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177A War on Mobility: The Border Empire Strikes Back?

We are familiar with expressions such as “a war on drugs” and “a war on terror,” 
but what about “a war on mobility”? Is anyone speaking about the realities of 
our world in this way? It is time to popularize a radical twist in the discourse and 
perception of international migration and the ways it is currently dealt with. This 
essay builds on the idea of a war on mobility, interrogating migration through the 
“war” being waged against it and through the territorial technologies exporting 
borders and monitoring movement into the European Union. 

T H E  B O R D E R  E M P I R E  G O E S  G L O B A L 
Migration control increasingly takes place beyond the borders of destination 
countries.1 Migrants’ journeys are traced using advanced technology and paramil-
itary deployments that target their supposed places of origin and possible routes 
of transit. The United States, the European Union, and Australia have increas-
ingly displaced their respective border controls farther away from national limits, 
under the assumption that these countries are the destination for most migrants.

During the recent “refugee crisis,” the European Union increased its  
bilateral agreements with “third,” or non-EU, countries for the containment of  
migration flows—strengthening collaboration on border patrol, surveillance, and  
interception. These border cooperation projects between destination-transit-origin  
countries are fundamentally changing the spatial imaginaries and realities of  
borders and the practices used to maintain and enforce them. EUROSUR, the  
European Border Surveillance System, has begun to reinforce near-real-time data  
sharing on border movements through national coordination centers in EU 
member states and partner countries. To support these efforts, Frontex (a 
body that coordinates border management across and between EU countries), 
European national border guards, and independent think tanks, such as the 
International Centre for Migration Policy Development (ICMPD), are providing 
technical and training support to countries at and beyond the external frontiers 
of Europe. 

These border policies, which involve acting beyond territorial lines and 
in coordination with third countries, constitute an approach to migration 
management called “border externalization.” Externalization has become the 
predominant migration control policy in the European Union, implementing 
border work far beyond national borderlines. As a system for managing mobil-
ity, externalization coordinates tactics and cooperations at various scales—from 
retraining police and border forces and exporting biometric technology for 
national ID cards to intervening in third countries through paramilitary opera-
tions. Externalization not only outsources border work, meaning that a country, 
or group of countries, requests or coerces another country to police migration,  
as we have seen in the European Union’s financing of Morocco to police both  
Moroccan emigration and African immigrants in Morocco who may (or may not)  
be en route to EU countries; it also establishes the ability of border and migra-
tion enforcement institutions of one country to intervene in another. Take, 
for instance, the joint coastal and land patrols developed between Spanish and 
Mauretanian or Spanish and Senegalese border institutions. 

Border externalization fits with recent theoretical considerations on “moving 
borders,” signaling how border work is not limited to the border itself or to 
traditional checkpoints but rather is constantly mobile, adjusting to migrants’ 
ever-changing itineraries. Besides the impact on human life, critics have 
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denounced the legality of stretching the border in this way and externalization’s 
tendency to evade international law and national jurisdictions. While external-
ization has been expanding in recent years, its practices have a longer history. In 
fact, a genealogy of externalization can be traced as far back as the slave trade 
and slave suppression efforts, and to early attempts at imposing visa requirements 
prior to travel or carrier sanctions, both dating back more than a hundred years. 
A more contemporary outsourcing of border control has roots in the United 
States’ interdiction of Haitian refugees in the early 1980s.2 

The conventional understanding of migration control has been that each 
nation-state is in charge of its own borders at territorial lines and through visa 
applications in national embassies abroad. However, this traditional approach is 
considered incomplete among EU migration-policy circles. “Efficient migration 
management” requires that a nation-state goes beyond the place and time of 
the entry point. Transnational cooperation makes it possible to track exactly 
where the migrant is and is ostensibly going. This system of remote control, the  
off-shoring and outsourcing of borders, aims at tracing and managing the entirety  
of the migration journey.3 Externalization thus manifests the spatial logics of 
a global strategy of mobility control. This is how “migratory routes manage-
ment”—which was first expressed by the European Union in the Global 
Approach to Migration and Mobility in 2005 and which aims to track and  
intervene in migrants’ trajectories throughout their journeys—has become  
a migration management concept and strategy.4 

Enacting migratory routes management as a strategy, though, requires 
both important shifts in how and where the border is imagined and imple-
mented and the identification of countries needed to operationalize this 
strategy. To this end, externalization has also entailed new spatial thinking and 
vocabulary (such as the “migratory route” as an object of management) as 
well as new cartographies that aid in visualizing the space of the border anew. 
The generation and deployment of data in relation to international mobility 
provides an impressive number of figures, statistics, and representations about 
human flows, many of which are visualized as maps of migratory flow and 
direction. In fact, migration maps are key to current migratory policies. These 
institutional cartographies chart entire migratory journeys (or purport to)—
identifying potential points of control far beyond any given country’s territorial 
limits—and thus signal both border externalization’s neo-imperial pretensions 
and its social impact on cities within and outside the European Union.

The i-Map project, produced and managed by the International Centre 
for Migration Policy Development, is an important example of this attempt to 
reimagine the externalized border. The i-Map constitutes a thick visual archive  
of migratory movements presumably toward Europe. Since 2006 different 
versions of the i-Map (some more interactive and more detailed than others) 
have been available online. The i-Map clusters itineraries along major routes—
indicated by thickened color lines—representing the common paths thought 
to be taken by irregular migrants from different locations. The map visualizes 
itineraries by linking “hubs” and “sub-hubs,” such as cities or neighborhoods, 
mentioned in police interrogations with irregular migrants. Each hub has a 
hyperlink (not accessible to the public) with risk assessment information devel-
oped by Frontex, along with the European Union Agency for Law Enforcement 
Cooperation (better known as EUROPOL) and the United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime. These route lines are the predominant feature of the map, as 
opposed to national borderlines. By representing the entire route one travels, 
and thus visualizing the route as a transnational geopolitical concern, the i-Map 
constructs new forms of illegality, targeting border crossing before any border is 
crossed—making people illegal at the very time and place they decide to migrate.6 

The European Union and its member states have instituted border policies  
that attempt to manage or limit migration long before a migrant arrives at or near  
official EU borders. One such series of operations is Operation Seahorse, coordi-
nated by Spain in North and Western Africa and funded by the European Union. 

Operation Seahorse established relations with border and coast guard 
authorities between multiple West African and EU countries with Spain acting 
as the primary mediator. These relations included conducting trainings, distrib-
uting equipment, and negotiating and conducting joint border patrols.7 These 
were not simply one-off exchanges but rather multiyear police cooperation 
missions requiring new infrastructures and protocols to facilitate them. “System 
architecture” is one way the Spanish Civil Guard’s border unit refers to the mate-
rial buildings and technological support needed to operate these new border 
control projects (see figure 2). Multiple communication and control points 
across cooperating countries are articulated by two central nodes in Madrid and 
the Canary Islands (each box in figure 2). Although spanning five countries, this 
apparatus is considered one border architecture. According to Spanish police 
representatives, one of the key factors determining the success of these opera-
tions is the regular joint patrols consisting of coast guard forces from different 
countries (Cape Verdean/Portuguese, Mauretanian/Spanish, Senegalese/

Fig 1: The i-Map, or the interactive map on 
migration, portrays global itineraries or migra-
tory routes. Produced by the International 
Centre for Migration Policy Development, 
Vienna, 2012–ongoing.5 Courtesy of ICMPD.
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Italian, and Senegalese/Spanish) along the West African coast (see figure 3).  
One can’t help but wonder why such a robust transnational police and military 
framework—with its corresponding political and technological infrastructures—
is necessary to detain wooden boats filled with low-income or unemployed 
fishers. Regardless of the motives, the efficacy, or the human consequences of 
border externalization, these emerging practices of migration control deeply 
reconceptualize border architectures. 

E U R O C E N T R I C  V I S I O N  O F  M O B I L I T Y ? 
While we were working on the lineage of the current EU migration regime, a 
controversial official document, by the EU Commission, proposing to divide 
the world into concentric circles caught our attention: the “Strategy Paper on 
Immigration and Asylum Policy.”8 The geographic imaginary in this document  
underpins the extraterritorial operations of Operation Seahorse; and it is a 
geographic imaginary that is fraught, literally, with Euro(con)centric tensions.9 

During the Austrian presidency of the European Union in 1998, a geograph-
ical vision of managing mobility into Europe scandalized EU authorities. 
Perceived as an unnecessarily restrictive and discriminatory approach to migra-
tion, the official document released to the EU commission and council evoked 
a clear though rigid understanding of how mobility should be distributed in 
the world. This 1998 document classified worldwide territories and populations 

therein into four concentric circles. It mapped an idea of the world where 
everyone, in a sense, belongs and should remain in their respective circle, with 
few exceptions. Such a geographical imaginary centers the European Union 
and dictates who should move and who should not move around the world. 
Despite its rather Eurocentric and hierarchical approach toward human mobil-
ity, this managerial vision underpins current EU migration policy, especially  
its border outsourcing practices. 

The policy itself was officially voted down in 1998, though some of its ideas 
were further pursued by the High-Level Working Group on Migration (HLWG) 
and individual member states of the European Union.10 Slowly but surely this 
spatial vision has become an informal organizing framework for EU policy on 
migration management and the basis of restrictive migratory policies. This vision 
and its mapping of the world have not been fully achieved on the ground: plans 
and projects were tried; some succeeded, some failed. This is not a representation  
of the EU border regime as it actually exists. Yet the designation of spaces of 
the world beyond the European Union and their role in migration systems and 
border policy have, for the most part, remained intact.

As explicitly stated in the document, the goal was to go “global” and to 
replace the model of “fortress Europe.” In this globalization of borders, mobilities  
were instead categorized and confined to four zones according to certain criteria. 
The 1998 document clearly designates zones of the planet where permissible or 

Fig 2: Operation Seahorse, as visualized by 
Spanish border authorities. PowerPoint by 
Servicio Fiscal y de Fronteras de la Guardia  
Civil, “Slide on System Architecture,” Madrid, 
2013. Courtesy of the Spanish Civil Guard.

Fig 3: Operation Hera, as visualized by Spanish 
border authorities. PowerPoint by Servicio Fiscal 
y de Fronteras de la Guardia Civil, “Slide on Stop 
Operations,” Madrid, 2013. Courtesy of the 
Spanish Civil Guard.
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less permissible human movement occurs. Entire groups of countries are slated 
as “secure” in their borders or as sources of problematic emigration, and yet the 
factors leading to any of these designations (accurate or not) are ignored. The 
first zone, represented as a circle, is formed by the EU member states, capable of 
fulfilling Schengen standards of control, and other countries that “do not cause 
emigration” but have become “target countries on account of their advanced 
economic and political situation.”11 

The second zone consists of “transit countries,” which no longer generate 
emigration but “on account of a relatively stable internal economic and political  
situation accept only very limited control procedures and responsibility for 
migration policy.” This circle comprises countries neighboring the Schengen/ 
EU territory that have signed some form of association agreement with the  
bloc and “perhaps also the Mediterranean area.” According to the report, these 
countries’ systems of control should gradually be brought into line with the first- 
circle standards.12

The third zone is characterized by countries of both emigration and transit— 
that is, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) area (the former Soviet  
Union), Turkey, and North Africa. These countries would be required to 
“concentrate primarily on transit checks and combatting facilitator [migrant 
smuggler] networks.” 

The fourth (outermost) zone is made up of countries of emigration appar-
ently deemed beyond the reach of European “political muscle” (it mentions “the 
Middle East,” China, and “black Africa”). These countries are encouraged to 
“eliminate push factors” of migration.13 

The EU Commission’s “Strategy Paper on Immigration and Asylum Policy” 
outlined a reward system for controlling, policing, and curbing migration—
incentivizing a country to meet the obligations of its particular circle and 
assignment: “For example, the second circle must meet Schengen standards as 
a precondition for EU membership; for the third circle, intensified economic 
cooperation is linked to the fulfillment of their obligations; and the fourth circle, 
the extent of development aid can be assessed on that basis.”14 These maps make 
graphically explicit what many of us take for granted in our critiques: a problem-
atic Eurocentric vision of migration.

This highly hierarchical and racialized Euro(con)centric vision of mobility 
contains several assumptions that, while problematic, persist: first, everybody 
intends to get to circle 1 (ignoring movement within and across circles—that is, 
South to South migration); second, nobody gets out of the European Union, 
and there is no movement from circle 1 to circles 2, 3, or 4 (ignoring increas-
ing numbers of EU citizens fleeing the austerity crisis); third, circle 1 should 
command who moves where; and fourth, partner countries in circles 2, 3, and  
4 have no other goals or approaches to the management of mobility. In this 
vision, a center assigns particular roles to distinct regions of the world for both 
producing and managing mobility. Individual governments are expected to 
control their own citizens—carrying out border control in certain ways and 
instituting specific regulations about how and where their populations can move. 

Outraged by this vision of control and its Eurocentric assumptions, we have 
tried to share this research with broader audiences through exhibitions showcas- 
ing the numerous cartographies produced by border authorities—and migratory  
maps rarely available to the public—alongside our own representations of the  
problematic geographic imaginary embedded in EU migratory policy documents.15  
We decided to revisualize the European Union’s geographical imaginary as a 
series of maps, in the hope that a compelling counternarrative about migration 
might become clear: that the proclaimed “problem” of migration is not about 
troublemakers from poor countries in the South fleeing in a massive exodus 
toward the United States and the European Union, changing the face of the 
world. This dusty EU policy document turns taken-for-granted assumptions of 
migration control upside down: the problem does not rely on those who are 
moving. Rather, the concern is the attempt to impose a scary plan to control 
human mobility worldwide.

While institutional migration maps deploy a certain professionalism and 
neutrality associated with expertise, they are driven by a restrictive logic of 
containment. Our maps, on the other hand, are the product of embodied, expe-
riential, and activist knowledge(s) coming from those supporting and enacting 
a politics of freedom of movement. The examples of countercartographies show 

Fig 4: A cartographic visualization of the EU 
Commission’s “Strategy Paper on Immigration 
and Asylum Policy,” a proposal toward inward 
migration presented during the Austrian EU 
presidency in 1998. “The Four Concentric 
Circles of Mobility,” 2018. Circle 1 marks the 
desirable destinations and zones of mobility; 
Circle 2 highlights countries adjacent to the 

European Union considered almost as rest zones 
in the migrants’ itineraries; Circle 3 highlights 
countries far away from the European Union but  
still considered “transit zones”; Circle 4 highlights 
countries considered as sources of population 
flows (the yellow stars reveal sites identified by 
Frontex as current sources of illegal migration). 
Courtesy of Tim Stallman.
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how controversial, problematic, and inaccurate institutional maps for migration 
control are. These countermaps enable alternative visions and practices of  
human mobility.16

“ E M P I R E ”  T I M E S
Border externalization appears to reproduce the colonial logic of “ordering” 
territories and populations, one that dates from the high imperialism of the late 
nineteenth century. Direct intervention on the part of the European Union in 
places of supposed origin and transit of migrant trajectories—through devel-
opment projects, the creation of civil registry databases, international military 
deployments, or foreign police operations—has led to critical readings of exter-
nalization and border cooperation as a form of neocolonialism.17 Processes  
of externalization imply more than a rollout of imperial power, if the agency  
of African nation-states, with their diverse and at times divergent reasons for 
participating in border cooperation with the European Union, is also taken  
into account.18 

In the i-Map, Europe-bound migrations are represented in flashy migratory  
routes that erase African national borders. This is reminiscent of the boundary- 
making power that Europeans have historically exerted on the African continent 
since colonial times. This geographic imaginary embraced by the European 
Union and its member states portrays a displaced border space, which ignores 
and overrides African nation-state borders.19 That imagining only makes sense  
in the historical context of a colonial erasure of previously existing polities and 
societies. Again, Africa becomes a kind of living space for Europe to design, 
order, and profit from.20 In fact, we can see border externalization as the next 
chapter in the story told by migration and citizenship scholar Seyla Benhabib.  
In her writings on postcolonial migration, Benhabib observes: 

This legacy of empire has come back today to haunt the [rich] countries 
of the Northern Hemisphere through the rise of transnational migrations. 
Transnational migrations also produce an uncoupling between territoriality, 
sovereignty, and citizenship but in ways quite different than colonialism. 
Whereas in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, European imperialism 
spread forms of jurisdiction into colonial territories, which were shielded 
from democratic consent and control, contemporary migratory movements 
give rise to overlapping jurisdictions which are often protected by interna-
tional norms… The Westphalian state which extended towards the rest of 
the world now finds that its borders are porous in both directions and that  
it is not only the center which flows to the periphery but the periphery 
which flows towards the center.21 

The center again flows to the periphery in its attempts to border the same 
transnational migrations that emerged, at least in part, from the postcolonial 
condition. While migration may produce an “uncoupling between territori-
ality, sovereignty, and citizenship,” shifting border policy is also contributing 
to this “uncoupling” in distinct ways. National affiliations based on exclusive 
loyalty to a single sovereign state have been shaken by international migration 
flows. With border externalization processes, “whose” border is “where” is 
also thrown into question. Confusion emerges in cases where, for example, a 
Spanish Gendarmerie officer intercepts someone in Senegalese waters. If that 
person claims asylum, which country must process that claim? Spain or Senegal? 
Overlapping jurisdictions undercut accountability, international norms, and 
human rights legislation.

A War on Mobility: The Border Empire Strikes Back?Borders

Fig 5: The exhibition It Is Obvious from the Map, 
at REDCAT, Los Angeles, 2017. Courtesy of 
Sohrab Mohebbi and Thomas Keenan. 

Fig 6: The exhibition Signs and Whispers, at 
Galeria Nova, Zagreb, 2018. Courtesy of the 
What, How, and for Whom Collective.
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T H E  B O R D E R  E M P I R E  T A R G E T S  C I T I E S
While many studies of externalization focus on understanding its geopolitics and 
the transformations it entails in relation to law, sovereignty, and human rights, 
the urban dimension of externalization is often overlooked. What are the impli-
cations of externalization at the urban scale? While news headlines may focus on 
fences, coast guard patrols, or even desert traversals, metropolis and minor urban 
settlements have become a priority in the European Union’s agenda for contain-
ing migratory flows. For remote border control, cities are considered hubs that 
facilitate human mobility. This is explicit in the migration routes management 
strategy and in the i-Map, which draws the route by connecting different cities 
and towns where migrants are thought to have traversed. Thus the route to be 
managed is a string of cities understood as migratory hubs. Depending on the 
time and the city along a route, border practices might include the facilitation of 
development projects that bring stable employment opportunities to those places; 
increasing police raids and the number of checkpoints asking for ID; or the rise of 
independent transportation services among different towns for deporting people. 
Given that routes and migration may shift over time, partly in response to exter-
nalization measures, the “hubs” or cities affected and how they are affected will 
change. All these practices constitute processes for making someone’s movement 
undesirable and ultimately coded as “illegal.” This production of illegal mobil-
ities is unfolding ubiquitously, regardless of place, although it is occurring with 
increasing frequency and intensity at the urban scale.

These bordering practices have tangible effects on the urban fabric of cities 
where externalization is carried out. The city, in addition to its role in facilitating  
mobility through transportation infrastructures and facilities, becomes simulta-
neously antagonistic to mobility. This antagonism becomes apparent when the  
city serves as a site for increased police patrols, new policing equipment, the 
rolling out of ID cards for residents, EU-funded propaganda and billboards 
dissuading irregular migration, and even new buildings to house the Interna-
tional Organization for Migration and other migration-related bodies (who, 
at times, have become significant employers in the city). The urban landscape 
is thus transformed through this migration industry, or what anthropologist 
Ruben Anderson calls the “Illegality Industry.”22 In some cases, such as in Rabat 
(Morocco) and Nouadhibou (Mauretania), these transformations have led to 
increasingly segregated migrant landscapes. The pursuit of people who “might” 
be on their way to Europe and the adoption of restrictive migration policies by 
host African countries cooperating with externalization efforts are contribut-
ing to rising patterns of discrimination and ghettoization in places where these 
dynamics of urban spatial segregation were historically less frequent. This can 
occur through the stripping of legal residency from intra-African migrants and 
increased police attention toward those same migrant communities.

B O R D E RWA R S  A N D  I T S  F R A C T A L 
T E C H N O L O G I E S

In recapitulating externalization policies and their impact on cities, we offer a 
theorization of the mobility of borders and its underlying imperial politics of 
controlling (certain) people on the move. For this, we start by reciting the evoc-
ative statement “We did not cross the border, the border crossed us,” which has 
become a rallying call for pro-migration activism beyond the US–Mexico context 
where it was originally voiced.23 While counterintuitive, it points to the histor-
ical and ongoing contingent itinerancy of borderlines. It also speaks about the 
ingrained discriminatory character of a border mindset that believes that one’s 
very self can be permanently marked as “border crosser” and thus “intruder,”  
an inappropriate and usually undesired other.24 

While border crossing constitutes a hot policy and scholarly concern, borders 
themselves are actively “crossing” over people, regardless of their geographical  
locations and kinship. Borders—as institutionalized practices of containing, 
filtering, and ordering populations—do not just take place at the territorial limits 
of countries. In fact, the act of arranging people into hierarchies of mobility is 
becoming a ubiquitous process and reality wherever one is. Thus, the message 
conveyed by “the border crossed us” uniquely captures the goal of current 
migratory policies and the ever-reaching regime of mobility control. In its perva-
siveness, all of us are potential targets to be crossed by endless sets of reproducible 
borders. Both the imagination and the enforcement of migration control are 
intended to “cross”—as in traverse through—populations. This crossing by 
borders is conducted through the arbitrary containment, classification, and segre-
gation of people who are both in place and on the move.25 

Furthermore, borders are crossing territories far beyond the borderlines they 
supposedly contain. On the one hand, growing public budgets are subsidizing 
high-tech infrastructures for the tracking and interception of human movements at 
and beyond the borderline (such as with contraction of fences and externalization 
missions). On the other hand, institutionalized practices toward the bordering 
of bodies are taking place at and within the borderline through the proliferation 
of checkpoints inside the destination countries (the cross-checking of migration 
status with databases for other services like banking, driving, medical care, etc., 
and migrant detention). All of those practices within receiving countries speak to a 
parallel process of “border internalization.” This double process points to a grow-
ing normalization and institutionalization of border work regardless of location, 
which, in turn, leads to concerning levels of racialized profiling, random incarcer-
ation, abuse during interrogation, and deportation. The question of mobility is 
further complicated when we consider populations and groups of migrants who 
have managed to enter into the European Union. As Martina Tazzioli and Claudia 
Aradau have argued, it is the settlement of refugees in EU cities that becomes 
the target of prohibition, meaning that mobility, in turn, becomes a weapon of 
displacement and precarity used to keep migrants constantly on the move. 

We propose to embrace this twist in our understanding of borders: from 
stable lines to be crossed to institutional practices actively “b/ordering” 
populations in an endless war on mobility.26 That is, borders as actively and 
consistently crossing us to the point that they dictate political allegiances, our 
corresponding entitlements, or lack thereof. Seen in this way, the powerful  
yet normalized device of mandatory membership and social stratification— 
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the national border—would scandalize many, regardless of ideological position. 
The rigid control of human movement into, out of, and within countries has 
often been associated with dictatorships attempting to maintain control within 
their despotic limits. Culturally, for many people, the control of people’s move-
ments—interrupting journeys and interrogating destinations and points of 
transit—is not well taken. People want to get through airport security quickly, 
travel for summer vacation, avoid traffic jams. Seen at this abstract level, the 
freedom of movement can be seen as a shared value regardless of political dis- 
agreements. Legally speaking, the ius migrandi (right to migrate) was codified 
in a protocol by the League of Nations in 1929, amid calls by the same interna-
tional organization to abolish passports.27 In fact, article 13 of the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which established the right to emigrate, is merely 
an abridged version of the 1929 protocol. The rest of that protocol—that is, 
both the right to immigrate and the right to reside—was lost in the context of the 
Great Depression, World War II, and the emerging Cold War. Thus, our current 
world order keeps actively disregarding this deeply held cultural value and its 
tradition in international law to focus instead on a ferocious and publicly funded 
control of international mobility. 

This questionable way of dealing with people and their movements is not 
only felt at the customs line (who gets fingerprinted and iris-scanned, who gets 
sent to the “interrogation room,” who moves through the faster lines for citizens 
or Global Entry, etc.). Borders are reproducing in a fractal way, implementing 
their b/ordering logic of social control in unexpected ways and generating a 
controlled space with no outside. Fractals are patterns that are similar across 
different scales. Fractals are generated by repeating a simple process over and 
over again. Border fractals are thus a series of checkpoints, made out of smaller 
checkpoints, which are made out of even smaller checkpoints (border walls to 
visa regimes to databases cross-checking migration status, and so on). In the 
core of assumed destination or host countries, particularly in their cities, these 
fractals are reproduced through migrant detention, Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) raids, and threats to employees using Social Security numbers 
that may not match the Social Security Administration records—a continuous 
pattern of contention, displacement, and stratification that is ever present and 
can seem invincible. 

With externalization this fractal pattern spreads its work thousands of  
kilometers away from legal borderlines, where, for example, the “successful”  
(in police terms) monitoring of Spanish and Moroccan coasts is moved to simi-
lar processes of patrolling in West African waters, which is then followed by a 
move to conduct land border control in countries like Mali and Niger. In these 
efforts, urban nodes of transport become points for intervention. Port cities 
(like Agadir in Morocco or St. Louis in Senegal) become sites where all boats 
must be registered, all license numbers cross-checked with migration author-
ities, and all fuel sales registered with local police. Bus stations in cities like 
Agadez become surveilled sites with police impounding any vehicle believed to 
be used for transporting potential migrants. The borderline has moved both 
inward and outward of the territorial state’s limits. The border empire is every-
where, or rather potentially anywhere. Such a spatial proliferation of bordering 
practices materializes a regime of mobility control that would scare anyone if  
it were the subject of the latest action movie: BorderWars, anyone? 

B O R D E R S  A D R I F T
Borders are on the move. This itinerant character might look similar to a 
Situationist “drift” at first glance, but it is not the itinerancy envisioned by the 
open-ended method of the drift. In stark contrast, these borders in motion 
follow orders from a center, ruled by experts and followed by military agencies. 
A political will lies behind border drifting: the desire to control human mobility.

The politics driving current migration management is encapsulated in a text 
message sent by a sub-Saharan migrant who tried to swim the fifteen kilome-
ters between the African and the European continents through the Strait of 
Gibraltar: “There is an ongoing war on migrants.”28 A few decades ago, a regular 
ID would have been enough to enjoy a safe trip by ferry from Africa to southern 
Spain, but now he and many others are prohibited from ferry travel and must 
embark on the more treacherous South-to-North route. This war on mobility is 
spatially and culturally infecting the globe. Given the displacement of migratory 
control practices from national lines to points along the migratory journeys, 
following and incriminating migrants from beginning to end, the war against 
mobility has become global: urban and not urban; in centers and peripheries, 
mobilizing both space and time. In this scenario of borders “drifting,” where are 
the members of the “resistance” to such a border empire? We want to believe 
that resistance is also everywhere. Indeed, those moving regardless of admin-
istrative paperwork, zigzagging in unexpected motions, embody the ongoing 
challenge to the ubiquitous presence of the border regime. Still—and this ques-
tion is yet to be explored—how does one position oneself outside and against 
this war on mobility?
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Thanks to Sohrab Mohebbi and Thomas Keenan, 
curators of the exhibition It Is Obvious from the  
Map, presented at the Los Angeles–based art gallery 
REDCAT. We value their passionate interest in the  
EU border regime and their pursuit of making its 
intricacies accessible to the broader public. Also, we 
highly appreciate the advice of REDCAT’s editor, Jessica 
Loudis, who carefully reviewed the original version of 
this text to make it as clear as possible. Finally, thanks 
to cartographer Tim Stallman for working with us to 
visualize the geographic thinking behind some of the  
key EU documents defining current migration policy.  
Last but not least, thanks to all of those who keep  
moving across borders, with or without required 
paperwork, for challenging the current border system.

Maribel Casas-Cortés is an interdisciplinary scholar 
working at the intersection of border studies, cultural 
analysis, and critical theory. She was recently awarded a 
research position in Spain following a Hunt Fellowship, 
which enabled her to work on a monograph on social 
movements and precarity in southern Europe, affiliated 
with the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. She 
holds a PhD in cultural anthropology from the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and has published in 
journals such as Citizenship Studies, Rethinking Marxism, 
Cultural Studies, and Anthropology Quarterly.

Sebastian Cobarrubias is currently an ARAID research 
professor in the Geography Department at the University 
of Zaragoza, Spain. His research interests include border 
studies, social movements, and critical cartographic 
theory. He holds a PhD in human geography from 
the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and 
has published in journals such as Antipode, Political 
Geography, and European and Urban Regional Studies.

 1	 This section is based on our multisited research 
project on “Border Externalization by the EU,” funded 
by the National Science Foundation 2010–2014. We also 
draw from the graphics we gathered for the exhibition 
It Is Obvious from the Map, curated by Thomas Keenan 
and Sohrab Mohebbi in Los Angeles and Zagreb.

2	 For more on this, see “New Keywords: Migration 
and Borders,” which is a collaborative publication 
produced by more than a dozen migration and border 
studies scholars that consists of key concepts in current 
research and that establishes the parameters of a common 
language in critical migration and border studies. Maribel 
Casas-Cortés et al., “New Keywords: Migration and 
Borders,” Cultural Studies 29, no. 1 (2014): 55–87. 

3	 Aristide Zolberg, “The Archeology of ‘Remote 
Control,’” in Migration Control in the North Atlantic 
World: The Evolution of State Practices in Europe and 
the United States, ed. Andreas Fahrmeir (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2003), 195–223; Ruben Zaiotti, ed., 
Externalizing Migration Management: Europe, North 
America and the Spread of “Remote Control” Practices, 
Routledge Research in Place, Space and Politics 
(New York: Routledge, 2016); Luiza Bialasiewicz, 
“Off-Shoring and Out-Sourcing the Borders of Europe: 
Libya and EU Border Work in the Mediterranean,” 
Geopolitics 17, no. 4 (2012): 843–866. 

4	 Maribel Casas-Cortés, Sebastian Cobarrubias, and 
John Pickles, “Riding Routes and Itinerant Borders: 
Autonomy of Migration and Border Externalization,” 
Antipode 47, no. 4 (2015): 894–914.

5	 This is a static visualization of the migration routes 
published by the ICMPD in 2014. The most recent 
version of the i-Map is accessible only with a username 
and password. You can request access at https://
ec.europa.eu/knowledge4policy/online-resource/
interactive-map-migration-i-map_en. 

6	 Maribel Casas-Cortés, Sebastian Cobarrubias, 
and John Pickles, “B/Ordering Turbulence beyond 
Europe: Expert Knowledge in the Management of 
Human Mobility,” in Mapping Migration, Identity, 
and Space, ed. Tabea Linhard and Timothy Parsons 
(Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 
257–281; Sebastian Cobarrubias, “The i-Map and the 
Cartopolitics of ‘Migration Mangement’ at a Distance,” 
Antipode 51, no. 3 (2019): 770–794.

7	 Figures 2 and 3 are from PowerPoints used by the 
Spanish Civil Guard. These presentations demonstrate 
the rationale of externalization as well as how the border 
is imagined spatially in this type of border operation.

8	 Council of the European Union, “Strategy Paper 
on Immigration and Asylum Policy, from the Austrian 
Council Presidency to the K4 Committee,” 1.7.98, 
9809/98 CK4 27, ASIM 170, limite (1998), http://
archiv.proasyl.de/texte/europe/eu-a-o.htm. Note: This 
refers to the initial leaked draft. Subsequent drafts have 
the following codification: 9809/1/98, Rev 1 Limite, 
CK4 27, ASIM 170; and 9809/2/98, Rev 2 Limite, CK4 
27, ASIM 170.

9	 A detailed study of this EU document can be 
found in our piece, “Concentric Circles in the EU’s 
External Migration Policy? Dissecting Colonial Logics 
in the Ordering of Territories and Mobilities,” in The 
Critical Handbook on Migration Geographies, ed. 
Kathryne Mitchell, Reece Jones, and Jennifer Fluri 
(London: Edgar Ellen, 2019), 193–205.

10	 The HLWG was set up at the end of 1998 as part 
of an initiative of the Netherlands, which was president 
of the EU at the time. The HLWG is a strategic analysis 
group with representatives from various member states 
tasked with drafting “action plans” on migration and 
border policy vis-à-vis non-EU countries. It was under 
the auspices of this group that the strategy paper 
continued to have influence in official circles.

11	 Council of the European Union, “Strategy Paper 
on Immigration and Asylum Policy” (points 60 and 116).

12	 Council of the European Union, “Strategy Paper 
on Immigration and Asylum Policy” (points 60 and 118).

13	 Council of the European Union, “Strategy Paper 
on Immigration and Asylum Policy” (points 60 and 119).

14	 Council of the European Union, “Strategy Paper 
on Immigration and Asylum Policy” (point 61).

15	 For more information, visit REDCAT, https://
www.redcat.org/exhibition/it-obvious-map, and 
Galeria Nova, http://www.whw.hr/galerija-nova/
izlozba-signs-and-whispers.html. 

16	 Many of these maps are now part of the itinerant 
art collection first launched in Los Angeles and later 
hosted in Zagreb: It Is Obvious from the Map! Maribel 
Casas-Cortés and Sebastian Cobarrubias, “‘It Is 
Obvious from the Map!’: Disobeying the Production  
of Illegality beyond Borderlines,” Movements: Journal 
für kritische Migrations und Grenzregimeforschung 4, 
no.1 (January 2018): 29–44.

17	 Mark Akkerman, Expanding the Fortress: The 
Policies, the Profiteers and the People Shaped by EU’s 
Externalisation Programme (Amsterdam: Transnational 
Institute, 2018); Sara Prestianni, “The Dangerous Link 
between Migration, Development, and Security for 
the Externalisation of Borders in Africa” (Rome: ARCI 
Reports, 2018), https://www.arci.it/documento/
the-dangerous-link-between-migration-development- 
and-security-for-the-externalisation-of-borders-in- 
africa-case-studies-on-sudan-niger-and-tunisia; Tony 
Bunyan, “Analysis: The EU Goes to War with African 
‘Elite,’” StateWatch Bulletin, 2016. 

18	 Paolo Gaibazzi, Stephan Dünnwald, and Alice 
Bellagamba, EurAfrican Borders and Migration 
Management: Political Cultures, Contested Spaces, and 
Ordinary Lives (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017).

19	 This erasure of African national borders is far from 
the call to “scrap the borders” that Achille Mbembe 
makes in a recent impassioned plea: “The next phase of 
Africa’s decolonisation is about granting mobility to all 
her people and reshaping the terms of membership in 
a political and cultural ensemble that is not confined to 
the nation-state.” Freedom of movement within Africa 
becomes a “cornerstone of a new pan-African agenda”: 
“To become a vast area of freedom of movement is 
arguably the biggest challenge Africa faces in the 21st 
century. The future of Africa does not depend on 
restrictive immigration policies and the militarisation 
of borders.” Achille Mbembe, “Scrap the Borders that 
Divide Africans,” Mail & Guardian, March 17, 2017, 
https://mg.co.za/article/2017-03-17-00-scrap-the- 
borders-that-divide-africans. 

20	 Peo Hansen and Stefan Jonsson, Eurafrica: The 
Untold History of European Integration and Colonialism 
(New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014). 

21	 Seyla Benhabib, “Twilight of Sovereignty or 
the Emergence of Cosmopolitan Norms? Rethinking 
Citizenship in Volatile Times,” Citizenship Studies 11, 
no. 1 (February 2007): 19–36. The quote appears on 
pages 23–24.

22	 Ruben Andersson, Illegality, Inc.: Clandestine 
Migration and the Business of Bordering Europe, 
California Series in Public Anthropology 28 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2014).

23	 The origin of this slogan comes from people in 
the US Southwest, often of Mexican descent—both 
migrant and not—expressing the fact that much of the 
Western United States was once part of Mexico. In 
fact, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California were 
seized by the United States in the Mexican–American 
War of 1846–1848. Pointing to the irony of labeling 
Mexican citizens in the US Southwest as foreigners and 
illegal trespassers, the expression has been attributed to 
everyone from writer José Antonio Burciaga to actress 
Eva Longoria to the band Aztlan Underground. It is 
widely popular because it communicates the notion that 
geopolitical borders are imposed on peoples that have 
lived in those places prior to those dividing lines. 

24	 Besides being used for immigrant rights, the 
slogan has resonated among indigenous movements, 
Palestinian solidarity groups, and anticolonial and racial 
justice struggles, all working against institutional racism 
and practices of exclusion. 

25	 See Martina Tazzioli, “Governing Migrant 
Mobility through Mobility: Containment and Dispersal 
at the Internal Frontiers of Europe,” Environment and 
Planning C: Politics and Space (April 2019); and Claudia 
Aradau and Rens van Munster, “Governing Terrorism 
through Risk: Taking Precautions, (Un)Knowing the 
Future,” European Journal of International Relations 13, 
no. 1 (March 2007): 89–115. 

26	 “B/ordering” as developed by critical migration 
scholars of the Nijmegen School, relates well to this 
notion of borders themselves as actively crossing over 
people. This piece embraces this understanding of 
borders as complex filters that classify populations 
under an apartheid logic through the triple function 
of bordering, ordering, and othering. See Henk van 
Houtum, Olivier Thomas Kramsch, and Wolfgang 
Zierhofer, B/Ordering Space (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 
2005); Henk van Houtum and Ton van Naerssen, 
“Bordering, Ordering and Othering,” Tijdschrift voor 
economische en sociale geografie 93, vol. 2 (December 
2002): 125–136. 

27	 Speranta Dumitru, “When World Leaders 
Thought You Shouldn’t Need Passports or Visas,” 
Conversation, September 27, 2016, http://
theconversation.com/when-world-leaders-thought- 
you-shouldnt-need-passports-or-visas-64847.

28	 As quoted in Emmanuel Blanchard et al., eds., 
Guerre aux migrants: Le livre noir de Ceuta et Melilla, 
Collection “Arguments et Mouvements” (Paris: 
Syllepse, 2007).

A War on Mobility: The Border Empire Strikes Back?Borders



276

Columbia Books on Architecture 
and the City
An imprint of the Graduate School 
of Architecture, Planning, and 
Preservation

Columbia University
1172 Amsterdam Ave
407 Avery Hall
New York, NY 10027
arch.columbia.edu/books

Distributed by Columbia 
University Press
cup.columbia.edu

Ways of Knowing Cities
Edited by Laura Kurgan and 
Dare Brawley
With Isabelle Kirkham-Lewitt

Graphic Designers: 
Neil Donnelly
Ben Fehrman-Lee

Copyeditor: 
Erica Olsen

Printer:
Musumeci S.p.A.

978-1-941332-58-0

© 2019 by the Trustees of Columbia 
University in the City of New York
Contributions © the author

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be used or 
reproduced in any manner without the 
written permission of the publisher, 
except in the context of reviews. Every 
reasonable attempt has been made 
to identify the owners of copyright. 
Errors or omissions will be corrected 
in subsequent editions. This book has 
been produced through the Office of 
the Dean, Amale Andraos, and the 
Office of Publications at Columbia 
University GSAPP.

Director of Publications: 
James Graham

Assistant Director: 
Isabelle Kirkham-Lewitt

Managing Editor: 
Jesse Connuck

Library of Congress 
Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Kurgan, Laura, editor. | 
Brawley, Dare, editor.
Title: Ways of knowing cities / edited 
by Laura Kurgan and Dare Brawley.
Description: New York, NY : Columbia 

Books on Architecture and the 
City, an imprint of the Graduate 
School of Architecture, Planning, 
and Preservation Columbia 
University, [2019]

Identifiers: LCCN 2019020859 |  
ISBN 9781941332580 (pbk.)

Subjects: LCSH: City and town life. | 
Smart cities. | Technology—Social 
aspects. | Urban policy.

Classification: LCC HT251 .W39 2019 | 
DDC 307.76—dc23

LC record available at  
https://lccn.loc.gov/2019020859


