-right parties. Matteo Salvini is the politician who properly exploited
the situation. As all populist leaders, he has the ability to speak to “the belly” of hungry people, providing for a perfect
scapegoat. Exactly as with Brexit, Salvini claimed that all these money spent for migrants could be used for healthcare
or to help the people that at that time had been recently hit by a strong earthquake in central Italy22 .
The Lega Nord, Salvini’s party, is born as a secessionist party which wanted the independence of the richest part of
Italy, located in the north of the country. Its propaganda has always been aimed against people from the south, considered as dirty, lazy and of course poor. For this reason this party was a minority one. Even in 2018 elections in Italy, his
party obtained merely the 18% of votes and it was already an incredible results, considering that rarely, Lega Nord had
obtained more than the 10% in general elections.
However, this swiftly changed when Luigi Di Maio, political chief of the 5 star movement (5SM), a post-ideological
party, decided to create a coalition with Salvini in order to run the Italian government. Salvini was appointed minister
of interns and his rhetoric, appealing to the most trivial instincts of Italians, started gaining popularity, to the extent of
overcoming 5SM in the polls. This newly gained popularity legitimated Salvini’s ideas about migration. In less than
two months, he promulgated a decree about immigration, called Security Decree.
In Italy, a decree is diﬀerent from a law. Laws must pass from both senate and house [camera] and then must be
accepted by the president of republic, therefore it is a quite slow process. Instead, the decree enters immediately into
force and then it must be converted into law within 60 days. In this way, the other forces of the parliament had no
chance to express any doubts on the decree.
Agamben analysed Italian emergency decrees, chronicling their usage from before Fascism. In fascist times, emergency decrees were so abused that the constitution wrote after the II world war, when Italy passed from monarchy to
republic, provided for limitations to this from of decree (Agamben 2005, p. 17). However, the constitution has been
circumvented many times, starting from the period of political terrorism, gone down to history as ‘lead years’, when
anti-terrorist decrees were promulgated (ibid., p. 18). As Agamben claims, the “law-decress [Decreto Legge]now constitute the normal form of legislation” (ibid.). The consequence is that the entire process of revision of laws made by
the parliament is no longer a pre-condition for their promulgation, but merely secondary and aimed at smoothing the
laws by taking into account the parliamentary discussion. This implies that “the democratic principle of the separation

21 https://www.unhcr.it/risorse/carta-di-roma/fact-checking/rifugiati-4-luoghi-comuni-smentire
22 “let’s help our earthquake victims [terremotati]” became one of the most famous slogan.
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of powers has today collapsed and that the executive power has in fact, at least partially, absorbed the legislation power” (ibid.).
Salvinit’s decree (now converted into law) provides for several detrimental change in the managing of migrant reception. The most discussed was the removal of the ‘humanitarian protection’ which had been the most granted protection in Italy, since it had a much more larger deﬁnition than the strict categories of the international protection —
the abrogation implies that the number of people which will not obtain any protection or that will not be able to renew
it and thus will become irregular23 will increase.
However, the most important change for what concerns the CARA is the decrease from 30/35€ to 19/24€ of the per
migrant daily allowance given to the centre. This money covers all expenses of the centre: from the pocket money given to migrants, to the salary of the doctors. This implies that many services provided with that sum of money, now
could be provided no longer.
The CARA itself was meant to boost local economy, in this way, there was no money enough to even run the centre. It could seem that Salvini did something quite good, namely to remove all that money from a business which had
never been in favour of migrants. To a certain extent, this is even true. Yet, in this way many small reception centres
run by acceptable organisations had to close, while large enterprises with enormous amount of money have continued
doing their business.
This is the case of the last manager of the CARA: Badia Grande. Badia Grande is famous within the migration
business. It run the hotspot (CPA) — ﬁrst identiﬁcation centre — of Pozzallo, the expulsion centre in Trapani (CIE)
and many other small reception centres (CAS)24 . It was a branch of the church in Trapani, but it became quite autonomous after the imprisonment of Don Librizzi, the priest running the Caritas (catholic welfare organisation) of
Trapani.
Badia Grande won the last application to run the CARA before Salvini emanated his decree. Certainly, the decrease
of the daily allowance generated the situation for which Badia Grande had to choose between maintaining the same
quality of services and reduce its net income, or close most of the services accusing the government of the cut on the
budget. Of course, it chose the latter. My internship started right before Salvini’s decree, and I have witnessed the
change in the CARA made by Badia Grande. Many guests told me that if before they were struggling to obtain basic
services, now the CARA seemed a desert. It had go back to the ﬁrst 6 months, where nothing was provided. The Italian
school stopped working, also the centre for single mother closed. In the words of Landry., a guy from Cameroon I
interviewed in that period, “after they arrived [badia grande], everything closed: the school, the buses to Catania and
Mineo, there were not diapers for children… to remove all these things… we are no slaves, we have a right to live”25.

23 It is to remember that repatriation can be done only if there are agreements of this sort with the country of origin. Only Tunisia and Nigeria have agreed to such

a deal with Italy. This implies that most migrants cannot actually be sent away from the country.
24 https://www.ilsettemezzo.com/2018/08/25/al-cara-mineo-sbarca-badia-grande-la-coop-bianca-fondata-da-don-librizzi/
25 Interview to L. recorded 28/03/2019
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Figure 8. Migrants leaving the CARA. source: Borderline Sicilia. Shot by our team during the
monitoring.

4. The closure

Salvini himself wanted to close the CARA. For the ﬁrst time ever, leftist movements were agreeing with a xenophobic
politician. Of course, the reasons and the modality were completely diﬀerent. Salvini wanted to close the CARA because it was part of his electoral campaign addressed against the corruption and connivence with maﬁa of many reception centre — and the CARA was the most apt representation of this maﬁa system. Moreover, Salvini’s idea was
that the government was spending too much money on this building, while forgetting poor Italians.
The leftist movements wanted to close the CARA for the abuses constantly happening inside and wanted the relocation of the guests in other more apt centre. Indeed, as MEDU (doctors for human rights) claimed, the CARA was
full of vulnerable people with post-traumatic stress disorder syndromes who needed a better place and speciﬁc facilities. MEDU was entering in the CARA only once a week, treating about 1000 people in their four year project26 .
MEDU has continued stressing how the isolation and the conﬁnement within the space were merely exacerbating the
syndromes, decreasing the chances of being cured.
Salvini’s decree itself aimed at closing many reception centres. In the ﬁrst place, his aim was to reduce the capacity
of the SPRAR projects, which were aimed at refugees (with status) and to vulnerable asylum seekers. Moreover, the

26 From the interview to Peppe Cannella (psychiatrist of MEDU) recorded in March 2019.
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intention was to increase the number of CAS, which was meant to address the reception situation during high-rates
migrant ﬂuxes. The CAS is an emergency and exceptional misure which is now becoming the norm27 .
The closure of CARAs started in Rome, with the closure of the CARA of Castelnuovo di Porto, on January 22nd

Figure 9. Migrants leaving the CARA. Source: Borderline Sicilia. Shot by our team during the
monitoring.

2019 — 4 months after the emanation of the decree. This closure was negatively received by the public opinion which
compared it to a deportation: the Castelnuovo CARA was almost full and media were replete with images of migrants
left in the street without a place where to go.
In order to avoid the same mistake, Salvini decided to transfer some guest of the Mineo CARA every week. Every
Friday, from February to July, around 100 migrants were moved from the centre. Not all of them were ending homeless: some had a protection which implied their being transferred in other centres, others had family member around
Italy and, with the help of the local population, they were able to reach them. Yet, many ended up in the streets of
Catania without any shelter — in a later chapter I will address the problem of homelessness in Catania. The CARA

27 During my monitoring, I had the opportunity to see many CAS. Most of them are within the countryside, far from cities. The reduced number of guests actually

help the possibility of being exploited. In fact, the reason why the CARA was always on the Media was the high number of guests and the easy to locate the place.
CAS are mostly unknown and diﬃcult to ﬁnd.
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even refused to let MEDU enter in the camp after March28, so MEDU provided to us and the anti-racist network a list
of vulnerable people, who we found and provided solidarity-reception in houses, churches, and dorms.
The situation in Catania was not easy at all. Dorms were all replete with people and it was almost impossible to ﬁnd
a place where to sleep. For this reason, many movements constituted a solidarity network, even one employee of the
CARA decided to host people in his B&B in a small town next to Mineo29 .
The population of the CARA amounted to around 1500 guests in January. Salvini wanted to close it with minor
repercussions and kept on transferring people for at least 5 months. He even visited the CARA a couple of times, to
support alt-right movements and calm the local population about the loss of jobs that the closing of the CARA would
have implies. Moreover, Badia Grande, the association managing the camp, was not making so much money anymore.
Indeed, the decrease of the daily allowance from 30 to 19/24 euros meant that Badia Grande was on the verge of closing the centre by itself, since that money was not considered enough to continue the project and especially to enrich
the managers.
Every Friday, as said, a list was putting out containing the name of the people who had to leave the CARA the same
day. This implied that many people, not knowing when they would have been transferred, had already packed their
stuﬀ in order to leave as soon as their name compared on the list. This meant that hundreds of guests lived the last
months of their stay within the camp with packed-up luggages, in a condition of precariousness, just awaiting for the
day when they would have to leave the camp. It is redundant to say how much this uncertainty was aﬀecting the
guests, especially those without protection, whose destiny was completely unknown.
In all this chaos, a new demonstration occurred. This was neither organised by movements nor by the guests
themselves. The CARA was giving jobs to many people living in the nearby area. One of the worker union, the CGIL,
started organising meetings and public assembly to address the unemployment problem created by the closure of the
CARA. Alfonso and the anti-racist network were of course against any sort of claim aﬃrming that the CARA should
not be closed. For them, the problem was that the CARA should have not be opened in the ﬁrst place and that working for it meant to support the atrocities perpetrated in the center. The slogan of the protest was “closing the CARA
costs us a lot [la chiusura del cara ci costa cara]”. Although leftist movements generally stand by the side of workers, in
this case, they could not; for them it was a problem of conscience since all the money workers were earning was made
on the skin of migrants.
Nothing could stop the closure. Neither Salvini nor the managers of the centre wanted the CARA to still be open
and thus the closure happened in the beginning of July 201930. Several migrants were moved the last CARA open in
Italy, in Capo Rizzuto (Calabria), many others were brought in other centres or became homeless.

28 https://www.facebook.com/MEDUonlus/posts/10157087408479817
29 He constituted a movement called “no one is illegal” and through donations they were able to host 8 unaccompanied minors for more then six months.
30 https://www.borderlinesicilia.org/cara-di-mineo-dopo-otto-anni-chiude-il-ghetto-voluto-dalla-lega/
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IV

Living in the CARA
In the last chapter I recounted the history of the CARA from its opening to the closure. As seen, the CARA’s life has
been marked by the lack of services, the corruption of the managers, and the constant demonstrations. Although it
might seem that the CARA was a prison-like place, and indeed to a certain extent it was, in this chapter I want to emphasise the ways through which migrants have overcome most of the critical issues of the center. I will start from the
securitisation of the camp, which will let the reader understand how ambiguous was the relation between police, the
centre, and the migrants. After that, I will focus on the real escape routes used by migrant to shape the space of the
CARA, and overcome problems.

1) the securitisation protocols.
The CARA was highly securitised. Police and even the army was all around the camp, which was also bordered by
3-meters tall fences. Given its size, the center hosted a police station within. Although it was supposed to help migrants with renewal of documents or problem arising within the camp, their work was mostly to patrol the streets and
intervene only in cases of ﬁght.
Moreover, during my daily monitoring of the outside of the centre, sometimes I got asked what to do in case of lost
documents. Of course, the ﬁrst thing to do is to report to the police which has to ﬁll in a document necessary to obtain
a new copy of the lost document. However, many times I was reported that the police within the camp was not ﬁlling
any sort of documents, declaring that it was not their task. In these cases, people were forced to go to Catania just to
ﬁll this sort of documents — Of course they could have gone to Mineo, but the buses bringing to Mineo were merely
for oﬃcial occurrences, such as Italian curses or driving school, not for private issues.
The police was also controlling the entrance of the CARA. In order to enter, it was needed a badge. The badge had
to assure that the person was actually a guest from the camp. However, not only, as already explained, more badges
than needed had been issued to obtain more money from the state, but the entire task of veriﬁcation was completely
useless since the badge did not contain any photo of the guest. Alfonso reports that in the market of Catania, people
could rent or buy badges from other people no longer living in the camp. I had no way to verify this information since
during the period that I was monitoring the camp, the most used way to enter ‘illegally’ in the camp was merely jump-
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ing oﬀ the fences. During my stay, I have witnessed many jumping oﬀ the fences. People were even able to throw their
bike outside the camp, then themselves. Of course, if these people had the badge they would have no need to jump the
fences to go outside the camp. This implies that even if we have the oﬃcial number of people within the centre, these
numbers refer to the guests who actually had a badge, while the number of people living in the camp without being
real guests is completely unknown.
For this reason, I started wondering what was the real task of this deployment of police and soldiers and thus I
started monitoring their movements. The army had two military post located outside of the camp. The ﬁrst was in
front of the entrance. There, they even had a civil tank, namely a
normal tank but deprived of the canon. The reason why they needed such a vehicle is completely obscure. In spite of having the army
in front of the entrance, their surveillance of the ingresses was useless. Just ﬁve-six meters after the military post, people were jumping oﬀ the fences, contracting with Italians for jobs (probably illegally) and it was full of sex workers (mostly forced). Sometimes, I
have seen the army moving around, but most of the times was to
block the road behind the CARA, where the anti-racist network
and us, volunteers of Borderline Sicilia, were going to check the

Figure 11. Civil tank at the CARA.
source: Borderline Sicilia. Shot by our

status of the fence. In fact, it was clearly visibile that in that small
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Figure 10. Map of the CARA. Source: my work.

road next to the CARA the fence was completely gone.
The other military post was located in the main road connecting to Catania, their positioning there was completely
useless to patrol the center, since what they could see was merely the road. Of course, besides cars, many migrants
were passing with their bikes, mostly coming back or going to work in plantations, but there was no way they could
intercept these movements.
To understand how ineﬀective the control of the camp was, it is enough to recount a single tragic event. The New
year’s eve of 2018. A young Nigerian woman, Francis Miracle, was found dead in her house in the CARA by her two
kids. The murderer was her former husband, which at the time of the killing was actually a guest of a reception center
in the north of Italy31. Alfonso reconstructed meticulously the vicissitudes of that occurrence. The former husband
had come from his reception center back to Catania, where he was living before. He spent new year’s eve within the
camp, and just at the ﬁrst morning light of the new year, he killed his wife. Certainly, he did not have a badge to enter
within the CARA, but the fact that the day after he was able to take the oﬃcial bus running from within the center to
Catania might let us think that he did retrieve a badge — it was necessary to show the badge to enter in the bus. He
was found in a money transfer shop where he was trying to receive money to escape, probably abroad.
This event shows how little control there was within the center and to which extent the securitisation protocols
adopted in the camp were a complete failure. In the theoretical chapter, I criticised a hasty reading of Foucault’s
panopticon, where the invisibility of power and control is a deterrent towards any sort of actions the inmate could
even think. Here we see why this interpretation is doomed to fail when applied to modern reception center. The power
here is fully visible, everyone knows where the solders are, which are their movements. The real invisibility belongs to
the movement of people, which circumvent the securitisation protocols. A new Foucauldian statement would be:
where there is visibility of power, there is invisibility of movement breaking the chain of control.
However, to a certain extent, it could even be claimed that soldiers were aware of many of this control circumvention, besides the fact that people were basically jumping oﬀ the fences before their eyes, it is impossible not to notice
the amount of prostitution and illegal work within and outside the CARA. They were probably asked not to intervene.
So what was their actual role there?
In this case, it is impossible not to agree with Buonﬁno (2004), when readapting Didier Bigo’s post 09/11 observation, claims “proliferation of border controls, the repression of foreigners and so on, has less to do with protection
than with a political attempt to reassure certain segments of the electorate longing for evidence of concrete measures
taken to ensure safe” (p. 23). This is obvious when looking at the events occurred in the CARA. Not only the securitisation was no able to make a safe place the CARA itself (as the Miracle’s omicide testiﬁes), not only it was not a safe
place outside (as the omicide of the old couple), but it was not even able to control what it was appointed to: the
movement of people, the demonstrations that took place, the illegality of plantation work, the forced prostitution. Not
to mention all the critical issued presented in the CARA, as the fact that minors were receiving cigarettes as pocket

http://www.ansa.it/sicilia/notizie/2018/01/02/omicidio-in-cara-mineovittima-nigeriana_17894488-22ad-4f27-9f8b-4249de2ddd31.html
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money. They had no real role there, they had just to be there, their mere non-active presence was the only task they
had. And it was done only insofar as their presence would have made local people (who really had no reason to pass
by that road if not to ‘buy’ services such as irregular labour or sexual services) feel safer.
And this is, again in a Foucauldian fashion, the limit and condition of possibility of all the movements happening
in the CARA. Without the porosity of securitisation, the fact that in-between army patrolling everything could and
has happened, the CARA probably would have been more similar to a Panopticon-like prison. Instead, as will be
shown, the CARA was a society exactly as the one in which we dwell, and exactly as murders, illegal labour, prostitution is perpetrated in our society in spite of police (if not, before their eyes), this was happening in the CARA. For this
reason, we might claim that the CARA is a state of exception, only if we take the broader meaning of it. Namely, a definition embracing all civil democracies.

2) Shaping the space
The porosity of securitisation protocols bring this research to its core. The escape routes we deﬁned in the ﬁrst chapter
are possible only insofar as they insinuates in-between the pores of securitisation. Of course, this does not imply that
even in a possible panopticon-like reception centre, movements and escape routes would not be possibile. There
would be a more eﬃcient, more hidden and surely diﬀerent way of circumventing the securitisation. However, the way
in which the CARA guests had the possibility of completely shaping the space is only possible due to this porosity.
One of the sentences to which I repeatedly listened (and that I have also recorded in some occasions) is “where
there is a problem, I need to ﬁnd a solution”. This sentence ﬁtted very diﬀerent context, from the lack of legal information, the shortage of money, and scarcity of goods within the center. This shows to which extent the guests were not
ready to give up their rights, especially after all they had undergone in their voyage to reach the Italian shores.
According to the methodology of this thesis, I am looking for the movements of de/reterritorialisation happening
in the camp, which shape and modify the space according to the needs and desires of the guests themselves. The ﬁrst
and foremost reshaping of the CARA is the huge bazar which turned the row-houses into shops. In this sense, the
former USA civil base for soldiers turns into an African village, with its colours, smells, and products.
The open air market spread out in all the internal roads of the CARA. It was a mixture of a typical European ﬂea
market, with secondhand clothes, old and more recent technologies, and some sort furnitures, and a classic African
bazar, with colourful textiles, goods hanging on ropes or laying down on a carpet.
Paradoxically, the market started through cigarettes. Not in the sense that cigarette were sold within the market,
but that the money necessary to buy the goods and bring them within the camp was achieved through the illegal sale
of cigarettes in Catania. As already said, the ‘migrant salary’ which must be obligatory given to the guests of any reception center was provided in the form of packs of cigarettes. Of course cigarettes are useless to buy any sort of goods in
Italian shops, so they ﬁrst had to be turned into real currency. Especially, there is one famous ﬂea market in Catania
famous for hosting illegal and stolen commodities, the Mercato delle Pulci, most often referred to as the ‘gypsy market’.

48

There, not only it was possible to buy very
diﬀerent kinds of commodities and goods,
but it was also a good place were to re-sell
products. As Eric shows: “at the end of the
month you take 10 packets of cigarettes, I
don’t know if the value is 115 euros. You are
obliged to resell them. You resell and you
have 45 euros, but they tell us they give us
115 euros”32 .
The second important market in Catania for
asylum seekers is La Fera. Located in the
Figure 12. The Bazar. Source: Coordinamento consiglieri
del Calatino: https://www.google.com/imgres?
imgurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ilpopulista.it%2Fresizer%

heart of the city, it was the most popular
place where to settle for the ﬁrst wave of
migration to Italy, started 25 years ago. For
this reason, the inhabitants of the neigh-

bourhood are mostly former migrants, now citizens, who run ethnic shops importing goods from various parts of the
worlds. Especially, Bangladesh and Senegalese community are the ones counting more members and shops. Thus,
while the Mercato delle Pulci was the place where to ﬁnd goods such as TV, fridges and so on, while La fera was used
to ﬁnd typical African or middle east products, from food to traditional clothes.
In the CARA, the slow turnover of people made possible for people to settle and run shops — the average staying
was from a year and half to three years — while allowing for social mobility. People who arrived later and found shops
run by other migrants, have taken over entire shops and the goods as soon as their former owner had ﬁnished their
reception.
In particular, some people pointed me out who was the biggest entrepreneur of the CARA, a 30 years old Syrian
who had slowly starting managing many shops inside. Some of the people to whom I asked this information did not
want to directly saying his name or have any kind of recording. The reason for this fear was that the maﬁa system was
overtly running the entire camp.
They even recounted me how the allocation of houses worked. The managers decided that democracy had to be
the rule and that the ethnic communities could assign houses according to their needs. This implied that the allocation of houses was in fact managed by the power relations. As media have many times reported, the Nigerian maﬁa
inhabited in the CARA. They might allocate themselves entire 140 meter-squire apartment, while letting 10 other fellow Nigerian sleep in a just a room of another apartment. This was also conﬁrmed by Alfonso from the anti-racist
network, who has public denounced the problem for years, as he said: “the director of the CARA, when we were inspecting the centre, for 3-4 years with LasciateCIEntrare, basically, said that for democracy, they let the migrant
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choose the houses depending on ethnicity, acquaintances, and so on. The result was that in some areas […] the average of migrants was 20/25 in a house, with only one bathroom, sleeping 4 people per room, while there were other
houses where there was just one family, close to the managers of the CARA, they had diﬀerent privileges”33.
However, there are diﬃculties in demonstrating such a claim. In the ﬁrst place, it is almost impossible to enter
within the center for media and associations; secondly, even when inspection were eﬀectuated, the size of place did
not allow for a thorough scrutiny of the houses, and the path was showed by people of the organisation running the
center; thirdly, the fear for the Nigerian maﬁa was so spread across the population that it was complicated to get some
recording of the situation.
As it is possible to see, the same societal patterns occurring in classic societies, and more speciﬁcally in Sicily, occur within the camp. On the one hand, the unequal redistribution of welfare: more well-oﬀ guests had more opportunity to invest in goods and sell them, and had better house allocation; on the other hand, the entire concept of maﬁa,
as unfortunately known, is a typical Sicilian product exported all around the world and the CARA community has
perfectly integrated, adopting costumes and tradition of the local population.
In this sense, it is possible to ﬁnd the same triad highlighted by Lefebvre in his analysis of societal space (p. 33). In
the ﬁrst place, the spacial practices, namely all the social and cultural practices which produce the topological space of
a society. Guests were going to work (albeit illegally), opening shops, practicing religion, playing football in a pitch.
Assuring the continuous production and reproduction of a societal space.
Secondly, the representation of space, namely the production of the order categorising the spacial practices. This
on the one hand, intersects the camp as a proper reception center, with the taxonomy of guests according to their legal
status, the procedure of identiﬁcation (badges, medical screening, and personal dossier), and the institutional services
supposed to help with integration; on the other hand, the representation of space of the CARA qua micro-society, the
division in ethnic communities, the reproduction of the dichotomy wealthy-poor, the unequal allocation of space
linked to the presence of organised criminality.
Thirdly, the representational space, made of symbolic objects, working in underground networks. Even here, it is a
double layer, one representing the space as reception center, and the other as society. The reception center itself is replete with symbolic meanings which the guests themselves are able to decipher. Its location as a way to express their
not being desired in the Italian society, implied also by the continuous rejection of their requests international protection. On the other hand, the symbolism within the CARA qua society: religious rites, demonstrations emerging from
the underground, able to interrupt the categorial production of space, and parties and joyous celebrations.
In this sense, it is impossible not to see how much societal pattern were present in the CARA. The mere placing
them in a far-oﬀ place, fenced and securitised, does not imply that their movements will still be able to circumvent the
the remoteness of the location. The CARA turned into a vibrant city, which in spite of the eﬀorts made by the institutions to contain it, it still was in a relation with its surrounding.
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Of course, we are not here describing an idyllic environment where life goes smoothly and gently. There, lives were
marked by abuses and their rights were not respected. Moreover, the presence of criminality, controlling prostitution
and house assignment made life within the CARA very diﬃcult. However, we are showing that within the center, the
same patterns of society were represented. Not only, but the CARA itself was undergoing a transformation, a becoming something diﬀerent from a reception center.
For this reason, the guests cannot be considered victims, at least in the usual sense of the word. For some, the
CARA was the beginning of their careers as entrepreneurs, even it had to be achieved by exploiting others. Here we
see what Laruelle means by victim in itself. It is a full spectrum not limited by our solidarity perspective. They achieve
and perform actions which range from solidarity to oppression in order to escape their situation as asylum seekers
contained in a camp outside of society.

3) Movements of de/reterritorialisation and becomings
1.Transforming the space

In 2015, Salvini decided to spend one day in the CARA and also to sleep there. It was when he still was not as popular
as now, but right after he became the leader of his party. His rhetoric addressed the speculation behind the reception
of migrants, showing how much money were spent on an average day on the center. There are videos and live facebook streaming about him walking, talking, and sleeping in the CARA. He was accusing the camp of letting people
have these open air shops, about televisions and new smartphones, and complained about the houses having air conditioning and satellites.
At ﬁrst, I was not surprised that the houses had this sort of facilities inside, in the end it was anyway a former USA
civil base and thus it had to provide speciﬁc facilities within houses. While it is understandable why air conditioning
was present in the houses, most Sicilian houses have no heater systems and thus AC is the only way to warm the house
during winter, satellites left me perplexed. It could of course be that they were a USA leftover, but surely they have
some values, even if second-hand, and no EU directives states that cable tv must be provided.
For this reason, when I arrived, a couple of years later, in the CARA I started asking around about all these satellites popping up from houses. The answer shocked me, as I was not still capable to see to which extent the guest
agency was able to overcome problems and obtain what they needed. The satellites were a service oﬀered to the population of the CARA by the migrants themselves. In the years, they were able to ﬁnd literally thousands of satellites
(some houses have more than one) and connecting them to watch free cable tv.
The ﬁrst time I asked, the guy answered me very proudly. It was not question many legal operators as myself had
posed. L. told me that within the CARA there were people selling and setting them up, connecting to public cable
channels, which implied the possibility of watching African channels.
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There is a very speciﬁc Italian complain against migrants which is that they are picky, that they want wi-ﬁ, new
smartphone and televisions. However, if one just stops a moment lingering on the why they believe these things to be
essential for their staying in camps, the answer is blatantly evident. It is a question of connecting to their former land,
their families, to stay update to what is happening in their country or even just to have the possibility to watch something in their own speciﬁc local language — not the colonial ones.
Wi-ﬁ and smartphones are indeed necessary for long distance calls, to let the families know that indeed one is alive
and well, that the trip to Europe has ﬁnally ended and they are not, as many others, in the bottom of the sea. Televisions are also important, watching local news, being able to gather with some other friends to watch local or international sport is what really makes a house a home. Salvini could have been maybe right that the management of
the CARA was criminal, but he was pointing out the wrong elements. The complain should address the lack on control on illegal work, the omnipresent prostitution, not that they had shops or televisions.
We see how subjectivity shapes and produces the space. The CARA was passing from being a civil base to a reception centre, and now it was becoming something completely diﬀerent. A town with up to 4 thousand people, with its
shops and services, intersection of people and community, and with its struggles and celebrations.
Not only, this shows also to which extent the agency of these people relocated in the middle of nothing, in one of
the most economically poor zones of the European Union, could emerge and completely dissecting the articulation of
power which had transferred them there with the hope of containing movements. To set up satellites, one needs to
have a satellite, the satellite dish, a receiver and the tuner. Then, the dish must be set up according to the signal
through a tuner to ﬁne-tune and ﬁx the the horizontal axes of the satellite. This implies that to obtain a clear signal
from a satellite, there is need of tools and some competences. Moreover, it shows to which extent people had the opportunity to transfer all this technology from inhabited centres, namely Catania, to the camp.
Here, it is possible to see a movement of deterritorialisation of the camp, which restructures the essence of the center, making it becoming something diﬀerent from itself. The reception centre moves from its being a containment
camp to become a small society, it is deterritorialised from its asylum scope.
There is of course a movement of reterritorialisation which is not only made by the goods brought to the centre. It
implies the possibility itself of restructuring the space, of bringing Africa within Italy, even with televisions and foreign channels. The camp changes in nature, if it was made to provide merely assistance and a bed to the guests, it was
later possible to ﬁnd whatever one needed. In this sense, the movement of people dissects the camp, intersecting the
movements of goods and culture, which transform the space, making it another space.
From the point of view of subjectivities, it is possible to see their not being mere victims asking for assistance. They
requests a whole series of services and goods which might seem preposterous to Italian and EU institutions. However,
these are fundamental to their stay in a reception centre or even in Italy. As said, wi-ﬁ and television are a way to connect to their country of origin. Even because, as the psychiatrist from MEDU declares, the lack of all these facilities
continues to make them feel imprisoned, and the memories of Libyan detention centres are more diﬃcult to overcome.
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Laruelle’s spectrum of what a victim entails seems to be more apt to descrive their needs and desires. While all
these requests might end up claiming their being picky and not really thankful for Italian reception, what I am highlighting is that all these services are not only essential elements of the daily life, as for anybody else, but also they are
even necessary for their wellbeing.

2. Organising the movement

I have pointed out that the porosity of securitisation control allowed for the movement to be eﬀective in its restructuring the space and producing a new one, but how is this movement produced?
Certainly, there was no way to use the institutional buses to move all these goods from the markets to the camp,
and even if buses were actually that frequent to be functional to these movements, they would have stopped the goods
when arriving in the centre. Migrants set up what could be considered a delocalised station. While, within the CARA,
there was a bus station for authorised trips, outside the CARA, eight hundred meters from the oﬃcial gate, a new service of transportation was arising. It was mostly formed by former CARA residents who had now obtained a protection in Italy and with some money they were able to buy a second hand car or van. When walking outside the CARA,
you can stumble upon a queue of people waiting in line with bags and luggages waiting in front of a line of vans and
cars: it seemed a small station of a small town.
The phenomenon has been stigmatised from both leftist and right-wing movements, called abusive taxies or even
ethnic taxies. For Alfonso, it is part of the “war of the poor against the poor”, where migrants exploit other migrants.
At the beginning, I thought the same since we knew that the price was 5 euros per way. For this reason, being condemned by all the parts, they were not really keen to talk to white European people, being afraid we were going to denounce them to police.
However, I soon realised that the taxies were a fundamental service for the guests of the CARA and many times to
reach the lawyer of my organisation, I asked guests to use this servece. In one of the interview i recorded this was blatantly expressed by many guests of the CARA, as Landry, who told me: “I’ll tell the truth, I know this transportation is
abusive, but if this wasn’t here, how can we go to all the places we have to go? For us it’s okay since we can go to Catania to buy stuﬀ, see friends, we don’t have to stay in a place like a prison.”34
Also Eﬁ told me the same: “If you want to go to the city, you have no access to the bus, like... the bus... the bus center be like... there is no bus center here, you see, if you want to go to the city now, you have to wait for here for hours
before... You will not... even the bus. Fellow African people that come here, they would give help, to take you to Cata-
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nia. I f they were not giving help to us, I wouldn't be able to go to the city. No. This people that come here, they help
us, but I know that there is no other means for us to go to the city.”35
I even made a calculation. I was always going from Catania to the CARA by car, the route is more than 50 km and
with a normal gas car can cost up to 15 euros of gas. These taxies were asking 5 euros each person, with the possibility
of bringing huge bags and luggages. Even if taking 5 people, the amount is enough to pay the gas and earn something
like 5-6 euros per hour and most probably this was their only job. Considering the maintenance of cars (which were
very old), the rent of their house, and the cost of living, I realised that not only they were providing a basic and fundamental service for the guests, but also a fair cost of the fare. There was no exploitation before my eyes, the only ones
thinking so were the too much left oriented movements, for whom solidarity should not have a price. But again, this is
an escape route, a way to circumvent the power that wants these people not to move, and to be contained, and it is also
an escape routes for these former guests who were helping these people while getting the minimum necessary for their
survival.
The route, as in a normale bus service, had a ﬁxed starting point and end stop. It was stopping in the squire right
before the market of Catania, in the city center (a fera). In this way, it was not only possible to reach the market to buy
commodities, but also to reach all the other services provided for immigrants: legal oﬃces, unemployment centres,
medical clinics, and charity centres. It implemented a facility lacking in the camp, while providing new jobs for former
guests.
The stigmatisation of the phenomenon did not allow me to obtain an interview with any of these taxi drivers, I just
exchanged few informal conversation where I learnt the price and the routes. They were afraid, but at the same time
proud of what they were doing. It was a normal job, far from the exploitation in the country side and less problematic
than selling drugs (a path many migrants are forced to take).
Here, it is possible to see the diﬀerence between the victimisation approach, the autonomy of migration, and the
victim-in-itself proposed by Laruelle. From an institutional point of view, victims do not need to move towards Catania, what they need is merely assistance, and the rest is superﬂuous. Not only, but, the condemnation of the phenomenon of unauthorised taxies reﬂects the impossibility of conceiving the solidarity, behind the autonomous movements of migrants, as also aimed at personal earning. And in this way, the autonomy ends up backing up the victimising approach, because these drivers are exploiting people of their kind, who still have not fully gained personal autonomy. It is obvious that autonomy of migration still declare the world as divided binary into good and bad. The drivers
are evil in their demand for so much money, while the good poor victims living in the camp have no other choices
than use this service.
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3. Aﬀecting Subjectivities

One of the complain that I heard the most was about food within the CARA. This was also part of the lack fo services
imposed to the guests in order for the organisation to earn more money. The less you spend for them, the more you
can rake in. This complain was condemned by most Italians, they could not understand why these people were rejecting the food, for the ever-green belief that they are poor victims and poor victims take whatever you provide them;
this was the same attack towards those who asked for wi-ﬁ.
What was in the daily menu that really made the guests complain about it? The problem is that there was no variety. Most of complains were directed towards pasta, omnipresent in Italian cuisine, but not really appreciated by
Africans. The problem was not even pasta itself, but more the fact that pasta was on their table 5 times per week, mostly with inexistent sauce, and overcooked. Sometimes rice was in the menu, but even with rice, guests were not happy,
since it was really hard, namely undercooked and most times plain white rice. I always wonder what Italians would say
if received in Germany, they would be forced to eat curry wurst all the days.
Eric, a well-educated guy from Ivory coast, told me that they were taken the food from the canteen and then giving
it to dogs. He had adopted more than ﬁve dogs, who he was feeding with the food provided in the CARA. He sent me
pictures and videos of his dogs eating pasta and rice.
Eric is a middle-age male, who had previously worked in the touristic sector as a guide and driver. He had to ﬂee
the country due to the turmoil occurred in Ivory coast in 2011, ﬁrst to Mali, then to Libya, where he was kept detained
and undergone tortures for years. When I met him, he was in the CARA of Mineo waiting for his appeal against the
negative answer towards his request for international protection. He was a calm man, who had done everything to
integrate, Italian classes, an IT course, and had even a gardening certiﬁcate: he was not the riotous young squeamish
man who complains about food. Yet, he was giving his ration to dogs.
In which part of the spectrum would he be, in we had not adopted a framework which does not include all the speciﬁc case in a generic deﬁnition of victim? He is an ambiguous subject for the victimisation approach, surely a victim
who does not need assistance so ungrateful for what he receives. Yet, as shown with wi-ﬁ and television, food is also a
basic necessity of life, which changes the way one perceives one’s own wellness. A prison gives white pasta and rice to
its inmates, in a house one can cook and is free to chose whatever, and that is what they were doing.
I asked Eric where he was buying food, and told me that I had to meet Paolo. I had never encountered Paolo because we were going outside the CARA at diﬀerent times. Once I waited until after the sunset (it was spring, so around
7) and a small white van appeared in the street connecting Mineo to the camp. Paolo was an Italian seller, who was
buying products in wholesales and then selling to small old villages which had few services and every other day he was
also staying for a couple of hours in front of the CARA. He was there, waiting for people to come back with their bikes
from the work in plantation, selling vegetables, rice, soft drinks, biscuits, and all the products one can ﬁnd in a small
supermarket.
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Figure 13. Map of the CARA with movements. Source: my work.
I stayed with him for one day, following him on his job. I recorded part of the conversation between me and him
during that day. He was not agreeing with Salvini, he knew these people and they were not violent as he was describing them. For them, they were persons, costumers, and to a certain extent friends, sometimes called ‘granny’ or ‘uncle’.
Everyone had his number and they were calling him, at the phone, asking when he would have been there, if he ﬁnally
was bringing onions (there was a scarcity of them during one period) and why he had started making them pay plastic
bags. Even people who did not live in the camp, but in the adjacent territory were coming to buy from his shop.
Communication between migrants and Paolo was really interesting. While I was mostly communicating in English
and French, they were using Italian. Or better a new language, made of all diﬀerent languages. Of course, some of
them did not know all the terms in Italian, and year after year, Paolo had learned a whole series of words in all languages.
Sometimes, when he did not know which language the person was comfortable with, or when he himself did not
know the terms, he was nonchalantly passing from English to French to Italian in the same sentence. At some point, I
recorded him saying “guadagnare un euro, io ﬁfty cents, n’y pas d’argent” while explaining why plastic bags were more
expensive now.
Paolo was an example of what it means to live in the border. In a border where cultures, languages, and people are
mixed and he was aﬀected by this cultural exchange which shaped his subjectivity. Also his subjectivity was undergone a de/reterritorialisation movement, where he was brought to a diﬀerent land, speaking diﬀerent languages.
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V

Exploitation, Criminality and Escape Routes
1) Caporalato

1.

Background information on Caporalato.

The exploitation within plantation is not a new phenomenon arising with the last migrational ﬂux. Also the recruitment of illegal labour through mediators is an old phenomenon that can be dated to 17th century, when agriculture
started passing from a more feudal system to the capitalistic one (Perrotta 2014, p. 3). The task of mediators is to recruit people, organise their movements towards the ﬁeld, and pay them subtracting their part for the service. For this
reason, the ﬁgure of the mediator (as called in Italy, caporale) has always been seen as a slave driver and the people
recruited as victims of this system.
As Perrotta (ibid., p. 1) claims, the lack of analysis, at least from an institutional level, has generated a number of
claims aﬃrming that the phenomenon is led by maﬁa36 , and mediators are seen as violent criminals. Certainly, there is
a degree of exploitation occurring in the mediation. Borderline Sicilia organised a conference on the topic, inviting
academics, minister oﬃcials, and journalist, to discuss about the issue37.
According to Antonello Mangano, who has monitored the south of Italy, following the food-chain from the exploitation in the ﬁeld to multinationals such as Coca-Cola, the caporale is “mostly the same nationality or ethnicity of
the workers” which implies an easier construction of horizontal relations, where the worker feels helped by a samenational individual, rather then being hired by an Italian. In this sense, Italians, in the ﬁrst place, never expose themselves, and by using mediators, “they overcome the problems of trust and language”.

As the report Agromafie e caporalato,from “l’Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto” made by the union
organisation Flai-Cgil, in 2012, claims.
36

The quotations of Mangano, Omizzolo, and Trapani procurator are taken from the transcription
of the conference organised by Borderline Sicilia.
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However, as Omizzolo explains38, the caporale is not providing jobs that respect any possible kind of decency.
Workers stay in the ﬁeld for even 14 hours per day, with a daily salary of 25 euros. Moreover the workers realise only
later that the caporale has slightly more rights than theirs: Caporali can go to the bathroom and have lunch breaks,
while workers cannot move from the place where they are, whatever need they might have. Of course, as Omizzolo
claims this condition “cancels the dignity of these people”.
The remoteness of reception camps and their proximity to the ﬁelds are functional to this system. Migrants can use
their bike to reach the plantations, and are recruited directly inside the centre or in small rest areas in the road. When
taking into account the CARA, it is obvious how easier for the guests it was to ﬁnd a job in plantations rather than
daily going to one of the nearby cities. The CARA itself became a huge employment centre for local enterprises working in agriculture. Bikes started moving at the morning lights, reaching the designated area, just some kilometres away
from the centre. There, there were cars with caporali who were recruiting for the day and then guiding them through
the way to reach the ﬁeld. At the end of the day, they were receiving the daily salary and possibly hoping to ﬁnd Paolo
on their way home, to buy some food.
De Genova (2012)’s framework ﬁts well this situation. In the CARA, and more generally in south-Italy reception
centres, there is a dialectic of inclusion/exclusion The exclusion from cities, the reclusion from society, performed by
locating the centres in remote, rural, and highly agricultural places, mark their inclusion into this form of irregular
labour. This distance creates also an eﬀect of invisibility for which it is possible to exploit these workers, with no or
underpaid contracts and inhuman working condition, without any control or possibility to denounce the situation.
The porosity of securitisation protocols is another gear of the system. Inexistent control on the movements the
CARA, on the people approaching by, is on the one hand emancipatory, because many of the escape routes described
in this thesis would not be possible without this essential freedom overcoming the securitisation, on the other hand,
this same phenomenon marks the possibility of being recruited within or outside the camp, and no control on human
rights is assured. As Alfonso said: “another issue is the exploitation by the caporali, during the agricultural season,
namely from November to March. For 10 years, the average salary was 25 euros per day for 10 hours of work. In the
last years, it has decreased, because caporali come and take migrants here, the daily pay is around 15 euros per day, in
some situation even 10. […] The biggest issue is that this is a hyper-militarised zone, we have here the army, horse
police, carabinieri, we just miss forestal guards [joking], but no one realises that there is exploitation of prostitution
and caporali who come here to take migrants to exploit”39 .
Eric recounts me: “ I have never worked in the CARA, since I have only done some volunteering in the CARA.
Outside, I have worked without contract. Yes, people refuse to give us contract and when you ask the contract, they
say no. And they pay, you are paid 20 euros per day, you need to take…you take the bike, doing 15-20 km to go working and coming back. If you ask the contract, they say no. Well, the state does not see this”.
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Of course the contract is very important for migrants, since only with a contract asylum protection can be turned
into a full permit for working. But Eric has never lost hope, and when I asked him whether he was optimist, he
replied: “we are ﬁghting people [des gens battant]. We work. We have professions [métiers], we have some talent […]
and I have understood that for the life in Italy, one needs integration and it is the integration that I wanted to do, to
integrate with everything, in order to be able to at least work, to be able to partecipate to society. I am optimist because
I don’t blow my own horn [je me lance des ﬂeurs] but I have some talent. I have will, I have talent and hence I think
that I don’t have to worry”.40
Eﬁ, albeit being almost blind and thus could not work, explains the situation of his fellow guest at the CARA: “the
only opportunity you can get is work of... maybe the farms. To most people they deprive you because they can't sign
any contract with you. For somebody to go to the farm work, and have a 15 euro throughout the day, this is all the
money they pay the blacks, for the farm is 15 euros. It's nothing. You know what it means? Even when you have the
farm work, they can't sign a contract for you, really to have... To be part of the society. Because without the contract,
you can't be able to renew your document. Without the contract you can't renew the document. So, there's only the
farm work here. They say you must go outside to look for good job in this region, but not in this place, in this Mineo
area, as presently”41 .

2. Legal framework and Salvini’s decree

As said, the caporalato is an old phenomenon, which has started gaining prominence in media coverage only recently
(Perrotta p. 1). The reason behind this new interest lies in the death of several people, died for the harsh working condition. However, the ﬁrst death was in 1989 as Mangano investigated and “only now it is an emergency”. Even from e
legal point of view, there were no law punishing the crime until 2011.
However the law 603 bis (of 2011) was punishing merely the intermediator, namely the caporale, since it was believed that the society did not know of the conditions within the ﬁelds. Moreover, the mediator has been always criminalised as a violent exploiters. However, things changed when in 2015 Paola Clemente died.
Paola Clemente was an Italian middle-age women. She was working at the same condition of foreign workers,
while having a contract as secretary, which of course did not imply to pick up vegetables. In this way, questions started
being posed towards the organisations running the plantation, since caporalato was mostly thought as an informal
agreement between same nationals, where the caporale was beneﬁting from a position of superiority. Yet, the Paola
Clemente case changed the perspective of judges, revealing that societies were aware and actually promoters of the
situation. It is also a clear case of Foucauldian biopolitics. Paola Clemente had a right to live: she was a white christian
mother, perfect part of this society, almost epitomising the norm of the society and thus she must not die.
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All the black deaths in ﬁelds had not aﬀected Italian public opinion as much as Paola Clemente’s death and for this
reason, a new law was promulgated the next year. Law 199 of 2016 increases the punishability of the crime. If before,
only mediators could be arrested, now even enterprises that were indirectly hiring using other recruitment agencies
can be punished. Not only, but the entire enterprise with the ﬁelds and machines could be seized and entrusted to special commissioners appointed to regularise all workers. This implies, according to the procurator of Trapani, to safeguard the victims, who were not protected before. She explains: “victims did not feel safeguarded since they were not
receiving anything in exchange [for the lawsuit], on the contrary, they were undergoing repercussions as being ﬁred.
By not ﬁling a lawsuit, you have a roof, some money, you can survive. The advantage of the lawsuit is inexistent. Without lawsuit how the phenomenon of caporalato be discovered? Who has interests in ﬁling lawsuits?”.
However, this new laws changed everything. According to the procurator: “It is important to ﬁle lawsuits [now],
the worker denouncing is not put outside in the street, but is able to maintain the job, in condition of regularity, depending on an administrator appointed by the state that is interested in letting the enterprise grow and make the
workers legal, providing legitimate working conditions. Moreover, if the inquiry should condemn the owner, the entire enterprise is seized and given to a state agency that keeps on running it. Only in this way, we can legalise what
before was exploitation”.
Certainly, the lack of informations, the absence of controls, and the diﬃculty in locating these ﬁelds make it diﬃculty to act on the phenomenon, and few lawsuits have really been done in these years.
Moreover, the promulgation of Salvini’s decree has exacerbated the problem. The abrogation of humanitarian protection and its impossibility to renew has generated a number of irregulars who cannot be repatriated and nonetheless
live without documents. The only way to turn an old humanitarian into a full permit to work is by having a physical
residence (but even dorms are accepted) and a contract of work. As emphasised, it is almost impossible to obtain a
contract, thus, many people who could convert their protection into a permit, because they have a residence and work,
actually cannot since contracts are not provided. We can see here a cycle at work: if contracts are knowingly not provided is because on the one hand managers do not want to pay taxes on these workers, but on the other hand, it is
done to irregularise the migrants, so that they become dependent on the job in plantations and their possibility to negotiate rights is completely lost.
So, while Salvini claimed that the abrogation of humanitarian protection would have allowed for more repatriation,
it is actually the contrary, more people will just stay within the territory without any documents, allowing for an everincreasing phenomenon of neo-slavery. Salvini’s propaganda, as for many other populist leaders, is merely based on
the possibility of producing false informations.

3. What is a Caporale

Certainly, it is not an easy task to categorise the phenomenon of Caporalato given the diﬀerence in territory, in typology of plantation (seasonal or permanent work), and in the modalities of recruitment. As Perrotta claims, it is a het-
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erogeneous movement, which cannot be uniformly analysed, especially without taking into account the territory
where it is located. For this reason, it is important to highlight that data collected in this thesis regards merely the Calatino area where the CARA was located. It is of course a phenomenon made of exploitation, for which people in
many parts of Italy have died, and, in this sense, the modalities and the degree of exploitation varies, and in any case
the aim of this thesis is not to legitimise or normalise the phenomenon
However, during my internship I started casting doubts on many aﬃrmation made about the caporale. This started
when asking around, I noticed that everyone was of course claiming that working in the farms was terrible, but no one
discussed with me about how allegedly evil was the caporale.
Abdel ( the same who started the ﬁrst demonstration in CARA, recounted his story) was the ﬁrst to demonstrate
me that all we knew about caporalato was still mediated by our white European upbringing. For Abdel, “the ﬁgure of
caporale is an invention” concocted by enterprises to ﬁnd a scapegoat for their behaviours. In his voyage as asylum
seeker, he has been in many informal camps used for seasonal job.
“They seek this ﬁgure, this enemy which is the caporalato, where they put everything. I have been to Cassibile [an
informal camp]. I have met this caporalato, people, names, everything, I was with them, eating with them… To understand because I wanted to go beyond this prejudice… I have met them like this, people like you and Peppe [referring
to me]. And I have always wondered, what do these people do? That’s what I wanted to know, and what they do is that
they are contacted by the owner of the land, who says ‘look, I need 10-20 people’. Normally, in these ﬁelds, they prefer
to bring only one person, in the end, they’ll give you the price, everything is done […]. If there are 10 of us, we make a
contract with you, and you, instead of paying us [all] someone has sent this guy. If there are 10 of us, someone might
argue with you and ﬁle a lawsuit, but if I take Peppe, among us, and say ‘Peppe I need 10 people’, Peppe will guarantee
these 10 people, but these people have the duty to respect him, because of nationality, I eat with you, I am with you.
Morally, because there is also culture in this thing, because you cannot betray, they see it as a betrayal if I lawsuit you,
because you know exactly that I am not taking money, what I take is 5 euros to bring you with the car to work and
come back, but I work with you, but I take 5 euros”42.
Basically, Abdel said that, in the end, they are migrants as much as the others, the only diﬀerence is that maybe
they get some more money in order to recruit. To a certain extent they are more exploited because they have a direct
line with the enterprise and thus they are forced to recruit even though they know it will be a dangerous and terrible
job. His story diﬀers from many inquiries done by for instance Perrotta, or the experiences recounted by Omizzolo
and Mangano. At the same time, I wonder whether a migrant, who has also lived this entire experience on his skin,
has better chances to understand this topic than an Italian with an academic background.
Abdel continues: “he [the caporale] is risking twice, one as… corporates, they charge everything [on him] and he
takes everything. And this thing, I say, hell, but this ﬁgure, if it is not here, how things could be? Let’s pretend there is
not caporale, there would not be any solution… the only solution it is him, because if people are in ghettoes, we cannot
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talk about rights of this fantastic country where laws are respected, because laws are already been infringed by the
state itself, that has not respected the rights of these people”43.
Of course, I cannot take everything Abdel said as real, also because, as said, caporalato is not a homogeneous phenomenon, and experiences might diﬀer depending on the place. Yet, in his words there is some sort of truth, even the
fact that in the end these people get paid an amount of money impossible to achieve in Africa means that they can
send money back to their families and to start some emancipatory trajectory in Europe. Omizzolo, in his story, recounted how the pay-sheet was the way the enterprise was exploiting people. They could not read Italian and thus did
not understand that the hour they had worked did not coincide with the pay they were receiving. In that case, an Italian course on how to read documents brought the workers to lawsuit the company. However, he did not discuss how
these workers were perceiving the exploitation, and if same nationals who had given them the job were thought to be
responsible.
To a certain extent, the phenomenon of caporalato reveals much more about our productive system than on how
evil the mediators are. The extreme eﬃciency asked by capitalism, also considering that caporalto is born after agriculture was converted to capitalism production, is the real promoter of this system of exploitation. It is of course diﬀerent, but on the same page with what happens with riders and precarious workers. The diﬀerence consists in the fact
that these latter categories of workers are indeed European and speak the same language of the exploiters, thus they
can obtain some degree of justice. The problem in the ﬁelds is the invisibility of the phenomenon.
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Figure 15. San berillo map of territorial division. Source: my map.
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Moreover, the caporalato could also be an escape route, although not in the sense of the autonomy of migration. I
would like to ask people reading these pages what would they do if they had the opportunity to obtain more basic
rights, such as going to the bathroom, having lunch breaks, and a slightly superior pay, just by recruiting some people
to work on the condition you are currently working. I do not think I need a real answer insofar as in capitalistic enterprise this is constantly eﬀectuated: interns not paid, low-level workers working up to 14 hours per day, women do not
get maternity leave and fear of being ﬁred. This entire injustice insists on all spheres of labour.
Certainly, there is also a diﬀerence and that is that these people are not white and live in reception centres as asylum seekers. This makes their condition the most proﬁtable for enterprises and European agriculture needs cheap
labour force in order to compete with north-African production, for instance.
Maybe, it is a question of banality of evil, as Arendt would put it. But I still ﬁnd less guilty migrants who decide to
recruit in order to obtain more rights, than CEOs of enterprises forcing their personnel to work for 12 hours without
break.
If faults need to be ﬁnd (and certainly there are faults), these should be put on enterprises (as the new law somehow claims to do), on the European asylum system which is providing the perfect environment to exploit these people, and on the managers of reception centres which knowingly locate centres in highly agricultural zones. However,
the capitalistic economic system is the real culpable for the situation. In the ﬁrst place, by destabilising the country of
origin of these people, in the second place, to allow for the free movement of goods but not of people, and in the third
place, for the continuous rapidity and eﬃciency requested to the enterprises to compete in the global market.

2) San Berillo

1.History of San Berillo

San Berillo is a neighbourhood located in the very heart of the city of Catania. Here, some of the houses date back to
the 18th century. However, in these last two century, it has not seen the same care that other historical parts of the city
have. My perspective on San Berillo is a peculiar one, since I decided to live within the neighbourhood (and still living
here). In this sense, I could witness its life, and understand its dynamics. Thus, I had the opportunity to be part of the
community, to create relations and see with my own eyes what San Berillo really is.
The recent history of San Berillo starts in 1951, when the municipality together with the region decided to demolish part of the neighbourhood to create a more viable way to connect the center of the city to the central station (now,
Corso Sicilia). The ‘Brusa plan’ provided for the reallocation of many inhabitants of San Berillo in another neighbourhood of the city, San Leone. This was the ﬁrst step towards the abandonment and the emptying of this part of the city.
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Certainly, the demolitions and subsequent constructions proceeded slowly. Only 7 years after the Brusa plan, the
real construction started and continued
until the 80ies. This implied that even people who were not forced to move from the
neighbourhood decided to settle somewhere else, given the more than 30-year
period of work in progress.
When the works ﬁnished, San Berillo was in
a state of abandonment, with very few poor
families still living there. This meant that
the cost of rent of the houses decreased
Figure 14. Map of Catania. Source: My work.

slowly in the last 40 years, rendering the
neighbourhood a perfect place for the set-

tlement of migrant families.
However, the story of modern San Berillo starts with prostitution. The ﬁrst migrants moving towards the neighbourhood were women from south America, ﬁrstly exploited by procurers and now mostly self-organised. The reason
behind the change is at least twofold. In the ﬁrst place, these sex workers started ageing and thus their market sector
reduced to habitual costumers. In the second place, most prostitution is nowadays made with young eastern women,
who are more researched by Italian costumers.
These Latin American women mingled with local sex worker community. Famous on a local and national level is
the story of Franchina, one of the ﬁrst transgender of Catania, who basically run the entire prostitution community in
San Berillo. Franchina has even written books on the neighbourhood and on the more than 30 years experience as a
transgender in Catania44.
The settlement of a multi-ethnic community and the prostitution market created the perfect environment for municipality decisions of not restoring or redeveloping the neighbourhood. In fact, San Berillo, located between two
main roads, is a small block of narrow streets, typical of the Spanish domination of South Italy. This implies that albeit
its being in the city centre, it is completely invisible to the eyes of the local population (before) and of tourists (now).
For this reason, it was considered useful to control and hide these sorts of phenomenon in a place easy to access but
very diﬃcult to ﬁnd if not known.
Certainly, this made it easier for many communities came later to settle in San Berillo. In the ﬁrst place, the reason
behind the settlement of migrants in the neighbourhood is the cheap price of rents. However, the state of abandonment, its invisibility, and the increase of asylum seekers turned it into a ghetto.
The ﬁst migrant wave to San Berillo is made by the Senegalese community. They arrived when the European Asylum system was not still promulgated and thus arrived as irregular workers, who during the years struggle to become

44

one of the most famous book is “ho sposato san berillo”, Francesco Grasso (2018).

64

Figure 15. The San Berillo Art District. Source: my picture.
regular. Nowadays the occupy the eastern side of San Berillo, they have shops and children going to Italian schools.
They are probably the most integrated community living currently in San Berillo.
One of the most famous place in this part of the neighbourhood is a small informal Senegalese restaurant. It is a
former garage turned into a kitchen run by three women, providing food for the entire neighbourhood for less than 3
euros per plate (portion are of course enormous). Moreover, the Senegalese community built all the shops running in
the market of Catania (la Fera) where the guests of the CAR were going to buy typical African goods.
Before the Arab Spring and the intensiﬁcation of movement in the Mediterranean, the control of police was mostly
inexistent, since prostitution was accepted and conﬁned into the neighbourhood and the Senegalese community
minded its own business without really exposing themselves.
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This changed when the asylum seekers started arriving in Catania, and exacerbated by the closure of the CARA.
The neighbourhood became the best place where to hide and seeking shelter, given the presence of the Senegalese
community and the invisibility of the place. Most asylum seekers without documents or shelter started inhabiting the
place, squatting old abandoned houses and living in the streets. This caused an increased engagement of police, which
I could see from my window, coming event three times per day.
The community that settled in San Berillo in recent years is the Gambian community. This is extremely paradoxical
since they mostly stay in one street in the middle of neighbourhood dividing it in two halves, one inhabited by Senegalese, the other by sex workers. In this way re-representing the same division existing in their own country, where
The Gambia is only a small country following a river, for three sides bordering with Senegal.
Most of Gambians are not refugees, since they are not ﬂeeing war, and thus could merely obtain a humanitarian
protection given the tortures undergone in Libya. However, since Salvini’s decree was promulgated, most of them are
without any papers, irregular for life, and impossible to repatriated. This implies that many of them cannot work, and
thus started doing illicit labour, as selling drugs.
However, before digging into the Gambian community, I wanted to highlight which other places and services exist
in the neighbourhood. Of course, no Italian has ever thought to start some commerce there. The place is basically
without any service. There are only three autonomous space. The ﬁrst is Trame di Quartiere, which is a observatory of

Figure 16. San Berillo main centre. Source: My picture.

the gentriﬁcation taking place in San Berillo, they have an entire collections of documents explaining the history of the
neighbourhood. They also try to integrate migrants with the local community, doing migrantour where migrants show
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San Berillo to the local population. Then, there is the Arci Sorcio Rosso, a cultural centre organising Italian classes,
movie screening and creating relations with the communities. Lastly, there is Oﬃcina Rebelde a leftist squat run by
Italian ﬁghting against the gentriﬁcation of San Berillo.
Indeed, there is a problem of gentriﬁcation going on. As said, San Berillo is located in the city centre, full of historical building, bordering the main theatre and the main road of Catania (Via Etnea). For this reason, in recent years the
municipality is pushing towards a new ‘Brusa Plan’ to remove migrants and sex workers in order to create a new
touristic centre. Works have already started with the creation of the San Berillo Art District. It is a couple of narrow
streets within the neighbourhood which have been closed to the rest and where fancy bars and restaurants have
arisen. The problem is that during the years, many street artist have come to San Berillo to perform their art, the place
is full of graﬃti and murales which have brought many tourists to come inside the neighbourhood. In this case, street
art was an agent of gentriﬁcation.
Since I live there, I have seen many entrepreneurs coming to understand the situation of the houses they wanted to
buy. Many houses have been bought and some are undergoing restructuring to become new bars and restaurant.

2.Ex/inclusion and overexposure

San Berillo is a multi-ethnic neighbourhood. Sex workers mostly speak Spanish between each other, and a mixture of
Italian and Sicilian, going towards the Gambian part, English together with Mandiga are the most spoken languages,
to ﬁnish with French and Walof in the Senegalese part. As said, it forms a block completely hidden within the centre of
the city, which tourists cannot even see. Maybe they pass through the Art District, but do not know or see that there
are other small narrow streets bringing to the hearth of the neighbourhood.
Only Trame di Quartiere, by organising migrantour let the tourists be guided in the streets of San Berillo, ‘protected’ by other migrants involved in the project. In this sense, even trame di quartiere is pushing towards gentriﬁcation
legitimising tourist presence within the neighbourhood.
San Berillo has been made famous by local media. Every now and then, on local newspaper one can ﬁnd articles
about Gambians arrested for dealing drugs, old house collapsing causing harm to squatters, and an inﬁnite series of
opinions on the danger of the neighbourhood. The Gambians represent the most fragile community within the neighbourhood. In the ﬁrst place, this is due the Salvini’s decree, which does not allow them to have basic documents to
work.
For them, San Berillo became a sanctuary where they can hide, stay with their peers, and ﬁnd shelter in one of the
abandoned houses. Squatting is not done according to any political vision, but done for survival. Most squatted houses
do not have electricity, while water is provided in the neighbourhood through a pump connected the municipality
water —one of the asset of living close to the biggest volcano in Europe is the presence of pure water.
the Gambians mostly stay in a small crossing, in one of the corner with the best sun exposition. In the years, they
have tried to make this block more familiar and cosy. In this T corner (see the map), they have put sofas, some tents,
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Figure 17. San Berillo, main locations. Source: My map.

and a small ﬁreplace. The collective Todo has installed a small board with a map of the services provided in Catania for
asylum seekers, among the other ﬂiers.
Being mostly without documents, the Gambians eﬀectuate a series of illegal job. From selling counterfeit goods in
the market and washing car-windows at traﬃc lights, to selling marijuana and hard-drugs within the neighbourhood.
The neighbourhood, already famous for its prostitution, is now a renown place where to buy weed.
As said, police comes even three times per day. Of course, if police really wanted, it could stop the entire traﬃc and
illegal businesses in one single day. However, it is an asset for police to have the dealers there. Certainly, the Gambians
take the drug from criminal maﬁa organisation running in Catania, so police perfectly knows that San Berillo is merely the point of the iceberg, an articulation of the drug traﬃc moving around the city. In this sense, to contain the sale
of drug in a speciﬁc place is an advantage for them. They can control the ﬂux, the costumers, and the sellers by locating them in a speciﬁc place which can be patrolled with easiness.
Here, it is possible to see the same mechanism working for the work in plantation. Gambians have no other possible viable solution to earn some money which is not illegal labour. Their exclusion from the asylum protection, from
oﬃcial documents, again, marks their inclusion within the illegal labour. Even here, one should wonder if behind the
promulgation of decrees removing national protection and making it more diﬃcult to be received within centres there
is not a favour done to criminal organisations.
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The diﬀerence with the plantation work is the exposure. Plantations are overexposed, in the sense that, when going
around the CARA, they are possible to be seen everywhere. At the same time, the phenomenon of working in the ﬁeld
is underexposed for the diﬃculty to trace it, to know which plantation to go, and for the diﬃcult access to services.
San Berillo is the contrary. It is underexposed since you can reach it only if you already know where it is. At the
same time, once one is inside, everything is overexposed, since migrants have no place where to hide. Everything happen in the main street, where external people get approached by migrants asking whether you want to buy something.
It is not diﬃcult for police to know who is actually selling, it is merely needed to enter with casual clothes to be sold
drugs.
Besides the exclusion-inclusion dynamic, there is a dialectic of over-underexposure, the hidden becomes overtly
visible, impossible not to be seen and this is another eﬀect of the porosity of securitisation protocols. Exactly as in the
CARA, the system is internally legitimised by the relation of power. It is not an involuntary consequence, but a calculated outcome made in order to better control and contain the sale of drugs, in order to maintain migrants in this
piece of land, avoiding the risk of robberies or other criminal act.
Drug is on the one hand a soporiferous tactic to render the bodies docile, on the other hand, it creates the ﬁgure of
the migrant-pusher to increase the anti-migration propaganda and to facilitate the work of Italian criminal organisations, which become invisible, using migrants as their articulation.
The production of space here is thus twofold. On the one hand, the space concocted by power-relations, containing
migrants and forcing them to the illegal labour; on the other hand, the construction of a social space, where sociality
and solidarity interweaves in the practices put forward by the inhabitants of the neighbourhood.

3.Escape routes or criminality?

The ﬁgure of the migrant-pusher is artiﬁcially concocted through a register of law and police tactics. If we take into
account the victimisation approach and the autonomy of migration, it would be impossible to deﬁne and understand
this ﬁgure. In fact, for the victimisation approach, these people are no longer victims, but perpetrators. They help
criminal organisations, they sell “death” to other people, and are part of a broader scheme, which cannot be attributed
to victims. The same goes with squatting, migrants should merely go to dorms, there is no need for them to squat a
house when these sort of facilities are provided. They do not get that dorms are open only in the night, and there is no
other possible place where to stay if it rains, or if you want to rest ﬁve minutes in the afternoon.
While the autonomy of migration might intend squatting as an escape route, the same cannot be said for dealing
drugs. There is no solidarity, no emancipatory power, it is a mere reterritorialisation performed by power-relations.
And indeed, there is some truth: as said, criminal organisations beneﬁt from migrant’s sales and it is a constructed
path, in the sense that without contracts, without possibility of having a permit for work, without thus documents, the
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only viable option to earn money is to deal drugs. For this reason, we cannot assume spontaneously that dealing drugs
is an escape route.
Yet, what makes a route an escape one? We have deﬁned escape routes as a way to subvert the power relations, capable of deterritorialising an experience to make it other, detached from its initial imposition.
Dealing drugs has some emancipatory power in the sense that it creates possibilities of escaping, of earning some
money to get clothes, food, to travel away and reach other place, even to cross the border of Italy. Many of people I
have met in San Berillo are there merely temporarily, it is a place where to hide, make some money and then go to
seek fortune elsewhere.
Certainly, not everyone can escape, the road is full of obstacles, and many give up and decide to continue this life
of uncertainty. This is valid for all escape routes, it is a risk to cross the mediterranean, to improve one’s own life in EU,
but still, it is a risk worthy trying. Selling drugs is not so diﬀerent to elude the controls of the CARA to bring inside
hundreds of satellites.
Let us put things in perspective. Working in the ﬁelds means to work for 10 hours being paid 2,5€ per hour, under
conditions which are inhuman. Washing windows at traﬃc lights, giving away some bag of marijuana in the streets are
jobs much more well paid and with better working conditions. However, in the former case, they are victims of the
system, in the latter, they are pepepetrators conniving with criminals.
For this reason, it is important to adopt a deﬁnition of victim which does not limit itself to the Christian pietas.
Even in the latter case, these people are victim of the system, who however, have decided to accept the risk of doing
illegal business to earn advantages impossible to gain with plantation work.
In the end, this sort of illegal businesses are escape routes, from working unacceptable working conditions, from
being forced to ride 20km to reach the plantation. But everything comes with risks. San Berillo becomes limit, but as
every limit, it is also a condition of possibility which can open up new avenues.
One case I followed for many months during my internship was a young Gambian, oﬃcially 18 years old, but actually a minor. He lived in the CARA until the closure, then since he did not have a protection worhty of being put in a
reception center, he found himself out in the street. San Berillo became his new home, with a population taking care of
him, living in a squatted house very close to mine. Sometimes he was coming home to have a hot tea or washing his
clothes. He had post-traumatic stress disorder, oﬃcialy recognised by a psychiatrist in Catania. No money to pay for
his medicines, nor to buy any food. He was living through the solidarity of the neighbourhood, which might be
enough to survive, but not to live. He was arrested one night with some grams of marijuana in his pocket, while selling
it in the streets. The day after one of the local newspaper made an article with his photo and his full name.
After a month in jail, he was realesed since the chemical test done on the substance revealed that the active principle was not as strong to be illegal. With the associations of the neighbourhood and the anti-recist network we bought a
ticket for him to reach a cousin in Rome and he is living there since. The day he left, everyone was saluting by giving
him something, their warm hat, because Rome is colder than Catania, some jacket, a racksack to substitute the plastic
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Figure 18. Graﬃti in San Berillo. Source: my picture.

bag that he was using to keep his stuﬀ. Yet, these people who showed so much mercy and solidarity are criminal according to local and national media.
There is a writing in the wall, next to the sofas, in the Gambian part of the neighbourhood. It says “police everywhere - Justice nowhere”. This is the point: we cannot judge these people according to our understanding of victim or
of justice, because justice has never been in San Berillo or in the CARA. For this reason, they need to take not-trodded
avenues, routes which can become prisons, or possibility to escape.

Conclusion
This thesis’s aim was to analyse the movements of escape shaping and transforming the biggest reception centre in
Italy, the second biggest in Europe, closed in July 2018, the CARA of Mineo. Its position far from any societal nucleus
created the perfect environment for the seclusion and exploitation of its guests. During the years, the CARA went on
local and national media polarising Italian public opinion. On the one hand, considered as a 5-star hotel, given its
formerly being a civil base for USA soldier, on the other, as a lager, due to the constant abuses perpetrated inside and
outside the camp.
Yet, in spite of its remoteness, of the constant controls, and the criminal management, this thesis highlighted the possibility of action, of agency, of the migrants hosted in the centre, who in the CARA’s 8 years of life have shaped the
space turning a reception centre into a functioning society.
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The data collected here come from my 8-month internship in the NGO Borderline Sicilia, dealing with monitoring
the Sicilian reception system and providing legal supports to asylum seekers. In this sense, this thesis arises from my
personal experience monitoring this speciﬁc camp, among the others. The choice behind analysing this centre comes
from its national and international fame, and from its epitomising the reception system in general. Indeed, as the
CARA, many reception centres are located in remote place, impossible to reach without a personal means of transport.
In order to analyse the movements shaping the centre, in the ﬁrst place, I had to ﬁnd my subject of study. I could
not content myself with classical analysis of migrants as mere victims of this atrocious system. Although, they are indeed victims, this does not imply that their agency is missing. What I found in my experience was a multiplication of
agency aimed at overcoming the numerous issues of the CARA. Yet, the analyses made by the scholars of the autonomy of migration, which try to follow the real agency of migrant were also unsatisfactory, because they represented
only and angle, a perspective, based on solidarity and mostly focusing on crossing the border. Solidarity, as I have
showed, is an important aspect, but the life within the CARA is so full of obstacles that it cannot explain all behaviours. Indeed, there are ambiguous behaviours which do not fall within the categories of autonomy nor victimisation.
It is an intermingling of cause, eﬀects, will, and desires, which shape the action undertaken by the migrants staying in
the CARA.
For this reason, in the ﬁrst chapter, I had to deﬁne a new deﬁnition of victim through Laruelle’s work, who put
forward a new theory of victim, which takes into account the full spectrum of what a victim entails, vulnerabilities,
resilience, solidarity, and personal proﬁt. Exactly, as in our own western societies, the CARA contained all the aspects
that can be attributed to human beings, from the more noble, to the meanest ones.
Probably, the main claim of this thesis is that wherever you decide to locate reception centres, even in the farthest
and most remote place of the globe, it is impossible to contain movements. All the eﬀorts made to securitise the camp
and limit the movements were unsuccessful.
In the second chapter, I delineated the methodology. I mostly refer to my experience monitoring the camp, where I
had the opportunity to perform an ethnographic research, which I substantiated with a qualitative analysis done
through interviews. Interviews were taken in the period before the closure of the camp, so to have a panoramic of
what the CARA was. I also interviewed external actors, as the head of the anti-racist network and a psychiatrist of the
camp, to gain informations about the life in the centre before I started my internship. Crucial for this job was Abdel,
an Eritrean who had lived in the CARA in the ﬁrst year of opening, who recounted his story and provided important
insights.
In the third chapter, I chronicled the history of the CARA. The centre was highly stressed by all media, given the
judiciary inquiry related to the maﬁa running the centre. I have showed how migration has become a new market for
organisations, even more valuable than drugs (as wiretap demonstrate). Moreover, demonstration marked the history
of the CARA from the ﬁrst to the last years. Examples of self-organisation of the movement were provided.
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In the fourth chapter, I started my inquiry around the movement of escape able to shape the camp. The condition
of possibility of this transformation was given by the porosity of the securitisation protocols, which demonstrated to
be completely ineﬀective. This was to a certain extent concocted in order to better exploit migrants in the plantations.
However, another eﬀect of the porosity of control, was the total reorientation of the centre. Shops started running, an
entire station of taxies was born outside, there were people able to set satellites tv to watch African channels. The most
important movement, in this sense, is a cultural one. African and middle east culture was constantly brought back into
the camp, through cuisine, goods, tv programs, religions. The CARA performed a complete transformation, from a
USA city, to a reception centre and then becoming an African town, with its colours and smells. Even the people were
transformed, as in the case of Mr. Paolo, an old Sicilian guy who found himself speaking 3 languages together in order
to communicate with these people. This thesis wanted to show the potentiality of these people through the movements
they were able to perform. It is not a mere physical movements, but also something related to the soul, to the inner
personal becoming.
Last chapter wanted to dig in some of the most diﬃcult issues. The ﬁrst part was devoted to an analysis of the phenomenon of caporalato, the intermediation or recruitment of illegal labour in the plantation system. Usually, the caporale is considered as a mean slave-driver who recruit same national fellows to work in plantations under inhuman
working conditions. The media and the academia have often considered the caporale as the main ﬁgure of this phenomenon. However, my analysis shows how the caporale is also a victim of the system and the advantages that he receives are not enough to render him the ﬁgure to blame for the phenomenon. In the end, he works exactly as the others, with few more beneﬁts. For me, this is also an escape routes, something that one is forced to take in order to
change the apparatus of oppression aﬀecting him (I use the masculine since plantation work is only for males, women
have other channels of oppression). The real blame should be given to enterprises which do not make contract, ask for
the recruitment, and exploit these people paying less than 2.5€ per hour. This really shows what Laruelle’s theory of
victims entails: for the victimisation approach and the autonomy of migration, it would be impossible to fully understand the work of caporale without falsifying it.
The last part was about a neighbourhood in Catania, San Berillo, which is one of the most frequented place for
migrants. It is linked to the CARA since many people who abandoned the centre, ended up there, especially after the
closure of the CARA. San Berillo was born as a prostitution centre, made of migrants from Latin America. Then, the
Senegalese community settled in, and now it is full of asylum seekers, mostly from The Gambia. San Berillo is nowadays famous for being a place where drugs is sold, and the Gambians are often on the local newspapers for being arrested as dealers. However, one needs to put thing into perspective. Selling drugs can be an escape route if compared
to work as a slave in plantations. It is a risky job, but less dangerous than working 10 hours straight in a plantation
without brakes and under the hot sun of Sicily.
Again, as the caporalto, the real blame should be given to the asylum system which is creating this perfect exploitation environment. EU directives on asylum are the real generators of this situations and migrants only adapt in order
to overcome this situation.
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