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A
ccounts of modern-
day slavery in Libya 
have shocked the 
European public. 
However, interpre-
tation of the horrific 
mistreatment of 

black African migrants and refu-
gees in the North African country 
has been largely ahistorical and 
decoupled from the European 
Union’s own migration and asylum 
policies, focusing instead on the 
lawlessness of the Libyan state.

However, the European partner-
ship with Libya aimed at curbing 
the migration from sub-Saharan 
Africa is far from new, dating to 
as early as 2002 when Muammar 
Qaddafi used Europe’s fear of 
migration to reinforce his iron grip 
on power.

2002 also marked the year when 
Malta saw a spike in boat arriv-
als from Libya and when it began 
keeping records of migrant arrivals 
by sea. This was two years before 
the island’s accession to the Euro-
pean Union.

Most African migrants and 
refugees had to work illegally in 
Libya for a few years to save money 
for the last part of their dangerous 
journey to Europe. Apart from in-
humane working conditions, they 
were subjected to massive human 
rights violations such as arbitrary 
detention, torture, kidnapping, 
robbery and sexual violence, in-
cluding widespread male rape.

People who were not Muslim, 
did not speak Arabic and had a 
darker complexion were explicitly 
treated like slaves. This racial hier-
archy was often replicated on boats 

heading to Malta and Lampedusa, 
where dark-skinned Africans were 
located by smugglers in the hull, 
while those with lighter skin would 
travel on the upper deck.

There is a very thin line between 
human smuggling, trafficking and 
enslavement and further sealing 
off the European borders resulted 
in higher fees demanded by smug-
glers for their services. This was 
bound to lead to grave human 
rights abuses in Qaddafi’s Libya, 
where smugglers were directly 
linked to the police and military, 
often being the very same ac-
tors, not to mention the country’s 
refusal to sign the 1951 Refugee 
Convention.

Nevertheless, in 2004 and 
2007, the EU Commission and 
the European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency (Frontex) carried 
out technical missions to Libya 
and recommended an expansion of 
Libyan border security, which was 
followed by bilateral Italian-Libyan 
agreements, notably the one in 
2008 between then Italian Prime 
Minister Silvio Berlusconi and 
Qaddafi that initiated push-back 
operations to degrading conditions 
in Libyan detention centres and 
prisons. The militarised Opera-
tion Sophia is a continuation of 
this anti-migration collaboration 
between Italy and Libya.

The European Union committed 
about $54.4 million to two control 
facilities in Tripoli, which was fol-
lowed last month by an allocation 
of nearly $337.5 million for search-
and-rescue centres. Offering 
financial support and training of 
the Libyan Coast Guard became an 

essential element of the European 
agenda on migration and resulted 
in the decline of boat arrivals at 
Europe’s southern borders.

Frontex, on a request from Span-
ish NGO Access Info Europe, dis-
closed materials used in its training 
provided to the Libyan Coast 
Guard. From the 20 documents 
that were released, only 0.5% of 
the content was dedicated to hu-
man rights. This is in clear contrast 
to European Union’s assurances 
that the training activities have 
a substantial focus on enhancing 
protection of and respect for hu-
man rights.

In light of this history of placing 
Libya at the forefront of EU border 
externalisation efforts, Europe’s 
concern at the human rights viola-
tions of migrants and refugees in 
the North African country seems 
insincere. At the fifth African 
Union-EU Summit, November 
29-30 in Cote d’Ivoire, African and 
European leaders issued a state-
ment on the migrant situation in 
Libya in which they condemned 
“such criminal acts” and expressed 
“firm resolve to work together for 
an immediate end of these criminal 
practices” and to ensure “the 
well-being of the migrants and 
refugees.”

The vocabulary’s focus on the 
notion of “criminality” suggests 
that what has been happening in 
Libya is an aberration, rather than a 
systematic policy with an end goal 
of deterring people from embark-
ing on journeys to Europe.

The statement ends with the Eu-
ropean Union’s vow to assist Libya 
in facilitating the migrants’ “volun-

tary repatriation to their countries 
of origin.” It is quite convenient 
wording as it portrays the actors in-
volved in the process as those who 
save the displaced people from 
modern-day slavery. However, the 
maltreatment of Africans on the 
move would not have occurred in 
the first place if Libya was not the 
key player in the European Union’s 
border externalisation project.

Another outcome of the Abidjan 
summit was the plan to establish 
a joint migration task force among 
the European Union, the African 
Union and the United Nations. The 
task force is to work closely with 
Libyan authorities to “dismantle 
traffickers and criminal networks” 
and to “offer opportunities of de-
velopment and stability to coun-
tries of origin and transit, tackling 
root causes of migration.”

Once again, the aim of the collab-
oration is the deterrence of African 
migration to Europe. This ignores 
evidence clearly indicating that the 
best solution to tackling human 
trafficking is providing legal migra-
tion pathways to Europe. The very 
limited safe and legal avenues are 
restricted to Syrian refugees and 
there are no proposals in place to 
facilitate mobility from Africa for 
work and education except a prom-
ise to enhance programmes such as 
Erasmus+.

In the absence of legal routes to 
Europe, the human rights viola-
tions, including enslavement of 
extremely vulnerable African mi-
grants and refugees in Libya, will 
continue, while people behind the 
restrictive migration policies shed 
crocodile tears in Brussels.

Providing legal migration venues is 
only solution to African migrant abuse
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P
olitical novels have a 
long pedigree. Arthur 
Koestler’s “Dark-
ness at Noon” (1940) 
imagined the thought 
processes that perhaps 
led veteran Bolshe-

viks such as Nikolai Bukharin to 
confess at the 1938 Moscow show 
trials. Koestler’s friend George Or-
well published “Nineteen Eighty-
Four” just 11 years later.

Joseph Conrad’s “Heart of 
Darkness” (1899) used a fictional 
journey up the Congo to question 
whether European colonialists 
were more “civilised” than those 
they conquered. It was transposed 
to Vietnam and Cambodia by 
Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 film 
“Apocalypse Now.”

Political novels may observe, 
satirise or even suggest alterna-
tives.

Has our time seen a reduction 
in the flow of political novels? 
Despite rich raw material, few nov-
elists have tackled the post-2015 
migrant crisis or the 2016 populist 
upsurge in the United States and 
the United Kingdom with the 
Brexit referendum vote and the 
election of Donald Trump.

The exceptions, however, are 
important and several have been 
written by Arab and Muslim writ-
ers.

Rawi Hage, who left Lebanon 
in 1984, has written powerfully 
of migrants fleeing violence. His 
2006 debut novel “De Niro’s 
Game,” which is set in the civil 
war in Beirut and in Rome, won 
the Dublin IMPAC Literary 
Award, the world’s richest book 
prize. It was ranked ahead of 
works by Philip Roth, Thomas 
Pynchon and Margaret At-
wood; yet Hage was writing 
in his third language, having 
started in English only at 18.

In 2008, Hage moved 
towards allegory in “Cock-
roach” and even more so, 
four years on, in “Carnival.” 
This novel divided taxi drivers in 

a nameless city into spiders and 
flies. The spiders wait at ranks or 
on corners and the flies wander. 
The central character in “Cock-
roach” is a young man who tries to 
commit suicide and is subsequent-
ly assigned a psychologist, who 
is unable to grasp the unstable, 
violent world from which her 
patient comes.

“You have to be well off to be a 
pacifist,” the young man tells the 
psychologist. “Rich or secure like 
you. You can be a pacifist because 
you have a job and a nice house, a 
big TV screen, a fridge full of ham 
and cheese and a boyfriend who 
goes with you to nice resorts in 

sunny places.”
Then there is “Exit West,” 

shortlisted for this year’s Man 
Booker prize. In the book, Mohsin 
Hamid tackles migration through 
the device of magical doors, which 
appear first, by rumour, in an 
unnamed city at the onset of war 
between an authoritarian govern-
ment and militant fundamental-
ists.

The city is home to Saeed and 
Nadia, who meet at an evening 
class on “corporate identity and 
product branding.” As the city 
dissolves into violence, the two 
fall in love. Interestingly, Saeed 
is slightly conservative, living 
with his parents and praying 
regularly while Nadia lives alone, 

independently, while 
wearing a black 
cape to ward off 
unwelcome male 

attention.
As the city 

slips into brutal-
ity, the pair pays 
a door agent for a 

way out, finding 
themselves first in 
a refugee camp on 

the Greek island of 
Mykonos and then 

in London where 
“Britain for Britain” 
agitators threaten a 

massacre of migrants. 
Saeed and Nadia il-

lustrate the changing 
relationship between 

“natives” and “immi-
grants” and between 
immigrants themselves, 

as they move through 
another door to a new 

city near San Francisco.
Hamid is also thinking 

of solutions. Migrants to 
London pay a “time tax,” 
a contribution to long-

standing residents that gradually 
decreases, while they can also gain 
rights to home ownership through 
work on infrastructure projects.

“[A] portion of the income and 
toil of those who had recently 
arrived on the island would go 
to those who had been there for 
decades and this time tax was 
tapered in both directions, becom-
ing a smaller and smaller sliver 
as one continued to reside, and 
then a larger and larger subsidy 
thereafter… conflict did not vanish 
overnight, it persisted and sim-
mered…[but] existence went on in 
tolerable safety,” Hamid wrote.

This ties in with ideas from po-
litical philosophers such as David 
Miller of Oxford’s Nuffield College 
and Joseph Carens at Toronto 
University. They argue for “social 
membership” or a citizenship that 
migrants acquire as they work and 
develop connections. Eventually, 
a threshold is passed and they are 
no longer considered strangers.

“Exit West” is no polemic but 
the imaginative theme of magi-
cal doors is inescapably political. 
Towards the novel’s end, with a 
leap of some years, the doors are 
far more easily accessed and less 
contested with the world becoming 
a borderless utopia where it’s pos-
sible to visit Chile for the evening.

This reflects Hamid’s own views. 
In a 2014 article for the Guardian 
newspaper, he proposed a human 
right to migration, suggesting 
the alternative was an “apartheid 
planet where our passports will be 
our castes and where obedience 
will be enforceable only through 
ever-increasing uses of force.”

Hamid has flitted between Paki-
stan, the United Kingdom and the 
United States since childhood but 
currently lives in Lahore, where 
his children can play before school 
with their grandparents. This 
perhaps attests to his desire to be 
both mobile and root his family in 
a specific, secure place. For this to 
be an option for all the world’s 7.6 
billion people is truly utopian.
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