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Preface

The cover of this book shows a 'map' that was spontaneously drawn by one of my 

respondents while he explained me his trajectory from sub-Saharan Africa to Europe. This 

drawing symbolises so much what this book is about -  the dynamics of migrants' travel.

It certainly goes too far to compare the trajectory that is called a PhD thesis with the 

trajectories of my respondents, since, among other things, the socio-political contexts are 

entirely different. Yet, the experience of writing a thesis and the experience of travelling have 

much in common.1 Both experiences entail a process of transformation, a personal passage.

1 It is te lling in th is respect tha t so many PhD students use the  metaphor of the journey in the ir prefaces.
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Both experiences also are about freedoms and frustrations, about new insights and second- 

thoughts, and about breakthroughs and bite-throughs. However, for me the most significant 

resemblance between writing a thesis and travelling is that the outcomes and experiences of 

both depend so much on the people you meet along the way. Neither PhD students nor 

travellers get very far without the guidance, inspiration and the helping hands of other 

people.

First of all, my heartfelt gratitude goes to the many sub-Saharan African migrants I 

have encountered in different places, and especially to those who allowed me to 'follow' 

them for longer periods of time. The sharing of your dreams, hopes, frustrations and 

experiences is the basis of this book and I am very thankful to you for trusting me in the first 

place and for taking the time to share your stories with me. These stories were often not only 

interesting for the purpose of this study, but also inspiring as lessons in life. I especially 

appreciated your 'African hospitality' in living conditions that were not always easy for 

yourself -  many Europeans could learn from your example.

Secondly, I would like to thank some people who have assisted me during different 

fieldwork periods. David, I appreciated very much your companionship during our trip to 

Spain, Morocco and Senegal. We shared the joys and fears of being on the road -  what a trip 

it was! During my subsequent stay in Morocco, assistance from the people of NIMAR was 

very helpful. Thanks also to my Congolese 'guide' who assisted me during parts of my 

fieldwork in different neighbourhoods of Rabat. For a similar reason I owe my thanks to 

Mohammed and Hicham of the ABCDS organisation in Oujda. I am very moved by your 

activism and determination to sensitise the Moroccan society to the situation of sub-Saharan 

Africans in your country. The same applies to my Malian friend Diachari: I wish that every 

migrant living in a similarly precarious situation as the migrants in Oujda could make use of 

your wisdom and restfulness. Thanks for giving me the opportunity to visit the migrant places 

that very few 'outsiders' have seen.

My stay in Istanbul was also eased by the assistance of several people. Brigitte, our 

almost daily breakfasts were really helpful for navigating the field. Thanks for sharing your 

insights with me, and for sharing a pleasant drink after some hectic days of fieldwork. I am 

also thankful to the people of the IIMP for giving me the opportunity to walk around there 

for some weeks. I was happy to discover that your programmes assist so many people 

(including the little ones) of different migrant communities. Thanks also to my Turkish 

friends, Tanju, Zeki and Fatih, for the pleasant time at the campus.

The different fieldwork periods would not have been productive without the support of 

different people in the Netherlands. Thanks to my colleagues at the GPM department of the
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Radboud University. It is such a privilege to start your academic career in a stimulating 

environment full of critical thinkers. I would also like to thank the geography department, 

and in particular Huib Ernste, for co-financing my PhD position. My special thanks goes to 

Ruben, Lothar, Stefan, Xavier and Roos for their critical comments on my work. Thanks also 

to all members of the 'Jonge Discursieven' for your engagement, and in particular to Bas for 

keeping the JD-spirit alive. Thanks to all (newer and former) PhD students at the department 

for the pleasant lunches and drinks. I am also grateful to my colleagues at International 

Development Studies. Your feedback on different occasions has certainly enriched my study. 

From September onwards, I will more often be at the Uithof, and this will undoubtedly 

intensify our personal contacts.

In particular I would like to show my gratitude to my two daily supervisors Ton van 

Naerssen and Henk van Houtum, and my promoter Annelies Zoomers. Without their support 

as 'travel guides,' I would certainly have got lost somewhere along the way. Ton, as the 

supervisor of my Masters-thesis and the coordinator of the 2006 research on diaspora 

organisations, you are the true Nestor of my academic career. Through the years, I have 

appreciated your pragmatic responses to the questions that were puzzling me. However, 

your supervision was certainly not only pragmatic. With your extensive experience of 

migration research and your knowledge of migration literature you have helped me to 

reconsider some 'mobile' arguments and refine many of my empirical findings. Henk, your 

line of thought (or de-lining of thought?) has always been a main source of inspiration for 

me. With your critical insights and vivid input you have always encouraged me to take just a 

slightly different route than the conventional one, and not without considerable benefit to 

my study. Thanks for that. Finally, Annelies, your 'migration' to Utrecht University did not at 

all mean a detachment from my project, and I am so happy for that! It is not a coincidence 

that most break-through moments in this process took place at the Uithof. Your continuing 

confidence in me has been of immense value. It even created the opportunity for me to 

extend my research activities at IDS. Thanks for being so engaged and for supporting me at 

all times.

Writing this piece would have been a hazardous task without the support from people 

outside academia. I owe my thanks to all my friends for the necessary hours of relaxation, 

discussion and laughter. In particular, the recent trips to Sint Anna Ter Muiden and 

Hoenderloo were very comforting in hectic times. Thanks also to my football-mates for giving 

me the opportunity to express my frustrations on the 'holy' Wednesday evenings.

Many thanks in particular to my family. Laura, a visit to you makes me always forget 

about work. You cannot even imagine how important this is. Thanks also for the last-minute
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support regarding the cover. Gijs, your dedication to your work is inspiring, good luck with 

your new challenge. Dear mom, thanks for your warmth and caring love. Without you, I 

would never have gotten this far. Dad, thanks for your wisdom, for being my fourth 

supervisor and for taking care of the printing process. I am sure that there is no person on 

earth (myself included) who could play this role better than you.

The final words are for you, Joëlle. Somewhere along this PhD journey our life- 

trajectories have crossed. Perhaps 'crossing' is not the best word here since our trajectories 

have become so closely intertwined from the very first day when we got to know each other. 

Therefore it is impossible to unravel your impact on this book from your impact on my life. 

There is no better way of celebrating the end of this PhD (and so much more!) than by 

starting a new journey, this time together, steer-by-steer. I am wondering where we are 

when this page is printed. Somewhere in France, Andalusia, or in the Atlas? Wherever it is, it 

will be part of our intertwined trajectories -  nothing is more valuable than that.

Nijmegen, April 2011
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Introduction

Figure 1: 'Storming' the fences of Ceuta and Melilla

Source: BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/4286252.stm, accessed on 25-8-2010.

On the night of 28 September 2005, hundreds of sub-Saharan African migrants attempted 

to cross simultaneously the border between Morocco and the Spanish enclave Ceuta. The 

migrants, equipped with self-improvised ladders and dressed in protective clothes, 

climbed the fences in groups, knowing that the Spanish Guardia Civil would only be able to 

catch a few of them at the same time. Although many migrants successfully reached 

European ground that night, approximately one hundred individuals were caught along 

their way. Many of them were seriously injured because they fell from the fences, got 

stuck in the razor-wire or were hit by bullets fired by the Moroccan or Spanish border 

guards. Five migrants died during this particular event. On the night of 6 October, a similar 

'invasion' took place in Melilla, the other Spanish enclave in Morocco. During this 

collective attempt another six migrants died on their way to the European Union (EU) 

(Goldschmidt 2006).
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The Spanish government reacted to these 'invasions'1 by sending the army to Ceuta 

and Melilla, hastening the heightening of the fences from three to six meters2 and adding 

a third layer to the fences of Melilla (Zapata-Barrero and de Witte 2007). Moreover, in the 

days after the invasions the authorities in Ceuta and Melilla sent many migrants back to 

Morocco without following any form of legal procedure, thereby ignoring their right to 

apply for asylum. On the Moroccan side of the border, the Moroccan police reacted by 

arresting some 400 sub-Saharan Africans in just a few days time. Among them were 

several asylum seekers who were formally under the protection of the Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Regardless of their legal status, most 

of the arrested migrants were transported to Oujda, a town near the Algerian border. 

From there, groups of migrants were deported to Algeria, where they were dropped off in 

the desert, often without any food or water. These repressive methods of the Spanish and 

Moroccan authorities led to international protests, particularly from human rights 

organisations, from the media and from government representatives in Africa 

(Goldschmidt 2006).

In the same context, but for a different reason, alarm bells were ringing in the 

North. European newspapers portrayed this border incident as part of an 'increasing flow' 

of 'desperate migrants,' thereby fuelling the public fear of an unstoppable wave of poor 

and unwanted strangers coming from the South (de Haas 2007a). In the past few years, 

this invasion discourse has been further intensified by media reports of sub-Saharan 

African migrants arriving 'en masse' at one of the Southern European islands, such as the 

Canary Islands, Malta, Lampedusa, or at one of the Greek islands (Pastore, Monzinzi and 

Sciortino 2006; Carling 2007a; Pinyol 2008; van Houtum and Boedeltje 2009; Bredeloup 

2010). In keeping with this discourse, Southern European authorities claim that some 

hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of African 'transit migrants' are waiting in North 

Africa for their chance to enter the EU 'illegally.'3 These highly speculative estimates of 

'hordes' of waiting migrants underline that, from a European policy perspective, (irregular) 

migration from the South is first and foremost seen as a security issue, along with

1 In the period between August and October 2005, there were several incidents involving migrants who 
attempted to cross the fences in groups. The reactions of the Spanish and Moroccan governments should be 
seen in this broader perspective.
2 At the tim e of these border incidents, the Spanish authorities were already in the process of heightening the 
fences and installing a sophisticated electronic detection system around the fences (see also Zapata-Barrero and 
de W itte 2007). This process of fortification (Ferrer-Gallardo 2007) may have prompted the collective attempts of 
sub-Saharan African migrants to climb the fences of the Spanish enclaves.
3 The Italian authorities, for instance, estimated that there were some 1.5 million Africans in Libya waiting to 
emigrate to Europe. This observation is based on citations from the Italian m ilitary intelligence (SISM I) (UNODC 
[United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime] 2006; see also de Haas 2007a).
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organised crime and terrorism (Laitinen 2007). Solutions to this security issue are then 

sought, as we have seen, in heightened barriers and militarised borders.

The majority of EU citizens is aware of only small parts of the migration journeys made by 

sub-Saharan Africans. Media reports cover only the most spectacular border crossings: 

The moments when migrants jump from fences, arrive exhausted on European shores in 

fragile boats, or hide in fully packed cargo trucks. This focus on the most spectacular 

moments of their journeys tends to reinforce the image of migrants as desperate invaders 

or poor victims of exploitative smugglers (see also Bredeloup 2010). This thesis derives 

from a deep discomfort about these general assumptions with regard to contemporary 

African migration towards the EU, and attempts to gain a better empirical understanding 

of how, and under what conditions, sub-Saharan African migrants4 travel northwards. 

Rather than concentrating on spectacular border crossings, I also explore the dynamics 

that occur before and after these 'sensational events' in order to create a more complete 

picture of what it means to be 'on the road' in a geo-political context in which borders are 

closing. By so doing, I purposively take the perspective of the migrants to better 

understand their motivations and frustrations, the challenges and opportunities they meet 

during their journeys, and to know more about how these different aspects change along 

the way. In other words, this thesis tells the story of migrants' journeys to a bordering 

Europe5 from the perspective of those who travel.

From the roots to the routes of migration; towards a research focus
Departures and arrivals; what about the journey?

Somewhat paradoxically, migration researchers have generally overlooked the journey as 

an analytical object (International Migration Institute 2006). Migration is predominantly 

investigated at its beginning and end points -  as if it were merely a matter of uprootings 

and regroundings (Ahmed et al. 2003). At the beginning point of migration, researchers 

have focused on the question: Why do migrants depart in the first place? Special attention 

is paid to migrants' decision-making processes before they actually depart. Migrant 

decision-making is often investigated by scholars writing from the neo-classical tradition 

(Lee 1966; Harris and Todaro 1970) and the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM)

4 This thesis focuses predominantly on the journeys of migrants coming from West and Central Africa (see also 
Chapter 2 and Appendix I).
5 Because my respondents did not usually make a distinction between the term s 'EU' and' Europe,' I use both 
terms interchangeably. Both terms designate the space of the twenty-seven EU member-states. Thus, although 
one may argue that Istanbul lies geographically within Europe, in this thesis Istanbul is not part of Europe since it 
is not located in one of the twenty-seven EU member-states.
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(Adepoju 1977; Stark and Bloom 1985).6 According to these 'voluntarist' perspectives 

migrants know their eventual destinations and reach their destinations without much 

interference. The journey is considered to be a residual outcome of a magnetic field full of 

pushes and pulls, where the migrant rationally decides whether or not to move. The highly 

influential push-pull model (Lee 1966) does in fact pay attention to so-called 'intervening 

opportunities' -  referring to the factors which come into play between the place of origin 

and the destination. However, this element is mostly perceived as influencing the decision 

of whether or not to migrate. Hence, most studies that include intervening opportunities 

focus not so much on the actual en route factors, as on the perception of possible en route 

obstacles which influence decisions in the pre-migration phase.

The question of why people depart is also addressed by studies with macro

economic and historical-structural frameworks. Migrants' movements are then explained 

as being a result of market forces, government recruitment programmes (Piore 1979), the 

internationalisation of production (Sassen 1988) or political mechanisms of power and 

domination (Cohen 1987). Finally, with the emergence of literature on migration systems 

(Fawcett 1989; Skeldon 1997; Massey et al. 1998), departures are considered to be the 

outcome of both micro and macro factors, emphasising that there is no single explanation 

for migration.

At the end point of migration, most studies have focused on immigration patterns 

and processes of integration, assimilation and on migrants' socio-economic contributions 

to receiving and sending countries (Fitzgerald 2006). A main issue here is the integration 

debate, which is partly discussed in theories of migration markets (e.g. Piore 1979; Borjas 

1989). Important questions in this respect are: What are the social, cultural and economic 

costs and benefits after migration has taken place? And: How can migrants be successfully 

integrated into receiving societies? With these questions in mind, integration policies 

(Engbersen et al. 1999; Entzinger 2009), the forming of ethnic communities (Portes and 

Sensenbrenner 1993; Schmitter Heisler 2000), ethnic and religious tensions (Kastoryano 

2007), multiculturalism (Penninx, Berger and Kraal 2006; Scheffer 2007) and other issues 

concerning citizenship have been intensively discussed. Furthermore, migrants' impact on 

the local and national economies in receiving societies have been investigated (Amin

6 Whereas neo-classical approaches perceive migrants as individual and rationally operating actors, the NELM 
analysts see migration decisions as collective processes in which not only the migrating actor is involved, but also 
his/her household, fam ily and/or community (so the decisions of migrants are not entirely voluntary in the sense 
that they are in the position to decide by and for themselves whether to move or not). Another important 
difference is that NELM analysts argue that migration is not necessarily a reaction of people to maximise their 
income (as is suggested by neo-classical models), but is rather a matter of risk diversification. In sum, NELM 
analysts perceive migration not as an individual act of 'desperation' or 'boundless optimism' but as a 'calculated 
strategy' in a context of social interdependency (Stark and Bloom 1985, 174-175; see also Massey et al. 1998).
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1995; Ellis and Wright 1999) as well as the development contributions of migrants to their 

societies of origin (Brown 1991; Skeldon 1997; Mohan and Zack-Williams 2002; Grillo and 

Riccio 2004; Mazzucato, Kabki and Smith 2006; van Naerssen, Spaan and Zoomers 2008).

It is striking that the story of human movement has mainly been told from the 

position of fixed points; the A and the B, the push and the pull, the sender and the host, 

the origin and the destination. Indeed, to explain migration, 'sedentarist' frameworks have 

been used in which roots dominate over routes (Cresswell 2006; see also Malkki 1992; 

Clifford 1997; Urry 2000; 2007). This sedentarist focus has limited our understanding of 

how migrants move and the extent to which their movements affect their personal 

identities and the different societies through which they pass (Papastergiadis 2000; 

International Migration Institute 2006).

Of course, it would be a caricature to state that all migration investigations follow this 

'rooted' and static notion of migration. The above critique must take into account the 

conceptual frameworks of some migration research and the empirical contents of some 

migration studies.

With regard to the conceptual frameworks of migration research, it is important to 

note that some (early) contributions have questioned the bipolar character of migration 

presented above. Research on stepwise migration, for instance, shows that migration 

often occurs in a series of stages7 involving more than two locations (e.g. Riddel and 

Harvey 1972; Conway 1980; DaVanzo 1983).8 Moreover, many investigations have 

challenged the static notion of migration by illustrating the importance of circular 

migration (e.g. Hugo 1982; Cordell, Gregory and Piché 1996) or by reflecting on the 

continued mobility of specific migrants in the settlers/sojourners discussion9 (e.g. Piore 

1979; Chavez 1988).

7 The notion of stepwise migration is basically consistent with Ravenstein's classical laws of migration (Ravenstein 
1885). Although Ravenstein did not directly link his stepwise migration model to a certain urban hierarchy, many 
scholars have applied his idea that migration occurs in stages (people who have left a place are replaced by 
people originating from elsewhere, creating a trickle-down effect in every corner of a specific country) to a 
spatial hierarchy of places (Conway 1980).
8 Although this can be seen as a multi-polar framework to understand migration, the journey itself is believed to 
be m echanically determined by the spatial organisation of an environment, and the 'mobile man' is 
conceptualised as a rational actor responding to a hierarchy of places (see also Cresswell 2006; 2010a). The 
subsequent journeys are still presented as straight lines between two fixed points, as static point-to-point 
connectors (see for example Conway 1980; see also Ingold (2007, 72-103) on the difference between point-to- 
point lines and dynamic lines).
9 In this discussion there is a distinction made between migrants as "free-floaters" -  the sojourners -  moving 
from place to place without a specific destination in mind (Piore 1979, 103) and migrants as planners -  the 
settlers -  in the sense that they know where they are going and stay in this specific place for a considerable 
period of time.
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The most important development in the conceptualisation of migration, however, 

is the recent emergence of migration studies with a transnational approach (e.g. Glick 

Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Portes 1997; 1999; Portes, Guarnizo and Landolt 

1999; Faist 2000; 2008; Vertovec 2001; 2004a; Riccio 2001; Snel, Engbersen and Leerkes 

2006; Grillo 2007; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007). One of the 

main principles of this research strand is to deconstruct "the standard vision of the 

immigrant as someone who leaves the old country's security, passes through a period of 

risk and turmoil, and then establishes a definite equilibrium in the new nation-state" (Faist 

2000, 9). Transnational scholars have successfully debunked the static notion that a 

migration process follows the pattern of fixity (in the country of origin) -  movement (the 

journey) -  fixity (in the country of destination). Instead, migrants are believed to construct 

multiple relationships that cross geographical, cultural and political boundaries. Because 

of these relationships, the migrant is positioned in two places simultaneously (the sending 

and receiving country) rather than in one place only (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc- 

Szanton 1995; Portes 1997; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004); their lives are interconnected 

and dynamic rather than 'rooted.' By focusing on, among others, migrants' social 

networks (Faist 2000; Riccio 2001), organisations (Portes, Escobar and Walton Radford

2007) and identities (Vertovec 2001), transnational scholars emphasise the dynamic 

character of migration, thereby challenging taken-for-granted notions concerning 

citizenship, integration and the geography of communities. Nevertheless, these studies 

seldom question the bipolar character of migration (Mitchell 1997).10 The transnational 

linkages, as they are predominantly analysed, bind the country of origin with the country 

of residence. Moreover, transnational research mainly focuses on migrants' transnational 

engagements in the post-migration phase -  after the journeys have taken place. I argue 

that the transnational debate can therefore be enriched when it includes migrants' 

journeys from an origin to a destination. This allows us not only to gain further insight into 

migrants' transnational life-worlds of being simultaneously here and there (or in-between 

here and there), but also to better understand the trajectories that constitute these life- 

worlds (see also Grillo 2007).

In terms of empirical content, at least two research strands can be identified that focus on 

the supposedly 'in-between phase' of migration and therefore go some way towards

10 Vertovec (2004a, 971), for instance, articulates this bipolarity by using the term "bifocality" in order to describe 
the patterns of change that accom pany migrants' transnational activities. Some authors distinguish bilateral from 
multilateral forms of transnationalism (e.g. Snel, Engbersen and Leerkes 2006; see also Maas 2011). There are 
also some scholars who go beyond the bilocal conceptualisations of transnationalism by stressing that migrants' 
social connections and identities are not bound to only two nation-states (e.g. Grillo 2007; Levitt and Jaworksy 
2007; Faist 2008).
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countering the above critique. Firstly, migration research has shown an increasing interest 

in the facilitation of migration between the points of departure and arrival. In this context, 

a distinction can be made between studies focusing on the role of social networks in 

directing migrants to certain destinations (e.g. Boyd 1989; Singer and Massey 1998; 

Collyer 2005; Herman 2006) and studies focusing on smuggling practices as an important 

form of migration facilitation (e.g. Salt and Stein 1997; Igduygu and Toktas 2002; Derluyn 

and Broeckaert 2005; Krissman 2006; van Liempt 2007). By delivering considerable 

empirical insights, these studies have strongly contributed to a better understanding of 

the internal dynamics of quite diverse migration processes.

The second research strand that undermines the usual origin/destination rationale, 

consists of studies on so-called 'transit migration' (Collyer 2007; Collyer, Düvell and de 

Haas 2010). This term, which emerged in the late 1990s, refers to the general observation 

that migrants increasingly use third countries as exit points to reach their desired 

destinations (Igduygu 2000; Baldwin-Edwards 2002; 2006; Nyberg S0rensen 2006; Düvell 

2006; 2008; 2010; Collyer 2006b; 2007; 2010; Collyer, Düvell and de Haas 2010; de Haas 

2006; Bredeloup 2010). Hence, in the context of closing borders, transit migration is 

presented as the missing link between emigration and settlement (Papadopoulou- 

Kourkoula 2008). Despite the politicised dimension (Düvell 2006; 2010; Bredeloup 2010) 

and several methodological difficulties (Düvell 2006),11 empirical studies in this field have 

yielded valuable insights into migrants' 'in-betweenness' during their migration processes 

to certain destinations (e.g. Hamood 2006; Brewer and Yükseker 2006; Brachet 2007; 

Suter 2009; Collyer 2006b; 2007; 2010; Akcapar 2010; Kastner 2010). However, most 

studies on transit migration still retain a strong linear understanding of migration, in terms 

of which migrants are believed to depart, go through a transit period and settle 

afterwards. This makes transit migration a value-laden term, in the sense that particular 

migrants (e.g. sub-Saharan Africans) residing in certain border areas (e.g. African- 

European borderlands) are somehow expected to move onwards (de Haas 2007a). 

Furthermore, as Papadopoulou-Kourkoula (2008) indicates, transit migration research 

usually analyses the transit phase in isolation from the broader migration processes (see

11 Transit migration has a politicised character since it is often associated with 'unwanted' or 'illegal' migration in 
European neighbourhoods (Düvell 2010; Bredeloup 2010). Methodological difficulties emerge with the question 
who is in transit and who is not (Düvell 2006)? Much effort is undertaken to distinguish transit migration from 
other forms of migration, notably multiple migration (Düvell 2008). Migrants' intentions (to travel onwards) and 
their length of stay are taken as the two decisive factors. However, it can be debated whether the focus on 
intentions is appropriate since it suggests that migrants 'in transit' are in a position to follow their intentions, 
while their living situation is often characterised by restrictions. One may also question whether a strict time 
demarcation helps one to understand the dynamics that are attached to transit migration, or whether this simply 
creates another category of migrants (see also Schapendonk 2010). These issues will be further discussed in the 
empirical chapters o f this dissertation.
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also Igduygu 2005). This research therefore runs the risk of creating another harsh 

dichotomy (transit/non-transit) that can be added to a long list of migration dichotomies 

that bolster static conceptual frameworks and pay insufficient attention to the dynamics 

of migration (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). Moreover, the isolated focus on transit 

situations also results in rather partial understandings of what it means to be en route to 

an 'elsewhere.'

To sum up, the main point of departure of this study is that the static viewpoints of 

migration have generally overlooked the journey as an important part of migration. This 

research follows the recent trend to focus more on the apparently 'in-between phase' of 

migration. However, I argue that recent research on the migration journey has resulted in 

fragmented insights that do little justice to the dynamics and spatialities of the journey in 

its complete sense. For this reason, this research investigates the migration journey 

without focusing on a specific phase (the transit phase, the adaptation phase, etc.) or on a 

specific form of migration (smuggling, legal migration, asylum migration, etc.); it takes the 

journey in its completeness as its empirical focus. In particular it builds on the following 

words of Brian du Toit:

[M]ore attention should be given to the 'journey' than to the 'origin' or 'destination' 

because people who move may not know exactly where they are moving to, nor do 

they necessarily remain there once they reached this destination. The migrant may 

explore better opportunities, may move on to a new situation, or may return to the 

point of departure. Migration is not an act but a process.

(du Toit 1990, 308).

This quote indicates that a focus on migration journeys has far-reaching analytical 

consequences for migration as a research object. A focus on the journey namely puts the 

beginning and ending points of migration into perspective. It complicates the point of 

departure by recognising that there can be more than only one moment and place of 

departure. To the same extent, it challenges the finiteness of 'arrivals' since a destination 

can become another place of departure. Hence, the idea of migration as a movement 

between two fixed points is profoundly questioned. From the perspective of the journey, 

migration is never permanent (Skeldon 1997; Staring 2001; Grillo 2007; Baas 2009). With 

this in mind, the central research object of this thesis shifts from migrants' journeys 

between two fixed points to migrants' trajectories possibly consisting of various 

movements that reach multiple points and go in several directions. Thus, the focus on the 

supposedly 'in-between phase' of migration introduces an ontological shift from
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settlement and permanency to mobility and process. To sustain this shift, this research 

follows the recent mobilities turn in social science.

A mobile view on migration; exploring the mobilities turn in social science 

The widespread growth of human and non-human mobility and its growing importance in 

our daily lives, has directed an increasing number of theorists towards a more profound 

analysis of mobilities. Often inspired by postmodern theorists such as Gilles Deleuze and 

Zygmunt Bauman, there has been a radical shift from 'sedentarist metaphysics' 

approaching the world as being fixed, bounded and rooted, towards 'nomadic 

metaphysics,' in which the world is perceived as a space of flows, fluids and 

deterritorialisations (e.g. Malkki 1992; Clifford 1997; Creswell 1997; 2001a; 2001b; 2006; 

Bauman 2000; Castells 2000; Appadurai 1996; 2001; Urry 2000; 2007). Recently, the 

research on mobility has been intensified with the launch of the so-called 'new mobilities 

paradigm' (Sheller and Urry 2006; Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Urry 2007; Cresswell 

2010a; Kaufmann 2010). Scholars who engage with this mobilities turn plead for a social 

science that is movement-driven, both empirically and methodologically. They do not 

argue that social science has never dealt with movement, but emphasise that social 

science has traditionally approached mobility as 'residual death time' (Sheller and Urry 

2006; Cresswell 2006). The preceding analysis of migration is a good illustration of this. 

Although migration research has focused on questions with regard to human movement, 

the analytical starting point has been fixity and, partly as a result of this, the actual 

movements of migrants have been neglected in empirical studies. Some analysts go one 

step further by showing how mobility has been perceived as "a given -  an empty space 

that needed to be expunged or limited" (Creswell 2010a, 18; see also Urry 2007).12

One of the main building blocks of the mobilities turn is the work of John Urry 

(2000; 2003; 2004; 2007), who distinguishes five forms of interdependent mobility that 

produce social life. These are: 1) the corporeal travel of persons; 2) the physical mobility of 

objects; 3) the imaginative travel of people, facilitated by print and visual media; 4) virtual 

travel that transcends geographical and social distances; and 5) communicative travel 

through person-to-person messages (Urry 2007). By placing the emphasis on these 

mobilities, the main argument of this strand of literature belongs to a larger theoretical 

project of "going beyond the imagery of 'terrains' as fixed geographical containers for

12 See Cresswell's work on the production of m obility in the workplace and the home (Cresswell 2006). He 
discusses, among others, how 'Taylorism,' as a production process in which the human body is mechanised, aims 
to reduce 'inefficient' mobilities by the means of motion studies. Other critical scholars have also discussed how 
mobile lifestyles have been placed lower down the social hierarchy in Western societies and how human 
mobilities have been opposed by 'sedentarist' politics (Mac Laughlin 1998; 1999; McVeigh 1997).
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social processes" (Sheller and Urry 2006, 209; see also Massey 1994; 2005; B^renholdt 

and Granas 2010).

Although the launch of a 'new paradigm' as well as this grand theoretical objective 

may suggest otherwise, this new strand of theoretical and empirical investigation does not 

imply an understanding of the world as being in constant movement and shaped by 

laminar flows melting all that is solid into fluids (e.g. Bauman 2000). It rather seeks ways 

to go beyond both the sedentary and nomadic metaphysics as previously outlined. The 

mobilities turn is above all a relational approach since mobilities researchers maintain that 

there is no increase of mobility without a substantial increase of immobility (Urry 2003; 

Adey 2006; 2010; see also Sassen 2001). In this context, John Urry articulates the 

existence of 'mobility systems' (e.g. the automobility system, the mediaeval horse system, 

aeromobility system) and 'affordances' (e.g. a path that draws people to walk along it, the 

mobile phone user and the fixed phone masts) consisting of 'mobilities' and 'moorings' 

(Urry 2003; 2007; Sheller and Urry 2006; Peters 2003; Adey 2006). The main argument in 

this respect is that we have to take into account "specialized periods and places involving 

temporary rest, storage, infra-structural mobility, disposal and immobile zones" when we 

analyse mobility (Urry 2003, 126).13

From a less materialistic perspective several researchers, like Peter Adey (2006), 

Caren Kaplan (2003), Aharon Kellerman (2006) and Tim Cresswell (2001b; 2006; 2010a) 

underscore that mobilities need to be understood in differential ways by taking into 

account the politics of mobility. The politics of mobility consists of social relations that 

involve the production and distribution of power. This notion predominantly builds on the 

work of Doreen Massey (1994; 2005), who has convincingly argued against the 

homogenising character of globalisation by discussing the 'power geometry' involved in

13 In this context it is worth mentioning that the rise of the mobilities turn is strongly based on theoretical 
insights from com plexity theory (Byrne 1998; Urry 2003; Law 2004; Law and Urry 2004). This is a non-reductionist 
approach that transcends the logic of separated agents and deterministic laws by presuming "a kind of [complex] 
in-betweenness that is neither deterministic nor involving free will" (Urry 2003, 18). One point of departure is 
the existence of 'far from equilibrium' systems that are self-organised but without a hierarchical "central 
governor" (Law and Urry 2004, 401). The relationality of different elements makes the outcome of these 
'unstable' systems substantially different from its com ponent parts (Urry 2003; Law and Urry 2004). As Urry 
explains (2003, 25): "[T]he flavour of sugar is not present in the carbon, hydrogen and oxygen atoms that 
comprise it." Because different system elements are contingently related, there is no necessary proportionality 
between system 'causes' and system 'effects.' As Law and Urry (2004, 401) state: "[I]f we place an extra grain on 
top of a pile of sand, the extra grain (the 'cause') may either stay there or it may cause a small avalanche." This 
dynamic of small causes having large effects is in complexity theory known as the 'butterfly effect.' Another point 
of departure of mobilities research, which is also closely linked to Actor Network Theory (Latour 1996; 2005), is 
that agency is not possessed by human beings autonomously, but derives from the "enduring and increasingly 
intimate relations of subjects and objects"(Urry 2000, 14, emphasis in original). This argument does not imply 
that human beings lack any sort of self-determ ining power when it comes to writing their own histories.
However, it emphasises that there would be not much of agency if one separates the individual human being 
from his/her social connections as well as from the objects and infrastructures that help him/her 'to get ahead.'
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time-space compressions. The power geometry implies that people simply have different 

accesses and possibilities to connect to the global flows and interactions (Massey 1994). 

For many people globalisation indeed means faster and further movement. However, for 

many others, as we have seen in the example of sub-Saharan Africans trying to enter 

Ceuta and Melilla, this era of globalisation means rather social closure and blocked access. 

As a consequence of this difference in access, mobility becomes one of the most 

important stratifying factors of modernity (Bauman 1998; 2004) as it is inherently linked to 

human freedoms (Sager 2008; Kesselring 2006). Today's global nomads (Makimato and 

Manners 1997) share the same world with people who are involuntarily immobilised 

(Carling 2002). With the notion of the politics of mobilities, mobilities researchers have 

illustrated how differences in speed create relative immobilities and feelings of slowness 

(Adey 2006). They have also indicated that the mobility of some might have the effect of 

immobilising others. The latter may occur on a small scale (e.g. someone attempting to 

cross a busy highway is restricted in his/her movement by the fast mobility of cars (Adey 

2006)), and on a larger scale (e.g. the facilitation of the free movement of EU citizens 

within this political entity is an important factor that explains the immobilisation of others 

aiming to enter the EU (Verstraete 2001; Cresswell 2001b)).

In addition, mobilities scholars argue that mobility is full of meaning that can be 

differentiated. This differentiation takes place in public discourses; the mobility of a 

vagabond is viewed differently from the mobility of a tourist (Bauman 1998; Cresswell 

1997), and on the level of the individual; mobility means different things to different 

people in different situations (Cresswell 2010a). As Adey (2010, 4) puts it: "Our mobile life- 

worlds are mobile for us, with us, and sometimes they are against us." In this context, 

Cresswell (2006; 2010a) makes a similar analytical distinction between movement and 

mobility as there exists the distinction between location and place in human geography. 

Movement is, according to him, a displacement without any social implications. It can be 

seen as the dynamic equivalent of location. Mobility, however, is perceived as the 

equivalent of place in the sense that we become attached to it. It is a centre of meaning; 

"it plays a central role in the production of social time and space" (Cresswell 2006, 6). To 

ground this argument, Cresswell provides the example of how the railway system not only 

made travelling easier and faster in Western societies but how it also changed the notion 

of time14 and simultaneously created new fears (see also Peters 2003).15

14 Until the emergence of an intercontinental railway system connecting the Pacific with the Atlantic coasts in 
1869, American towns had their own time zones. Since different time zones made it possible for two trains to 
arrive at the same time. Time zones were standardised in 1884 and finally expanded to the globe (Greenwich 
time zones) (Cresswell 2006).
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Altogether, the mobilities turn has placed mobility at the centre of the social sciences -  

but without forgetting about fixities and permanencies. Hence, mobilities researchers 

often use the term (im)mobility. This strand of literature emphasises the meaningfulness 

of mobility by analysing mobility as an empirical fact, as well as the politics of (im)mobility, 

the experiences attached to it, its facilitations and relationality with other (im)mobilities. 

In this approach, mobilities are indeed "embodied, embedded and grounded" (Blunt 2007, 

8 ).

Research objectives and research questions
Following the mobilities turn, the objective of this study is twofold. The first objective is an 

empirical one. It is already clarified that the study aims to provide more insight into the 

dynamics of migration trajectories of sub-Saharan Africans who are heading North. In the 

printed media, migrants' trajectories are usually presented by the form of an arrow (see 

Figure 2).16 This research has a qualitative approach and zooms into these arrows to reveal 

the empirical dynamics of the processes that they attempt to represent. Whereas the 

arrow simply jumps from one place to another, suggesting that migrants' movements 

occur without much friction, this thesis challenges the unfragmented character of the 

arrow by looking at migrants' en route activities and eventual immobilities. By 

investigating the dynamics of trajectories, it also challenges the unidirectional character of 

the arrow as we follow more accurately the side-paths, detours and retours of migrants' 

travel experiences.

Figure 2: Two conventional migration maps

Sources: I: Dagblad Trouw, http://www.trouw.nl/m ultim edia/dynam ic/00249/carto_249796b.jpg, accessed on 
24-4-2010. II: BBC, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/6228236.stm, accessed on 14-6-2010.

15 The railway system was not only celebrated as a symbol of speed and progress, it was also associated with 
pollution and the destabilisation of the social order (Cresswell 2006).

See Walters (2007) and Van Houtum (2010a) for critical contributions regarding the use of arrows to visualise 
cross-border migration.
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The second objective of this study is to make migration research more sensitive for 

mobility, not only as an empirical object but also as an analytical starting point. By 

analysing the empirical insights from a mobilities perspective and by taking mobility as 

one of the building blocks of my methodological framework, I hope to contribute to the 

further cross-fertilisation of migration and mobilities studies (see also Fortier and Lewis 

2006; Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Blunt 2007; Baas 2009). Moreover, by applying a 

mobilities perspective in a context in which movement in preferred direction is not self- 

evident, I also attempt to critically enrich mobilities studies. Where most mobilities studies 

focus on hyper-mobile and elitist worlds -  the worlds of airports, hotels, business lounges, 

Wifi and smartphones (e.g. Makitmoto and Manners 1997; Brown and O'Hara 2003; 

Kesselring 2006; Urry 2007) -  this research aims to show that mobility is equally 

meaningful in the context of unauthorised movements, informal migrant camps and hard 

borders; the 'not-so-fast-lanes' of the world (Sheller and Urry 2006).

To understand the dynamics of African migration, I follow the migrant in the way the road 

movie follows its central actor. As with most road movies, this research puts the migrant, 

as the central actor, in the position of writing his/her own history. However, by developing 

the metaphor of the road movie, we learn that the central actor is seldom the only 

character that matters in the understanding of journeys. The actor meets new people 'on 

the road,' may fall in love with someone, may be left alone again, may be confronted with 

interventions by authorities, or with other unpleasant and unexpected situations which 

affect the course of the trajectory. Consequently this study pays attention not only to the 

migrant, but also to the people, information and objects the migrant is connected or 

confronted with on the road. At the same time, these trajectories cannot be explained by 

looking only at physical en route encounters. Proximity and physical presence are not the 

only factors affecting trajectories, particularly not in this era of increased 

interconnectedness (Amin 2002; Urry 2004; 2007; Larsen and Urry 2010). Migrants may 

have dreams that have been triggered from far away, may receive information that has 

crossed state and linguistic boundaries, and may have contact with people that are 

socially, but not physically, close. Hence, a migration trajectory can be seen as a particular 

spatiality of globalisation in which "geographies and temporalities ... are produced 

through practices and relations of different spatial stretch and duration" (Amin 2002, 

389). By following the migrant, this study does not only pay attention to the illegal or the 

legal, the transit or the non-transit, the helper or the smuggler, the physically close or the 

distant, but attempts to investigate how these different aspects come together within 

single trajectories.
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The central question that derives from the research objectives is as follows:

How do migration trajectories of sub-Saharan African migrants towards the European 

Union evolve and what factors affect migrants' (im)mobility?

To comprehend the sub-questions that are linked to this central question, some 

elaboration is needed on the trajectory as the unit of analysis. In this study the trajectory 

is operationalised by dividing it conceptually into three main components of journeys. The 

first component is the motivation behind the journeys. Whether the move is voluntary or 

forced, every migrant has a motivation to move, even if concrete goals or destinations 

have not yet been formulated. Relevant questions then include: What do migrants hope to 

find/see/achieve at the places they are moving to? What are they moving for? Are they in 

fact moving to a geographical destination, or are other motivations/dreams/abstractions 

involved? How are these dreams/motivations created? These aspects, and many more, 

are included in the term 'migration aspiration' which is the central topic of the first 

empirical chapter (Chapter 3). Contrary to most migration research, I am not only 

interested in migrants' aspirations at their points of departure. Instead, I have a special 

interest in the issue how, and for what reasons, migrants' aspirations change 'along the 

way' -  after migrants have departed. All these issues are taken into account in the 

following sub-question:

What are the aspirations of sub-Saharan African migrants heading 'North' and how do 

these aspirations change during the course of the trajectory?

The second component that I have operationalised to investigate the dynamics of 

migration trajectories is the ways in which migrants' journeys are arranged. A migrant may 

have an aspiration to move, but every movement needs some facilitation. Journeys, or 

some aspects of journeys, can be facilitated and organised by the migrants themselves. 

However, in many cases migrants need some assistance to get ahead. This assistance may 

come from, among others, a family member, a security guard, an NGO, a stranger, a 

smuggler, a co-migrant, a stewardess, a landlord or a religious organisation. Some paths 

and some parts of journeys are relatively determined by the existing infrastructure, such 

as entry points (e.g. airports) and prescribed routes (e.g. important smuggle routes). Other 

paths and parts of journeys are relatively open since they do not follow such regularities. 

The second empirical chapter (Chapter 4) discusses the facilitation of migration
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trajectories by focusing on the connections between migrants and other present actors in 

their migration trajectories. The questions that are raised are: What actors are involved in 

migration trajectories? How are they contacted and used? How do new contacts affect 

migrants' trajectories? When are migrants dependent on other actors? In what aspects, or 

to what extent, are migrants relatively flexible agents? Whereas the first empirical 

question deals with individual aspirations, the second addresses the importance of 

migrants' facilitating networks. Again the focus of the second sub-question is not on a 

specific phase of the migration process. It focuses instead on migrants' networks in the 

course of their trajectories. It follows migrants' connections along the road. This leads to 

the second sub-question:

How are the trajectories of sub-Saharan African migrants facilitated, how 

flexible/dependent are migrants during the process of moving and how are the 

connections mediated along the trajectory?

By considering both the motivation and facilitation of migration trajectories, insights are 

gained into how trajectories evolve in a certain direction. The issue of migrants' 

aspirations reveals the direction in which the migrant wishes to move, and by investigating 

migrants' connections, we come to know more how migrants are directed to particular 

(perhaps unexpected) destinations. However, focusing on these two issues reveals little 

about the fast- or slowness of the trajectory. Whereas every journey has a certain 

direction, every journey is at the same time characterised by its velocity. Some people 

move faster than others. However, no journey is a frictionless move across space. It has 

already been suggested that sub-Saharan African migrants, in particular, are slowed down 

by blocked roads and bordering practices. Furthermore, periods of rest, re-orientation and 

(un)expected and (un)intended temporary or long-term settlement are essential elements 

of migration trajectories (Pascual-de-Sans 2004). Thus, trajectories are not only about 

mobility, but also about immobility. The third empirical question points at accelerations 

and decelerations in migration trajectories by investigating the (im)mobility of migrants. In 

this context I follow Cresswell's suggestion and distinguish movement from mobility since 

the latter adds a social dimension to sec geographical movements from A to B. Mobility 

(as well as immobility) is experienced, lived and politicised (Cresswell 2006). It involves 

motions and emotions. Following this line of reasoning, this empirical chapter is based on 

questions like: How mobile are migrants, and under what conditions? What role does 

waiting play in migration trajectories? What frustrations, reliefs and fears are linked to 

certain mobilities, and what frustrations, reliefs and fears are linked to certain
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immobilities? What does 'settlement' mean in the context of migration trajectories, and 

how does settlement lead to new mobilities? As with the other two empirical chapters this 

chapter examines migrants' (im)mobility during different parts of their trajectories. These 

issues can be summed up in the following research question:

How mobile/immobile are sub-Saharan African migrants in the course of their trajectories 

and what conditions affect their mobility/immobility?

Although the questions raised are highly illustrative of the often fragmented and 

dangerous journeys of sub-Saharan African migrants towards Europe, the focus of this 

research is not exclusively on this particular group of migrants (see also Chapter 2).

Organisation of the thesis
This thesis is divided into three sections. The first section consists of two chapters. 

Chapter 1 introduces the notion of the turbulence of migration (Papastergiadis 2000), and 

applies this notion to the context of African migration towards Europe. The diversity of 

African migration is discussed as well as the migration policies of the EU and its individual 

member-states. Chapter 2 presents the methodological framework of the study. It 

suggests that my methodology is best regarded as a trajectory in its own right since the 

mobility of the researcher as well as that of the respondents has affected the choices 

made during this research project. At the end of Chapter 2, a detailed 'travel guide' is 

provided, with the aim of helping the reader to understand the different storylines of the 

three empirical chapters.

The empirical chapters together form the second section of this thesis. In 

accordance with the three sub-questions, these chapters focus respectively on migrants' 

aspirations (Chapter 3), their connections (Chapter 4) and their (im)mobility (Chapter 5).

Finally, the main findings are presented and reflected upon in the conclusion 

(Chapter 6), which is the third and final section of this thesis.
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1. Turbulent migrations
African mobilities and European 
responses

1.1 The turbulence of migration

The diversity of paths, and the complexity of forms of migrations, have meant that it 

is now almost impossible to map movement with a series of arrows, on a flat tw o

dimensional representation of the world. There would be a greater number of 

arrows going in multiple directions, and also the time scale would have to be so 

contracted and irregular that the map would lose its objective of representing 

movement.

(Papastergiadis 2000, 23-24)

We live in the 'age of migration' (Castles and Miller 2003). The world has never seen so 

many international migrants as the approximately 214 million people who live outside 

their countries of birth today (King et al. 2010). International migration, as a social event, 

has reached even the most isolated areas of the globe and can be seen as one of the 

integral elements that contribute to an increasingly globalising world. In cases where 

people do not migrate themselves, they are often closely connected to those who have 

crossed state borders, and this makes their personal worlds smaller. As a cumulative 

effect, global interconnectedness triggers the longing to move to an 'elsewhere' as images 

about 'the good life' are easily transmitted across the world with the help of new media 

and communication technologies (e.g. Appadurai 1996; Vertovec 2004b; Gebrewold 2007; 

Fernandez-Ardevol and Ros Hijar 2009). We indeed live in 'imagined worlds' (Appadurai 

1996)17 or 'trans-worlds' (Ernste, van Houtum and Zoomers 2009). The fact that migration 

is inherently linked to processes of globalisation means that the old migration map, the 

map on which migrants follow the fixed patterns of colonialism and Fordist production 

programmes, does not fit today's migration dynamics that are affected by new time-space

17 Arjun Appadurai (1996) contrasts the emergence of imagined worlds transcending national boundaries with 
Benedict Anderson's imagined communities consisting of a shared identity on the level of the nation-state.
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flexibilities (Papastergiadis 2000; King 2002). In relation to this, it is regularly noted that 

the often taken-for-granted dichotomies in migration research, such as sending/receiving 

countries, temporary/permanent migration, and migrant/refugee are not suitable starting 

points for understanding contemporary migration (e.g. Castles 2000; King 2002; Düvell

2006). For this reason, migration scholars are challenged to find a new terminology and 

new analytical frameworks to grasp the dynamics of migration. One of the attempts to 

come up with a new starting point comes from Nikos Papastergiadis (2000), who links 

migration to the concept of turbulence:

Turbulence is not just a useful noun for describing the unsettling effect of an 

unexpected force that alters your course of movement; it is also a metaphor for the 

broader levels of interconnection and interdependency between the various forces 

that are in play in the modern world. In the absence of structured patterns of global 

migration, with direct causes and effects, turbulence is the best formulation for the 

mobile processes of complex self-organization that are now occurring.

(Papastergiadis 2000, 4)

The term 'turbulence' points to the changing character of migration in times of increased 

globalisation. It decouples migration from historical-structural paths and stresses the 

importance of social and economic interconnections, decentralisations and flexibilities of 

labour and production (Papastergiadis 2000). In the subsections below, I distinguish three 

main underlying factors contributing to the turbulence of contemporary migration; multi

causality, multi-directionality and friction. Subsequently, I provide a more detailed outline 

of the turbulent landscape of African migration towards Europe. I discuss the diversity of 

African mobilities (Section 1.2) and European policy responses with regard to African 

migration (Section 1.3).

1.1.1 Multi-causality; mixed migrations and global connections 

Global migration consists of a wide range of mobile persons. There are highly skilled 

workers who move to several global cities. There are irregular migrants entering preferred 

destinations by unauthorised means or by overstaying their visas (Jordan and Düvell 

2002). There are transmigrants living permanently between places of origin and 

destination (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Grillo 2007), there are 

temporary workers, border commuters, short-distance migrants (Gielis 2009), people who 

move in order to reunite their families, trafficked sex workers (Carling 2005), retire 

migrants and return migrants (King et al. 2010). Of course, we should not forget the
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millions of people who are forced to move because of violent conflicts or a well-grounded 

fear of persecution for social and/or political reasons. Some 42 million people have been 

categorised as forcibly displaced people, including 26 million internally displaced persons 

(UNHCR 2009a).

The common image of a migrant as an independent middle-class man has become 

a fallacy (King 2002). More and more women are migrating independently of their men, a 

phenomenon which is often designated the 'feminisation of migration' (Castles and Miller 

2003; Adepoju 2005a). Currently, women constitute half of the total number of 

international migrants (Zlotnik 2003). Moreover, minors are often also migrants, although 

they are generally absent from representations of migratory patterns (King et al. 2010).18

One could invent a large number of migrant categories in this age of migration. 

However, what has become clear is that the lines between categories have become 

blurred, especially in the context of migration in and from the global South (Castles 2000; 

2007; King 2002; Papastergiadis 2000; 2005). In particular, the traditional distinction 

between economic migrants moving voluntarily towards a destination and political 

refugees, who are forced to move from their places of origin, often does not correspond 

with reality. Several scholars have recently replaced the migrant-refugee dichotomy with 

the more complex and blurred notion of mixed migration, which is also referred to as 'the 

migration-asylum nexus' (e.g. Papadopoulou 2005; Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008; Castles 

2003; 2007; Gnisci 2008). This notion contains at least three elements. Firstly, it 

underscores that the root causes of migration -  political instability and economic 

backwardness -  are closely interlinked (Papadopoulou 2005). As a result, there is a strong 

political dimension to 'economic' migration from the global South. At the same time, as 

Nicholas van Hear (2004) suggests, one has to take into account the political economy of 

conflicts and the resulting asylum migration. This implies that refugees with higher socio

economic standards are able to move to distant locations with a better quality of asylum, 

while others with fewer resources have to search for less secure solutions. In other words, 

there is an economic component to asylum migration (see also Collyer 2005; van Liempt

2007). Altogether we may conclude that, although 'pure cases' may exist, the causes of 

migration as well as the motivations of migrants often include, at least to some extent, 

both voluntary elements and elements of compulsion (Hammar and Tamas 1997).

Secondly, mixed migration is also the result of the fact that 'economic migrants' 

and 'refugees' take the same routes and use the same means of migration, including the

18 For instance, it is estimated that some 26% of the total share of Brazilian international migrants are children. 
For countries such as Mexico (48%) and Ghana (61%) this percentage is even higher (King et al. 2010).
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use of smuggling networks. So-called economic migrants 'use' the asylum system in 

receiving countries in the hope of qualifying for permanent residence. 'Refugees,' on the 

other hand, are often found in trucks or small boats that are believed to be mainly used by 

'economic migrants' to enter a destination irregularly (Castles 2007). The increased 

difficulty of reaching popular destinations (a result of stricter asylum policies and 

restrictive border politics) reinforces this mixture of migrations. Except for an exclusive 

group of highly skilled migrants, applying for asylum is often the only legal way for people 

living in the South to enter some popular destinations in the North. Moreover, those in 

need of protection often have to cross certain borders irregularly to ensure their safety 

(Papadopoulou 2005; Castles 2007).

Thirdly, the migration-asylum nexus becomes even stronger as we realise that 

migrants easily jump over static policy categories (e.g. King 2002; Schuster 2005a). An 

asylum seeker from Angola in the Netherlands might, after some time, be classified as an 

irregular migrant elsewhere in the EU (see also van Wijk 2007). At the same time, a 

Kurdish migrant who travelled to Istanbul to set up a business might flee from this city for 

ethno-political reasons (see Bredeloup (2010) for a similar argument in the framework of 

transit migration).

The notion of mixed migration emphasises that the 'root causes' of migration are 

interlinked. At the same time, however, we have to be careful not to analyse migration 

primarily in terms of the 'push factors' since this may give migration a negative 

connotation. With such negative view on migration, migrants are easily seen as 'poor' and 

'desperate,' as in the case of African migration to Europe. One should rather stress that 

most people migrate in order to give their lives a positive impulse (Fortes 1971; de Bruijn 

2007; Hahn 2007; Kothari 2003; 2008). In the context of African migration, several 

researchers state that 'adventurism' is, and has always been, an important motivating 

factor for many sub-Saharan Africans to consider migration (Riddel and Harvey 1972; van 

Dijk, Foeken and van Til 2001). This accounts for Congolese 'aventuriers' migrating to Paris 

in the 1980s (Clifford 1997), for the internal migrants in Dakar, Lagos or Cape Town (du 

Toit 1990; Arthur 1991; Lambert 2002) and for the contemporary urban youth, the would- 

be emigrants, in Mali (Jónsson 2008; Barten 2009). Migration, then, is not only a means to 

an economic end, but rather a socially desirable act; it is an integral part of self-realisation 

(King 2002). This social connotation is often overlooked when migration is explained, since 

people are still believed to be 'pushed' when they migrate.
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With regard to this more positive view on migration, it has already been underlined 

that processes of (cultural) globalisation trigger the aspiration to 'see the world' 

(Appadurai 1996). Even the African continent, regarded by some authors as one of the 

deepest 'black holes' in terms of global connectedness (e.g. Castells 2000; Ferguson 2006), 

is certainly not isolated from processes of globalisation. Africa is clearly connected by its 

diasporic peoples who keep contact with their communities back home. Moreover, some 

important technological developments have improved Africa's connectedness. African 

societies increasingly access the Internet and mobile telephony is currently growing faster 

in Africa than in any other region of the world (de Bruijn 2008; de Bruijn, Nyamnjoh and 

Brinkman 2009; Preston-Whyte et al. 2006; Fernandez-Ardevol and Ros-Hijar 2009; 

Cheneau-Loquay 2007). Mobile phones have even connected areas that have always 

lacked access to landlines (de Bruijn 2008). As a result of both older and newer 

connections, people in Africa, as in most parts of the global South, are able to compare 

their current living situations with life circumstances and prospects elsewhere in the world 

(Appadurai 1996; Ferguson 2006)

In combination with the overlapping of the so-called root causes of migration, the 

issue of global interconnections stresses that migration can no longer be explained (if it 

ever could be) by mono-causal models. The multi-causal character of today's migration 

implies that the migrant does not fit neatly into static policy categories and that there is 

no single set of coordinates pushing migrants from their places of origin. Indeed, tracing 

the primary causes of migration has become a "labyrinthine task" (Papastergiadis 2000, 

25).

1.1.2 Multi-directionality; diffusing the centre-periphery model 

Another feature of contemporary migration is that every nation-state is subjected to 

complex incoming and outgoing human movements. Whereas nation-states used to be 

classified according to whether they sent migrants or received migrants, most have 

become both sending and receiving countries at the same time (Faist 2000; Castles and 

Miller 2003). This fusion is even intensified because of the increasing numbers of 

(temporary) return migrants (Salazar Parrenas 2010) and migrants who move across 

multiple countries (Collyer 2007; 2010).

Although colonial and linguistic linkages still provide some axial routes for many 

migrants, destinations have definitely become more diversified over time. Senegalese 

migrants are not only going to France but are increasingly migrating to Spain and the 

United States (Riccio 2005a); Ecuadorians are not only moving to Spain, but also to Israel
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and the Netherlands (Kalir 2005); Chinese migrants have been migrating to Australia, the 

United States and Europe for a long time, but, nowadays, they are also increasingly 

moving to Africa (Politzer 2008). States in the Middle-East have attracted many migrants 

from Asian countries in the last decades, but have seen an increase of migration from 

West Africa as well.19 Indeed, as a result of globalisation, some rather unexpected people 

turn up in rather unexpected places (Cohen 1997).

These new patterns of human movement may appear chaotic, but they are far 

from random. The states in the Middle-East have well-designed labour programmes and 

Chinese migration to Africa can to a large extent be explained by the new economic 

relationships that are developing between Africa and China. Thus, the turbulence of 

migration does not imply that there is no logic behind migration. Rather, it means that this 

logic is multi-layered, subject to change and uncertain (Papastergiadis 2000). Moreover, as 

with turbulence as a physical phenomenon -  the unsteady and chaotic fluctuation of air or 

fluids -  the outcomes of today's migrations are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to 

predict (Cresswell 2010b). As Rusell King outlines in the context of European 

(im)migration:

Under the earlier migration epochs of European transatlantic settlement and post

war European labour migration, linked to the relatively fixed parameters of the 

respective productive regimes of colonialism and Fordism, the migration variables 

were more or less certain -  the destination, the type of job, the level of pay, the 

means of transport, the likelihood of stay or return. Now migrants' motives, and the 

outcomes of their actions, are far more diverse, as are their geographical origins, 

destinations, routes and modes of travel.

(King 2002, 94)

We come to the conclusion that migrants move in various directions. This is a truism, of 

course, but this truism is easily overlooked in the European public discourse concerning an 

'African exodus' in the direction of Europe. This discourse is based on a Eurocentric vision 

of migration in terms of which human movement is expected to follow the unidirectional 

core-periphery model. When Europe is regarded as the core or centre, African migrants 

are somehow expected to knock on Europe's door. This discourse is reinforced by media

sensitive metaphors like 'waves' and 'flows' (see also de Haas 2007a) that lack any sense

19 It must be noted that Muslim pilgrimages from W est Africa to Saudi Arabia have for a long tim e triggered 
religious migration (Birks 1978). In this sense, the M iddle-East is definitely not a new destination for West 
Africans(Pelican and Tatah 2009).
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of multi-directionality. Every migrant heading North, is then suspected to be heading for 

Europe. Every sub-Saharan African migrant living in North Africa is then believed to be 

'transiting' to Europe (Bredeloup 2010). With this logic, it is not very surprising that policy

makers estimate that there are millions of transit migrants in European borderlands (see 

Introduction). If one starts from the centre-periphery model and its unidirectional waves, 

one may fail to see that North Africa, notably Libya, is an important destination for African 

migrants in its own right (Brachet 2005; Hamood 2006; de Haas 2007a, Bredeloup 2010). 

One may also fail to notice that trans-Saharan relations, including migration from sub- 

Saharan Africa to North Africa, have existed for ages (Kreienbrink 2005). And one is also 

likely to be blind to intra-regional mobility and other mobilities that are not directed to 

the self-nominated core (Gnisci 2008).

1.1.3 Friction; mobilities and regulations 

The increasingly mobile and connected world is only one part of the story of 

contemporary migration. After all, much of this increasingly mobile world is characterised 

by attempts to control, curb, manage or patrol (some of) today's movements (Bauman 

1998; Papastergiadis 2000; 2005; Urry 2007; Cresswell 2010a; 2010b). Distances have 

become smaller, but the barriers erected by governments to control migration have 

become larger (Massey et al. 1998). The Berlin Wall has fallen, but new walls have 

emerged in Israel, the United States, South Africa and Southern Europe. The discussion (in 

the Introduction) of the 'invasion' of Ceuta and Melilla has shown that these deliberately 

erected barriers often have serious humanitarian consequences. Sadly, the five migrants 

who died during the 'invasion' of the Spanish enclaves in September 2005 form only a very 

small fraction of the total number of 3713 migration-related fatalities at EU borders since 

the turn of the century.20 Nothing more convincingly demonstrates that globalisation 

means rather social closure and blocked access for the least fortunate (Massey 1994; 

Shamir 2005; Carling 2007a; van Houtum and Boedeltje 2009). Moreover, innovative high

tech exclusionary mechanisms are designed to prevent many would-be migrants from 

entering particular territories. This has led scholars to critically review the notion of a 

mobile world. Some authors even describe the global village as an 'enclave society' in 

which 'immobility regimes' rule (Shamir 2005; Turner 2007). This friction between, on the 

one hand, processes of globalisation which create imagined worlds and facilitate all kinds 

of mobilities and, on the other hand, modern geopolitical solutions, in which immigration

20 These deaths are counted by the No Border network since December 2002. See: 
http://www.noborder.org/dead.php, accessed on 11-08-2009.
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is mainly regarded as a threat to national or (in the case of the EU) supra-national security, 

is the third main factor contributing to the turbulent picture of contemporary migration. 

The aspiration to migrate seems to grow, especially in the global South (e.g. Carling 2002; 

Prinz 2005), but the possibilities of doing so are rather limited. This leads, as J0rgen Carling 

(2002) argues in the case of Cape Verde, to a widespread frustration among sub-Saharan 

Africans over their relative immobility (see for Malian cases Barten (2009) and Jónsson 

(2008); and for Senegalese cases Poeze (2010) and Nyamnjoh (2010)).

There are also turbulent dynamics at play concerning the relationship between 

place and belonging (Papastergiadis 2000). Transnational identities are, although 

mistakenly (e.g. Portes 1997; Snel, Engbersen and Leerkes 2006), widely believed to be in 

tension with national interests of receiving states. Many governments of European 

countries are strong opponents of dual citizenship, arguing that it reduces loyalty to the 

receiving societies. This line of reasoning is naive in a time of increased global 

interconnectedness. Moreover, it is in direct opposition to recent policy trends in which 

governments and development agents encourage migrants to be actively involved in the 

development of their home countries (Adepoju, van Naerssen and Zoomers 2008). This 

indicates that state policies towards migrants have indeed become increasingly complex 

and even contradictory (Castles 2000). There are also state regulations, such as the 

provision of short-term residence permits, the promotion of flexible labour contracts and 

circular migration policies, that make it more difficult for particular groups of migrants to 

settle somewhere (Papastergiadis 2000; Papadopoulos, Stephenson and Tsianos 2008; 

Gnisci 2008; Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). In combination with the increasingly hostile 

political climate towards migrants, at least in Europe where there is a clear rise of anti

immigrant sympathies,21 these regulations contribute to making the life-worlds of 

migrants more insecure.

However, the term turbulence does not imply that migration is inherent to crisis 

situations (see for such an argument Scheffer 2007), or that migration is merely a 

phenomenon with crisis-like outcomes. The term rather refers to diverse mobilities and 

their resistant forces, as well as to emerging resistant mobilities which challenge the 

politics of closing borders. In that sense, turbulence may be an opportunity to some, but a 

threat to others. Turbulence may in some cases harm the stable life-worlds of migrants, 

while on other occasions the creation of turbulence is among the 'weapons of the weak' 

that may help migrants to improve the same life-worlds (Cresswell 2010b).

21 Xenophobia does certainly not only exist in the North. See Nyamnjoh (2006) for a study on xenophobia in 
Southern Africa.
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To sum up, by taking turbulence instead of 'waves' and 'flows' as its central metaphor, this 

thesis discusses migration from Africa towards Europe within the context of mixed 

migration and diversifying migration patterns. As is the case with transnational 

approaches, I position migrants as being connected to networks that transcend national 

boundaries. However, whereas transnational research often assumes that transnational 

interactions occur in frictionless spaces (Mitchell 1997), the term turbulence implicitly 

takes into consideration how mobilities are accompanied with some opposing forces 

resulting in turbulent trajectories.

In the next two sections I discuss in more detail the turbulence of African migration 

towards the EU. Section 1.2 focuses on the dynamics of sub-Saharan African mobilities. 

Subsequently, Section 1.3 examines European responses to stem African migration.

1.2 Sub-Saharan African mobilities
Africa is regularly presented as the mobile continent (e.g. Cordell, Gregory and Piché 1996; 

de Bruijn, van Dijk and Foeken 2001; Simone 2003; Hahn and Klute 2007). The numerous 

mobile lifestyles, such as those of pastoralists, traders and Koran students (van Dijk, 

Foeken and van Til 2001), in combination with the multi-local livelihoods of households 

and the migratory movements of African people, profoundly challenge the general 

assumption that a sedentary lifestyle is the normal way of living (de Bruijn, van Dijk and 

Foeken 2001). This section aims to provide a glimpse of this mobile continent.

It is a mission impossible to provide a numerical overview of African mobilities, due 

to the poor quality of statistics regarding movement across African geo-administrative 

borders. Censuses are often not conducted in Africa and the bulk of border crossings occur 

with minimal formalities. As a result, any data concerning the volume and direction of 

African migration is fragmentary (e.g. Adepoju 2000; Mafukidze 2006; Bakewell and de 

Haas 2007). Even in case such a macro-overview could be provided, I question whether 

this would help to grasp the dynamics of African migration that I would like to display in 

this section. Statistical presentations, especially on the level of the nation-state, say little 

about the dynamics of mobilities and trajectories since they catch human movements 

mostly 'at the end of its process' -  when movements have become (apparently) static. 

Migrants at certain destinations are then frequently presented as 'stable stocks,' which 

conceals many of the dynamics that are characteristic of human mobility (see also 

Abraham and van Schendel 2005; Pijpers 2008). Trager (1995) gives a convincing 

illustration in support of this argument. She mentions a longitudinal migration study of a
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Nigerian village22 where the size of the total population had remained stable for seven 

years. However, the study observed that almost two-third of the people represented in 

the initial investigation had moved to other places. In the meantime, these outgoing 

migrants were replaced by return migrants, or by other people moving to this particular 

village. While the population 'stocks' have remained stable, the villagers have in fact been 

constantly on the move.

With this argument in mind, I aim to provide some qualitative insights into the 

dynamics of African mobilities. That does not mean that this outline, with a general focus 

on the West African region,23 is entirely devoid of numbers and figures. It means, rather, 

that the numbers and figures that appear below are illustrations of the dynamic social 

dimension of African mobility, and not bits and pieces that construct an exhaustive 

overview.

1.2.1 African mobility within national borders 

Sub-Saharan African domestic migrations have been profoundly affected by processes of 

colonisation in the 19th and 20th centuries. Colonial powers built up new centres of 

administration and export, triggering population movements from rural to urban areas.24 

Workers were recruited to urban areas for the construction of infrastructure, the provison 

of private services and as workers in the administration sector. Some migrants moved 

voluntarily to cities, partly because these were the social and intellectual meeting points 

where the colonised could meet the coloniser. Many other Africans, however, were forced 

to move to the city under colonialist rule (Arthur 1991; Falola and Okpeh 2008).25

Rural-urban migration continued after independence contributing to the growth of 

urban areas over the years.26 This growth did not only occur in Africa's biggest cities, such 

as Dakar, Kinshasa or Lagos. In fact, urban growth rates in the small and medium-sized

22 Trager (1995) refers in this fram ew ork to the study of Berry (1985).
23 In line with the entire thesis, the focus here is on West Africa, and to a lesser extent, on Central Africa.
24 I am aware that colonisation has not been a homogenous process in Africa (Adepoju 1977). Moreover, there 
are huge differences between African countries regarding urbanisation. The urban rates of respectively Gabon 
(85%) and South Africa (58%) are by no means comparable with the urban rates in, for instance, Burundi (10%) 
and Malawi (17%) (Zlotnik 2006).
25 Under British rule, for example, many rural fam ilies in West Africa were confronted with poll and hut taxes 
which encouraged migration from the informal rural labour market to the urban wage sectors (Frantz 1980; 
Arthur 1991).
26 Between 1960 and 2010 the percentage of urban population in sub-Saharan Africa has gradually grown from 
11.1 % (1950), to 19.5% (1970), to 28.2% (1990), to 37.3% (2010) (UN Population Data Base: 
http://esa.un.org/unup, accessed on 3-10-2010). It is estimated that rural-urban migration accounted for 40% of 
the urban growth between 1960 and 1970. This share declined to 25% in the subsequent decades (Rakodi 1997; 
Beauchemin and Bocquier 2004).
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urban centres in the decades after independence were even higher (Akin Aina 1995; Tacoli 

2001; 2002). Several empirical studies underline the importance of regional centres in 

domestic migration. Rhoda (1980), for instance, found that 30% of the total outmigration 

from fourteen rural areas in Ghana was directed to Accra, whereas 40% went to other 

urban areas. Lambert (2002; 2007) estimates that a quarter of the migrants from the 

Mandegane village (in southern Senegal) moved to Dakar, while another quarter moved to 

smaller urban centres (see Tacoli (2002) for similar observations in case studies in 

Tanzania, Mali and Nigeria, and Olurode (1995) for a Nigerian case study on non

metropolitan rural-urban migration).

Migration to small and medium-sized towns seems to be in line with the stepwise 

migration model. In terms of this model, migration is explained by following a spatial 

hierarchy of centres, with the metropolis at the apex (Arthur 1991; Akin Aina 1995). This 

model states that migration from rural areas starts with a short-distance movement to a 

nearby town and eventually extends to the regional (and later) the national capital, with 

international destinations as the possible climax of migration (Riddell and Harvey 1972; 

Conway 1980; Beauchemin and Bocquier 2004). Over the years, however, scholars have 

argued that migration in post-colonial African societies is far more complex than the 

stepwise model suggests. There are several reasons for this argument. Firstly, direct 

migration to distant places has become more common in Africa as transport means have 

improved and communication networks have become more widespread (e.g. Fortes 1971; 

Hart 1971; Adepoju 1977; Arthur 1991; Tacoli 2001; Preston-Whyte et al. 2006).27 

Secondly, it is argued that most migration in Africa is not characterised by a once-off 

rupture, but rather by multiple back and forward movements of people (Baker and Akin 

Aina 1995; Lambert 2002; Preston-Whyte et al. 2006; Adepoju 2008). Seasonal mobility 

(Adepoju 1995; van Dijk, Foeken and van Til 2001; Breusers 2001; Mafukidze 2006) and 

return migration (Potts 1995; Stucki 1992; Peil, Ekpenyong and Oyeneye 1988; Peil 1995a; 

Englund 2002) are vital to an understanding of African migratory patterns. Moreover, 

structural socio-economic linkages between rural and urban areas allow people to 

continuously move between several places, making mobility "part of their being" (de 

Bruijn, van Dijk and Foeken 2001, 5).

27 Interestingly, as recent transnational approaches emphasise today, studies on African migration in the early 
1970s were already arguing that new interconnections lead to newly connected social spaces. Fortes (1971) and 
Hart (1971) refer in this respect to the influence of transistor radios, newspapers, regular mail, telephone contact 
and money transfers enabling migrants to maintain strong linkages with their natal places.
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The significance of these back and forward mobilities is illustrated by various 

empirical studies. Hampshire's survey (2002) of two regions of northern Burkina Faso, for 

instance, found that 73% of the people in the sample have been involved in temporary 

migration. Ouedraogo (1995) describes how, in the same country, returning home is 

perceived by young females as presenting another opportunity to migrate. Chukwuezi 

(2001) draws similar conclusions in the context of Igbo mobility in Nigeria by arguing that 

constant movements amongst the Igbo make it difficult to specify an individual's (semi

permanent place of residence. Peil (1995a) and Adepoju (1974) present comparable 

findings regarding the high level of human mobility in the Nigerian context. Guilmoto 

(1998) surveyed 805 households in the Middle Valley of the Senegal River (northern 

Senegal) and found that two-thirds of the men living there worked outside their region of 

origin for at least six months. Finally, empirical studies in Ghana also point to significant 

circular mobilities (e.g. Stucki 1992).

Apart from these studies stressing the importance of circular mobility patterns 

within African countries, there are other studies which reveal more varied forms of 

mobility among African populations. For instance, Lillian Trager (1995) shows with her 

case-study of female migrants in Nigeria that the majority of the mobile women in her 

sample have lived in three or four different places. Lambert (2002; 2007) also states that 

the people in the village Mandegane (Senegal) were involved in many different types of 

migration, varying in length and directing people to different places. Abdul-Korah (2006) 

emphasises that domestic migrants in central Ghana move in a series of steps to their 

destinations. Similarly, Narman (1995) describes some Kenyan school leavers as 

'wandering migrants' moving from town to town in search of jobs. All these in-depth 

studies come to the conclusion that rural-urban migration usually consists of different and 

multiple forms of mobility, based on multiple connections. Rural actors diversify their 

livelihoods by moving to urban places, while urban actors create linkages to rural places 

(e.g. Geschire and Gugler 1998; Fall 1998; Foeken and Owuor 2001; Gugler 2002; Tacoli 

2001; 2002; Englund 2002; Simone 2003). As a result, counter movements seem to be as 

important as rural-urban movements for an understanding of domestic migration in this 

part of the globe.

To further complicate the stepwise migration model, it is worth noting that, despite 

the processes of urbanisation and despite the intensification of rural-urban linkages, the 

bulk of African internal mobility occurs between rural areas (e.g. de Haan and Rogaly 

2002; Oucho 2007; Riddell and Harvey 1972; Stucki 1992; Adepoju 1995; van Dijk, Foeken 

and van Til 2001; Tacoli 2001; Mberu 2005; Abdul-Korah 2006). The empirical evidence for
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this argument is rather thin, partly as a result of the prevailing obsession on the part of 

scientists and policy-makers with rural-urban dynamics. Nevertheless, some studies give 

at least some illustrative indication of the significance of rural-rural migration. For 

example, a recent case study of Nigerian internal migration, based on a national survey, 

shows that the majority of rural outmigrants (64%) had rural destinations instead of the 

bright lights of cities (Mberu 2005). The same pattern is found by Broekhuis (2008) in 

censuses of Burkina Faso, by Cleveland (1991) in a study of northern Ghana28 and by 

Oucho (1984) in a study of Kenya (for a general argument, see de Haan and Rogaly 2002).

Although many rural-rural migrants operate as traders, craftsmen and artisans, 

there is some consensus that most of them move in search of fertile farming land and 

grazing land for cattle (Akin Aina 1995; Abdul-Korah 2006), especially in times of rapid 

environmental degradation (Bilsborrow 2001).29 In this respect, it is relevant to 

underscore the importance of pastoralist movements in many African countries, notably in 

the Sahel region (e.g. Thebaud and Batterbury 2001; de Bruijn, van Dijk and van Dijk 2001; 

de Bruijn 2007).30 Many other rural-rural migrants move as contract labourers to 

plantations in, for instance, Ivory Coast (Tacoli 2001), Ghana (Stucki 1992; Lobnibe 2009) 

Kenya (Oucho 1984; 2007) and Cameroon (Konings 2001). This migration to plantations 

brings people from relatively distant places together, which contradicts the notion that 

rural-rural migrations are movements across small distances (Oucho 1984; Broekhuis

2008)31 Altogether, the volume and dynamics of rural-rural migration challenge the often 

taken-for-granted notion of a rapid rural exodus towards the cities and contributes to a 

more complex picture of African mobilities.

In the context of all these movements, it is traditionally believed that it is mainly 

African men who are involved in migration (Sudarkasa 1977). However, in line with the

28 In this study, some 77% of the outmigrants from the Zorse village headed to other rural destinations, instead of 
to urban areas.
29 It is estimated that some 70% of Africa's 'rural' population lives on fragile lands (Simone 2003, based on a 
W orld Bank study).
30 W hereas some authors argue that the natural aridity of the Sahel region forces pastoralists to be mobile 
(Thebaud and Batterbury 2001), others have outlined the diverse reasons for this mobility, among which identity 
formation is vitally important (de Bruijn van Dijk and van Dijk 2001; de Bruijn 2007; Breusers 2001; Kohl 2007; 
Boesen 2007). Generally, the mobility of pastoralist groups occurs outside urban spaces. However, Salih (1995) 
emphasises that it is wrong to see pastoralists as merely rural actors, since they maintain important linkages with 
urban markets.
31 Rural areas have regained importance as providers of employment in modernised and commercialised 
agriculture (Mberu 2005). In Cameroon, for example, the plantation owner in the South-W est Province (The 
Cameroon Development Cooperation), was the second largest employer of the country in the 1990s, surpassed 
only by the Cameroonian government (Konings 2001). In contrast, Lobnibe (2010) observes a slight decline in the 
number of farm labourers in North-West Ghana because of social processes such as schooling and urbanisation.
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global feminisation of migration (Castles and Miller 2003), more and more women are 

migrating within Africa's national borders, often independently of their men (Gugler 1989; 

Adepoju 1995; Lobnibe 2009). In some instances, female migration is explained as an 

emancipationist escape from restrictive social obligations, traditions and elderly control 

(Pittin 1984; Gugler and Ludwar-Ene 1995; Ouedraogo 1995; Lambert 2002). Other 

research points to the traditionally dominant role of women in certain kinds of migration, 

particularly that which involves itinerant trade and commercial migration in West Africa 

(Sudarkasa 1977; Adepoju 1995; 2002; 2006).

When discussing African domestic mobility, special reference must also be made to 

the widespread migration of children. Child migration is triggered by child fosterage (the 

relocation of children from biological or natal homes to other homes where they are 

raised and cared by foster parents) (Isiuogo-Abanihe 1985; Mafukidze 2006) and child 

labour (Dottridge 2002; Broekhuis 2008).32 Furthermore, for many African youngsters 

migration is a kind of rite de passage, implying that one may gain adulthood or freedom by 

migrating (de Haan, Brock and Coulibaly 2002; Thorsen 2006; 2007).33 The latter, as has 

been suggested, also contributes to the longing for migration across longer distances (Ludl 

2008; Jonsson 2008).

1.2.2 Mobility across African borders 

Several problems arise with the attempt to distinguish internal from international mobility 

in the African context. The main cause for this is the arbitrariness of colonial borders. 

These artificial borders produce a distinction between national and international 

migration that was non-existent in pre-colonial Africa. Colonial borders have divided 

ethnic groups between two or more states (Mafukidze 2006). Hence, while many 

individuals crossing borders today are technically involved in international migration, from 

an African perspective this would be seen as historically common 'internal' migration. This 

also counts for the short-distance mobilities which occur in African border areas as a result 

of trade, and circular or seasonal migration. As a consequence of colonial borders, some 

groups of migrants encounter more cultural and social differences when they move within 

their own nation-states than they do when moving across national borders (while

32 Child labour is a relatively accepted phenomenon in many African societies, and partly because of this, children 
are believed to be frequent victims of exploitative trafficking activities (Dottridge 2002; Adepoju 2005b).
33 It is crucial to note here that 'youth' in Africa is not as much linked to age as in most Western countries. It is 
not a fixed and clearly demarcated category but rather a dynamic state resulting from a combination of social 
being and social becoming; it is considered as both a position and a process. Migration is definitely not the only 
way to achieve adulthood in Africa. Marriage and economic independence, for example, are believed to be more 
important in this context (Christiansen, Utas and Vigh 2006).
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remaining within their ethnic communities). For pastoralist groups in particular, national 

borders are often a non-issue (de Bruijn, van Dijk and van Dijk 2001; de Bruijn 2007; 

Breusers 2001; Kohl 2007; Boesen 2007).34

As with domestic migration, colonial administrations affected much of what we 

now characterise as international migration within the African continent. On the one 

hand, the colonial influence led to the obstruction of certain 'unwanted mobilities,' such 

as nomadic movements (Frantz 1980), spontaneous migration and pilgrimages (Birks 

1978). On the other hand, colonial administrations moved people across large distances to 

places in the colonial region where labour was most needed (Zlotnik 2006; Mafukidze 

2006). In the context of West Africa, inland savannas functioned as labour reservoirs for 

the coastal regions in the south of the region (Cleveland 1991; Adepoju 1995; Spaan and 

van Moppes 2006).

After independence, all African countries were faced to some degree with inward 

and outward mobility patterns. Although the map in Figure 3 can be criticised for the use 

of the arrow to represent migration in the first place (Walters 2007; van Houtum 2010a; 

see also Introduction),35 it at least provides some notion of the complexity of human 

mobility in the West African region after independence.36 The major sending countries in 

post-colonial West Africa were still located in the Sahel region, and migration was 

predominantly directed to coastal countries, with Ghana, Nigeria, Ivory Coast and 

Cameroon being the main, but certainly not the only, destinations (Arthur 1991; Adepoju 

2000; Anafri et al. 2003). Other migrations, mainly seasonal movements of farm and 

industrial workers, occurred between coastal West African countries. It is estimated that 

some two million Ghanaians left for Nigeria or Ivory Coast between 1974 and 1981 (Peil 

1995b). In its turn, the cocoa production in Ghana attracted many migrants from other 

countries in the region, such as Nigeria, Togo and Benin. Ivory Coast received many 

migrants, mostly from Francophone West African countries, and to a lesser extent from 

Nigeria and Ghana. In 1995, for instance, migrants constituted some 28.6% of the total 

population of Ivory Coast (Adepoju 2003). Migration towards Nigeria was largely 

determined by that country's high level of industrialisation and national development -  a 

consequence of the oil boom in the early 1970s. In the same period, Senegal received

34 For instance, the Fulani, one of the largest pastoralist groups in the Sahel, move across Niger, Mali, Burkina 
Faso, Ivory Coast, Nigeria and Senegal and take little cognisance of the political dimension of international 
borders (de Bruijn 2007).
35 The arrow as an instrument to represent migration does little justice to the circular, fragm ented and multi
directional character of migration.
36 These migration dynamics on the African continent are widely omitted in cartographic representations of 
African migration towards Europe.
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some 300,000 migrants from Guinea. These migrants, as well as many others originating 

from countries such as Mauritania, Mali and Benin, were mostly moving to Senegal 

because of trade opportunities or to work on groundnut plantations (Bossard 2009). More 

recently, the Gambia has started to attract substantial groups of migrants because of its 

booming tourist industry (Spaan and van Moppes 2006). Finally, violent conflicts and 

political tensions in, for instance, Sierra Leone, Liberia and Ivory Coast, resulted in the 

displacement of many Africans in the same region (Moorehead 2006).

Figure 3: West African international migration after colonisation (1976-1980)

The regional pattern of international migration is still very much present in contemporary 

West Africa. Some 84% of the total West African international migration occurs within the 

region (Gnisci 2008). It is estimated in 2005 that Ivory Coast alone accommodated more 

than 2.3 million migrants, mainly from other West African countries (Spaan and van 

Moppes 2006). Especially international seasonal migration, popularly referred to as exode, 

is still widespread in this region (van Dijk, Foeken and van Til 2001).37

A regionalised pattern of migration is also characteristic of other sub-Saharan 

African regions. In Southern Africa, for instance, South Africa's modern industrial economy 

attracts migrants from other Southern African countries (Crush and McDonald 2000; 

Nyamnjoh 2006). A regional pattern is also found in Central Africa, where contemporary

37 Exode consists of people mainly moving out of the Sahel to earn some money during harvest tim e on the 
plantations; they return before the next rainy season to their home areas to cultivate their lands. This indicates, 
indeed, that inter-state migrations often have a rural-rural and circular character as well (Adepoju 1995; 2008).
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migration is strongly influenced by the several violent conflicts in the region (see Kraler 

(2005) for a historical perspective on migration in Central Africa). Most 'forcibly displayed 

people'38 find shelter in relatively stable neighbouring countries, such as Tanzania and 

Kenya (UNHCR 2009a). Only a small proportion of this conflict-induced migration is 

directed to the North.

Despite the continuation of regionalised migration patterns, it must be noted that 

international migratory patterns within Africa are also diversifying (e.g. Adepoju 2000; 

2008; Zoomers et al. 2009). Regional migrations have expanded to more distant 

destinations. Post-apartheid South Africa is an important destination for people from 

Southern, Central and West Africa (Adepoju 2003; Nyamnjoh 2006; Manuh 2006). Gabon 

has received an increasing number of migrants from different countries, including Nigeria 

and Mali (Adepoju 2000). Moreover, Libya has become an important destination for 

migrants originating mostly from West, Central and East Africa (Brachet 2005; Hamood 

2006; de Haas 2007a; Bredeloup 2010). Senegalese migrants, to focus on just one group to 

illustrate the diversification of African migration, are increasingly moving to 'new African 

destinations,' including Cameroon, Angola, the Democratic Republic of Congo and South 

Africa (Bossard 2009).

The fact that mobility is a common practice in many sub-Saharan African countries, does 

not mean, however, that all mobilities are welcomed by all actors. The governments of 

respectively Ghana and Nigeria, for example, welcomed migrants from neighbouring 

countries in times of economic prosperity, but expelled many migrants after these 

countries were confronted with economic crises. Ghana returned about a quarter of a 

million migrants to Niger, Nigeria, Togo and Burkina Faso in the late 1960s. Nigeria, in its 

turn, expelled a million Ghanaians from the country in 1983,39 leading to considerable 

political tension between these countries (Arthur 1991; Spaan and van Moppes 2006).40 

Similar friction is also found in Al-Gaddafi's Libya, known for its expulsions of sub-Saharan

38 It is estimated that in the whole of sub-Saharan Africa the total number of refugees declined from 3.4 million in 
2000 to 2.1 million in 2008 (UNHCR 2009a).
39 It is interesting to note that many of these expelled migrants went back to Nigeria (Peil 1995 b). This illustrates 
the dynamic character of migration and suggests that these dynamics are difficult to control. As Peil states: 
"Expulsion is seen [by Ghanaian migrants] as just bad luck -  no reason not to try again, in Nigeria or elsewhere" 
(Peil 1995b, 359).
40 Sim ilar migrant expulsions were carried out by other governments of W est and Central African countries 
including Senegal (the repatriation of Guineans and others in the 1960s), Ivory Coast (the expulsion of mainly 
Ghanaians in the 1960s), Chad (the expulsion of thousands of Beninese migrants) and Cameroon (the 
repatriation of undocumented Nigerian traders) (Spaan and van Moppes 2006).
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Africans over the years (Hamood 2006; Simon 2006).41 In the Southern African region, 

South Africa and Botswana are strongly opposed to human mobility from neighbouring 

countries, fearing a possible 'invasion' of 'fortune seekers' from less prosperous countries 

in the region. It is believed that the policies of these two countries helped to fuel the 

xenophobic sentiments that have emerged recently among their native populations 

(Nyamnjoh 2006).42 As it will be discussed later (see Section 1.3.2), many African countries 

increasingly follow a restrictive migration agenda as they are involved in migration 

agreements with European countries.

1.2.3 Out of Africa; extra-continental mobility 

As with the domestic and intra-continental mobilities, external interventions have 

profoundly shaped the extra-continental migrations of sub-Saharan African populations. 

European trade powers and colonial administrations organised the extra-continental 

movement of approximately twelve million African slaves between the 16th and 19th 

centuries (Manning 2005). During colonisation some Africans also followed the colonial 

routes northwards to the countries of the coloniser. After independence, colonial ties 

continued to influence the direction of extra-continental migration of Africans, partly 

because of European labour programmes. Some 60,000 registered Senegalese migrants 

were counted in France in the 1990s, some 90,000 Nigerians were present in the 2001 

national census in the United Kingdom and approximately 45,000 people from Cape Verde 

belonged officially to the foreign-born population of Portugal in 2001 (Gnisci 2008). 

However, the picture has definitely become more turbulent. From the mid 1990s 

Francophone sub-Saharan African migrants have moved in increasing numbers to the UK 

(Styan 2003), the Netherlands and Germany (Garbin 2010).43 Moreover, Spain (126,000) 

and Italy (169,000) house substantial numbers of both Francophone and Anglophone 

West Africans (de Haas 2007a). In line with this diversification of destinations, Gnisci 

(2008) states that there were more Ghanaians and Nigerians living in the United States

41 It is estimated by Human Rights Watch that the Libyan government expelled some 145,000 African migrants 
between 2003 and 2005 (see de Haas 2007a).
42 It is also relevant to notice that friction between state regulations and human mobilities has also emerged in 
the past in the form of stringent residency regulations in some African countries. In the light of post
independence nation-building projects, many people were forced to stay in the places and countries in which 
they lived (e.g. in the cases of Eritrea and Tanzania).
43 In the late 1990s Congolese migrants represented the largest section of the Francophone sub-Saharan African 
community in the UK; this community also included substantial numbers of Senegalese, Togolese and 
Cameroonian migrants (Garbin 2010). Som e 12-15,000 Congolese migrants came to London in the 1990s alone 
(Styan 2003).
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than in Great Britain by the turn of the 21st century.44 Recently, Australia has also become 

increasingly important as a destination for (West) African migrants (Hugo 2006).45 Finally, 

in recent years Israel has also received a considerable number of sub-Saharan African 

migrants, of which many entered the country undocumented.46

In addition, substantial numbers of African migrants also leave the continent for 

'non-Western' countries. Some Arabic states in the Middle-East, like Lebanon and Saudi 

Arabia, are important destinations for people from Sudan, Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia 

(Spaan and van Moppes 2006; King et al. 2010) but, more surprisingly, also for Burkinabé 

(Broekhuis 2008), Ghanaians (Peil 1995b), Nigerians (Falola and Okpeh 2008) and 

Cameroonians (Pelican and Tatah 2009).47 More Africans are also moving to East Asia. A 

study of Ghanaian emigration by Peil (1995b) suggests that Ghanaians migrate eastwards 

as far as Japan, Burma and India. Furthermore, there are also estimates of tens of 

thousands Nigerians living in the southern Chinese metropolis of Guangzhou alone.48 The 

number of African students in China has also increased by 40% in the period 2005-2006 

(Politzer 2008). Finally, there is also some evidence that more Africans are moving to 

Mexico (Wabgou 2011). This diversification of destinations implies that the former 

colonial powers have become relatively less important as destinations for migrants. 

Consequently, we should regard the EU as one of many possible destinations for sub- 

Saharan Africans instead of the destination.

On taking a closer look at African migration to Europe, it becomes clear that the 

proportion of sub-Saharan African migrants living in Europe is small compared to the 

proportion of North African migrants. In their totality African migrants account for 17% of 

the foreign population in Europe, and of this 17% the majority (65%) originates from three 

Maghreb countries (Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia). The bulk of sub-Saharan Africans lives 

in the United Kingdom (328,000) and France (252,900) (Simon 2006; see also Kohnert 

2007; de Haas 2007a). However, we have also seen that Spain and Italy house substantial 

numbers of sub-Saharan Africans. This numerical overview of migration is useful as an

44 For the year 2000 there were some 67,000 Ghanaians and 140,000 Nigerians living in the US, while 56,000 
Ghanaians and almost 90,000 Nigerians were estimated to live in the UK (Gnisci 2008).
45 This holds mainly for highly skilled migrants from South Africa and Kenya as well as for people coming from 
East African conflict countries and som e West African countries (Hugo 2006).
46 The authorities counted some 10,000 entries of undocumented sub-Saharan African migrants in 2010. See de 
Volkskrant 23-11-2010, "Hek Israël aan grens Egypte"
47 As noted previously, the Middle-East is not an entirely new destination for West African migrants (see Section 
1.1.2; Pelican and Tatah 2009).
48 For more information on African mobility to China see the following newspaper articles: de Volkskrant 25-01
2010, "Cruciale Schakel tussen China en Afrika" and de Volkskrant 31-7-2010, "Koken voor Afrikanen, schuilen 
voor de politie."
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indication of the volume and direction of African migration within the EU, but, in line with 

the overall argument of this chapter, I argue that it also hides much of the reality of 

African mobilities between Africa and Europe. After all, the dynamics of temporary stays, 

temporary returns (e.g. Tiemoko 2003; Ammassari 2004; Martin 2007; Sinatti 2010), 

onward movements (Schuster 2005a; Lindley and van Hear 2007; van Liempt 2010) and 

transnational engagements of sub-Saharan Africans (see for instance Riccio (2001) for a 

Senegalese case and Smith (2007) for a Ghanaian case)49 are not captured by these 

figures. These aforementioned contributions underline the fact that that African migration 

towards Europe is a dynamic phenomenon, accompanied by multiple mobilities of people, 

images and objects.

Having provided the broader picture, I now turn to the involvement of sub-Saharan 

African migrants in the so-called 'invasion' by 'illegal migrants' of Southern Europe. At 

least two points are important with respect to 'illegal migration' to EU in general. Firstly, 

the number of 'illegal migrants' living in the EU seems to be far lower than has been 

suggested. The European Commission frequently stated that there are some four to eight 

million 'illegal migrants' living in the EU.50 Critical researchers have argued, however, that 

this rough estimation lacks any empirical evidence (Triandafyllidou 2009). As a reaction to 

such loose statements by the Commission, a group of researchers developed the 

CLANDESTINO project51 that aimed to arrive at more reliable estimates of the volume of 

irregular migration within the EU. This project counts a far lower number of irregular 

foreign residents in the EU -  between 1.9 and 3.8 million (not even 1% of the total EU 

population).

The second general point concerning irregular migration is the fact that the 

majority of irregular migrants to the EU actually enters the EU in accordance to the law. 

Most irregular migrants are visa-overstayers or rejected asylum seekers (de Haas 2007a; 

Collyer 2009; Collyer, Duvell and de Haas 2010). Thus, it is not so much the invasion of 

'illegals' that is shaping irregular migration, but rather the limited duration of travel 

documents and the number of unsuccessful asylum applications. In other words, it is a

49 Sinatti (2010), for instance, argues in the context of Senegalese migration to Italy that most Senegalese leave 
their country of origin but only to return to Senegal at frequent intervals.
50 See for instance: http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/2010/m ay/25/eu-border-fewer-illegal-im m igrants, accessed 
on 18-02-2011.
51 This project was coordinated by the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign Policy in Athens (see for 
more information: http://clandestino.eliamep.gr, or Triandafyllidou 2009).
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misconception that all irregular migrants are involved in unauthorised immigration, i.e. 

the crossing of borders without the necessary documentation.

Despite its relatively minor contribution to the broader picture, unauthorised 

migration to the EU is increasingly associated, at least in the media, with so-called 'boat 

migrants' arriving at the EU's shores (Pinyol 2008). Such boat arrivals are not new, but it is 

only recently that sub-Saharan Africans have joined these unauthorised border 

crossings.52 Some support for this argument is found in the figures on the apprehension of 

irregular migrants in Southern European countries.

In the Italian region Sicily (of which Lampedusa is part) the number of irregular 

arrivals rose from 2700 in 2000 to 21,400 in 2006. Although the majority of the newly 

arrived migrants originated from the Maghreb countries, the number of sub-Saharan 

Africans 'peaked' at 5000 in 2006, representing roughly one-fourth of the total boat 

arrivals (Colucello and Massey 2007). Although boat arrivals in Italy have certainly 

increased recently, they constitute only a small proportion of the total number of irregular 

immigrants to Italy (17% in 2000 and 13% in 2006) (Cuttitta 2008).

In Spain, the percentage of sub-Saharan Africans in the total number of 

apprehended irregular migrants increased from 25.3% in 2000 to 50.6% in 2004 (Simon 

2006). If one takes a closer look at the situation on the Canary Islands, one finds that in 

2004 some 7200 sub-Saharan African migrants arrived there irregularly by boat. This is in 

contrast to the approximately 30,000 sub-Saharan Africans who arrived there as boat 

passengers in the year 2006 (Godenau and Zapata Hernández 2008; Nyamnjoh 2010).53 

Although the number of 'boat migrants' in 2006 to the Canaries seems to be substantial, it 

makes only a minor impact on the statistics for the foreign population in Spain in that 

year; it represents only 0,8% of the total non-EU population in Spain54 for the year 2006.55

In the year 2003 approximately 50,000 irregular migrants were arrested in Greece. 

Only a minority of these migrants entered Greece by sea. In 2006, the total number of 

irregular entries to Greece almost doubled (95,000). Irregular maritime border crossings 

to Greece went up from less than 30,000 arrivals in 2005 to 45,000 arrivals in 2006. The

52 In the 1980s boat arrivals in Spain were already a political issue. The migrants who arrived were mainly 
Moroccans and their destination was not Spain (Carling 2007b). Furthermore, in the early 1990s Albanian 
migrants started to depart by boat for Italy (King 2003).
53 The other fifty per cent of undocumented migrants in 2006 came from diverse countries, of which the Gambia 
(12.1%), Mali (11.4%), Ivory Coast (5.6%) and Morocco (4.1%) were the most important (Godenau and Zapata 
Hernández 2008).
54 These figures originate from the Spanish National Institute of Statistics in Gonzalez Enriquez (2007).
55 In this respect Van Houtum and Boedeltje (2009) make a striking comparison between the 3,000 immigrants 
who entered the Canary Islands in 2006, leading to claims by the authorities that the Islands faced a 'flood' of 
unwanted travellers, and the 9.5 million tourists who are given a friendly welcomed to the Islands every year.
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question remains, however, whether this increase reflects a boost of irregular migration to 

Greece, or whether it reflects the intensification of border controls (Triandafyllidou and 

Maroukis 2008). Although most irregular migrants have arrived overland in Greece for 

several years (Triandafyllidou and Maroukis 2008), the Turkish-Greek land border was only 

recently seen by FRONTEX as the last 'leak' in the EU's southern border regime. According 

to the EU border agency, the number of irregular migrants in the Evros region increased 

substantially, from 6600 in 2009 to 31,000 in 2010.56 However, the fact that Turkey is an 

important crossroad for migrants from all regions of the world (Akinbingöl 2003; Dani? 

2006; van Liempt 2007; Igduygu and Yükseker 2008) means that sub-Saharan Africans are 

only marginally present in data on irregular migration in this region (Brewer and Yükseker 

2006; Traiandafyllidou and Maroukis 2008).57

It is worth emphasising that irregular migration by boat to European shores 

fluctuates from year to year. The number of arrivals in one region can be very high during 

one year and drop substantially in the next, possibly to rise again some years later. The 

irregular arrivals at the Canary Islands, for instance, dropped from over 30,000 in 2006 to 

9600 in 2008 because of stricter sea controls.58 In the same period, however, the central 

Mediterranean route to Lampedusa became more important, with 21,400 arrivals in 2006 

and 31,300 arrivals in 2008 (Collyer 2009). This number dropped again in 2009, with 6790 

arrivals in the first six months (the number of arrivals was at least twice as high in the first 

six months of 2008).59 While the central Mediterranean route has become less important 

in the last few years, the route from Turkey to Greece has become increasingly popular.

Altogether, we may conclude, in keeping with the detailed analysis of Hein de Haas 

(2007a), that irregular migration from sub-Saharan Africa (notably from West Africa) to 

the EU is definitely on the rise. However, the volume must not be exaggerated. The 

unauthorised arrivals of sub-Saharan Africans in Southern Europe must be analysed in 

terms of several tens of thousands on a yearly basis, instead of apocalyptical estimates of

56 "M igrantencrisis in Griekenland", de Volkskrant, 19-10-2010,
http://www.volkskrant.nl/vk/nl/2664/Nieuws/article/detail/1035076/2010/10/19/M igrantencrisis-in- 
Griekenland.dhtml, accessed on 24-10-2010.
57 In the period 2000-2003, Africans (including people from the Maghreb) represented only 8% of the total 
number of apprehensions of irregular migrants in Turkey (Brewer and Yükseker 2006). The main nationalities 
among the intercepted migrants in Greece were: Afghanis, Iraqi Kurds, Pakistanis and Turkish Kurds 
(Triandafyllidou and Maroukis 2008).
58 This number is retrieved from the official FRONTEX site:
http://www.frontex.europa.eu/newsroom/news_releases/art40.html, accessed on 30-08-2009
59 "Outsourcing Asylum Seekers the Italian W ay", N R CHandelsblad, 24-7-2009, 
http://www.nrc.nl/international/article2309813.ece/0utsourcing_asylum _seekers_the_Italian_way? 
service=Print, accessed on 24-10-2010.
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millions of 'invaders.' In line with this, we may argue that Europe's 'waiting room' is not as 

full with sub-Saharan African migrants as European policy-makers claim. As Hein de Haas 

(2007a) points out, there are probably more sub-Saharan Africans living in North African 

than in the EU, and only a fraction of this group of people is involved in migration towards 

the EU (Bredeloup 2010). This observation contrasts profoundly with the transit thesis in 

terms of which large numbers of sub-Saharan African migrants in the EU's neighbouring 

countries are expected to move further northwards. In the framework of the 

diversification of destinations, North Africa and Turkey are not only transit regions, but are 

also destinations (de Haas 2007a) and places of circulation (Bredeloup 2010) in their own 

right.

1.3 European responses to African migration
This section outlines European initiatives to manage sub-Saharan African migration and 

limits itself to the discussion of several major trends with regard to migration policies in 

Europe. It first discusses the evolution of a joint EU approach to migration, and then 

focuses on two general developments in the common EU approach and the policies of 

individual member-states; the securisation of migration and the promotion of migration 

agreements between European and African 'partners.'

1.3.1 Towards a common and comprehensive EU migration policy 

The EU has difficulty "freeing itself" from the national interests and priorities of its 

member-states (Gnisci 2008, 68) since (im)migration is seen, from the perspective of these 

states, as first and foremost a national concern. At the same time, migration has been on 

the EU agenda from its inception and is, with the Schengen treaty at its core, one of the 

central policy elements on which the supra-national institution is built. Table 1 provides a 

selection of events and agreements that have shaped a common EU approach to 

migration (with special reference to African migration). It shows, among other things, how 

the European Commission has set out common guidelines for asylum procedures (the 

Dublin convention) and how EU's migration approach has become more externally 

oriented.

The current migration policy of the EU is based on a 'global approach to migration' 

which, according to the European Commission, relies on three main principles; solidarity 

between member-states, partnership with third countries and the protection of migrants 

(Gnisci 2008). This global approach originates from the concentric circles model that was 

presented in the Vienna Action Plan of 1998 (see also Table 1; Carrera 2007). In the
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context of African migration, this model consists of the inner circle (the Schengen zone), 

the second circle (EU's neighbouring countries) and the third circle (sub-Saharan African 

countries).60 The model is the foundation for what is now known as the outsourcing of the 

EU's migration policies (Turner, Munive Rincon and Nyberg S0rensen 2006).

Countries in the second circle are literally positioned as buffer zones as they are 

requested to concentrate on 'transit checks' and the combating of networks that facilitate 

migration (Lindstr0m 2005). From the 1990s onwards, North African countries have been 

confronted with detailed legal provisions, including readmission treaties for the return of 

irregular nationals and so-called transit migrants (Baldwin-Edwards 2002). In this context, 

North Africa is seen as 'Europe's gendarmerie' since it is one of the main gatekeepers of 

contemporary migration towards Europe (Kreienbrink 2005; Collyer 2006a; Bensaad 2007; 

Khachani 2007). Similarly, Turkey has also received significant funds to set up an asylum 

system that would make Turkey the 'last stop' for asylum seekers coming from third 

countries (Lindstr0m 2005). With these measures, the burdens and dilemmas of managing 

asylum are shifted outside the EU's borders. At the same time, procedures to examine the 

human right records of the externalised asylum system are generally lacking (Adepoju, van 

Naerssen and Zoomers 2008). Nowadays, the European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) is the 

policy framework in which the role of EU's neighbours as migration controllers is further 

specified. Border management is clearly an EU priority in the ENP (van Houtum and 

Mamadouh 2008).

The third concentric circle consists of sub-Saharan African countries as the 

migration sending regions. Cooperation of the EU with these countries was initially based 

on the European Commission's wish to combat the 'push factors' of migration. Conflict 

prevention and development assistance were from then on seen as instruments to reduce 

the 'migration pressure' from the global South to the EU (Lindstr0m 2005). However, as it 

is also discussed below, these instruments are currently more and more intertwined with 

restrictive measures in the field of migration control. Countries belonging to the 'outer 

circle' are instructed to tighten EU's visa regime, thereby shifting EU's border controls 

further southwards.61 This shifting of border controls is even more strikingly present in 

West and North Africa, where European border agents are directly involved in the

60 The initial model in fact had four circles as European Mediterranean countries were seen as the second circle.
It was believed that this second circle would gradually merge with the first circle (Lindstr0m 2005). In the 
discussion in this section, the first and the second circles are already merged to form the first circle.
61 The EU's visa regime consists of two visa lists. One is a list of states whose nationals can enter EU without visa 
applications, and the other, the 'black list,' lists states whose citizens do require a visa to enter the EU. 
Remarkably, the latter list contains 134 of the approximately 195 states in the world and, unsurprisingly, almost 
all of these countries are located in the 'global South' (van Houtum 2010b).
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surveillance of some African borders, as in the case of Morocco (Kreienbrink 2005), 

Senegal (Trevisanut 2009) and Mali (Bensaad 2007). Many of these border controls in the 

South are not aimed at preventing immigrants from entering a specific country, but at 

preventing people from leaving a certain country. This emigration prevention implies non

compliance with article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which states that 

every person has the right to leave his or her country of origin.62

The concentric circle model has clearly become more complicated with the 

involvement of a multitude of national and supra-national actors in the field of migration 

management. Among these actors are EuroMed (a platform of mainly EU and non-EU 

Mediterranean countries), the African Union, and ECOWAS. In addition, since the 1990s 

there has been a trend among individual EU members to design bilateral agreements with 

important sending countries. These agreements are not necessarily guided by EU policies. 

These 'migration deals' usually address a wide range of issues, including measures to 

combat irregular migration, the facilitation of circular migration, social security, 

readmission and repatriation. With regard to these deals, it has been stated that migration 

cooperation between the North and the South has passed through a series of stages; from 

the initial one-sided measures to more partnership-oriented initiatives (Adepoju, van 

Noorloos and Zoomers 2010). We turn to this issue in the next section.

Table 1: Important events and agreements concerning EU policies on (African) migration

Events/agreements Description

(year)

Schengen Agreement The removal of internal borders to 

(1985) facilitate intra-regional mobility and the

creation of a single outer border.

Agreement on Schengen All EU member-states (including the UK 

Cooperation and Ireland) cooperated to create a

(1990) common information system (SIS).

Dublin Convention Replaced Schengen Agreem ent's

(1990) provisions on asylum. It determines the

responsibilities of member-states 

concerning asylum claims. It stresses that 

the m ember-state the asylum seeker 

enters first is responsible for processing 

the asylum claim. However, there are 

some exceptional circumstances.

Maastricht Treaty Defined EU citizenship and introduced the

62 The idea of mobility as a right is established in Article 13 of the 1948 United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights from . Moreover, this notion is also found in important policy guidelines of the EU (Sager 2006).

Additional information

The Schengen area has expanded 

several tim es and now consists of 24 

individual member-states.

SIS II is currently being developed.

The Dublin convention was 

incorporated into European 

legislation by the Dublin II 

regulation (2003).
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(1992) distinction between 'Europeans' and 'non- 

Europeans'

Amsterdam Treaty 

(1997)

Extended and simplified co-decision 

procedures between the European 

Parliament and the EU Council of Minister 

concerning migration. A new approach to 

migration was developed, focusing on 

root causes.

It standardised procedures and 

conditions for long-term visas and 

for residence permits, including 

those for the purpose of fam ily 

reunion.

Vienna Action Plan 

(1998)

Launched the EU policy model of 

concentric circles which was basically 

designed in the context of African 

migration towards the EU.

There are three circles: 1) Schengen 

zone; 2) the EU neighbourhood; and 

3) sending countries. Initially, the 

third circle consisted of sub-Saharan 

African countries; this was extended 

later to other 'sending' regions.

Tampere Programme 

(1999-2004)

Aimed at the creation of a common 

European migration policy based on four 

factors: Partnership with sending 

countries; a common European asylum 

system; fair treatm ent for third country 

nationals; and migration management.

The Tam pere agreements (1999) 

stresses the importance of a 

comprehensive approach to 

migration. It also urges the 

Commission to finalise work on the 

Eurodac database.

Lisbon European Council 

(2000)

Proposed labour migration as an essential 

tool to stimulate the knowledge economy 

and as a solution to the ageing population 

in Europe.

Eurodac regulations 

(2000)

Provided the legal basis for an automated 

European data system comparing

Eurodac became operational in 

January 2003.

fingerprints of asylum seekers and some 

categories of illegal immigrants.

Cotonou Convention 

(2000)

The EU and 77 African, Caribbean and 

Pacific States extended their development 

cooperation until 2020 to include a 

dialogue on migration. It established a 

bilateral dialogue between the EU and 

certain African countries (Senegal, Mali, 

Cameroon, Ghana, Nigeria, Mauritania 

and Niger).

The convention included a clause on 

the readmission of irregular 

nationals within the EU territory.

Laeken Summit 

(2001)

Discussed migration issues in the context 

of new measures in the area of Justice 

and Home Affairs.

Seville Summit 

(2002)

Som e further steps were taken towards 

the formulation of a common EU 

migration policy. Discussed some fifty 

proposals to fight illegal migration and 

agreed upon joint operations at airports.

Reviewed visa requirements for 

third countries and passed new 

rules regarding the penalties for 

human smuggling. Efforts were 

made to establish an integrated risk 

analysis system on migration issues.
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Thessaloniki Summit

(2003)

The Hague Programme 

(2004-2009)

FRONTEX

(2004)

European

Neighbourhood Policy 

(ENP) (2004)

Informal Hampton Court 

European Council 

(2005)

EuroMed Summit 

Barcelona

(2005)

Euro-African Conference 

on Migration and 

Development (Rabat)

(2006)

EU-Africa Ministerial 

Conference (Tripoli)

(2006)

Green Paper on the 

future Common 

European Asylum 

System 

(2007)

Strengthened the development of a Focused mainly on the Balkans.

common migration policy, including 

cooperation with third countries.

Sets out ten priorities for the Union with a 

view to strengthening the areas of 

freedom, security and justice in the next 

five years.

The launch of FRONTEX aiming to 

establish integrated border management 

at the external EU borders. The first joint 

FRONTEX operation was carried out at 

EU's eastern land border in 2005.

Defined a 'balanced approach' to 

migration including the combating 

of illegal migration and enhanced 

communication concerning legal 

migration.

In 2006 there were joint operations 

in Malta and the Canary Islands, and 

on the Senegalese coastline. 

FRONTEX also provides assistance to 

national border guards of several 

African countries. Its budget has 

increased from €19 million in 2006 

to €70 million in 2008 and €87 

million in 2010.

The ENP is a bilateral policy between the 

EU and its neighbouring countries and 

includes chapters on migration 

management.

Launched the global approach to 

migration. Priority is given to Africa and 

the Mediterranean region.

The global approach was later 

extended to other regions of the 

world.

Discussion established with 

Mediterranean partners on 'Social 

Integration, Justice and Security.'

Aimed at finding joint responses to 

contemporary migration. It had a 

comprehensive approach to legal/illegal 

migration, trafficking and migration and 

development initiatives.

For the first tim e the EU and AU came 

together to make a political commitment 

to work together on migration issues.

This meeting resulted in an action 

plan referred to as the Rabat 

Process. This process was further 

monitored by meetings in Madrid

(2007) and Paris (2008).

This resulted in a more 

comprehensive plan than the plan 

in Rabat (the Tripoli process).

Concerned, among other issues, with the 

reception of asylum seekers, granting 

protection, integration issues and the 

sharing of responsibilities with third 

countries.

The Green Paper was defined by the 

Tam pere summit and The Hague 

programme.
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Lisbon EU/Africa Summit 

(2007)

A follow up of the Tripoli meeting. It 

adopted the EU-Africa partnerships on 

migration, mobility and employment

CIGEM is a European job centre in Mali. It CIGEM is a pilot project. If it is

aims to combat illegal migration while 

giving information about the possibilities 

of migrating legally to the EU.

successful, more job centres are 

planned in W est Africa

Implementation of pilot 

mobility partnerships 

(2008)

Mobility partnerships are piloted for 

Moldova and Cape Verde.

Mobility partnerships are all-inclusive 

migration packages covering issues 

concerning legal migration, integration, 

migration and development, border 

management, identity and travel 

documents, combating illegal migration 

and trafficking. Mobility partnerships are 

best understood as frameworks for 

bilateral and multilateral projects.

Sets the policy priorities for Justice and 

Home Affairs in term s of migration. It puts 

emphasis on the further development of 

mobility partnerships.

Main source: Gnisci (2008). Additional sources: Broeders (2007), Laitinen (2007), Neisser (2007), Collyer (2009), 
Reslow (2010) and FRONTEX website: http://www.frontex.europa.eu/budget_and_finance/, accessed on 03-11
2010.

The Stockholm

Programme

(2009-2014)

1.3.2 Securisation and cooperation; policy rhetoric and policy practices 
Despite a large number of migration-related initiatives among EU member-states, and 

despite the tension between a common EU approach to migration and the preferences of 

individual member-states, two major trends can be identified with regard to migration 

policies in Europe. Firstly, there has been a discursive shift towards a securisation of 

migration (Collyer 2006a; van Houtum and Pijpers 2007); and secondly, EU member-states 

have shown a growing interest in migration and development agreements (Adepoju, van 

Naerssen and Zoomers 2008).

'Illegal migration' is identified by the European Commission, as well as by the 

individual member-states, as one of the main threats to national and supra-national 

security -  it needs to be 'combated.7 This securisation trend intensified after the terrorist 

attacks in the United States and Europe. Since then (illegal) immigration has increasingly 

been seen in relation to terrorism (e.g. Laitinen 2007). Empirical proof for such a 

connection is, however, lacking (van Houtum and Pijpers 2007). In line with the 

securisation of migration, huge investments have been made in order to improve the EU's
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border detections and deportation procedures. Some borders have been militarised, as in 

the case of the Spanish enclaves Ceuta and Melilla, or they have been transformed into 

high-tech surveillance systems as in the case of the Spanish Integrated System of External 

Vigilance (SIVE).63 Other borders are staffed with 'special forces' to combat illegal 

migration, as with the new 'Rapid Border Intervention Team' (RABIT) recently installed in 

Greece. The digitalisation of border controls is also part of this security paradigm. The 

development of Schengen Information Systems and the Eurodac database, which aims to 

give effect to the Dublin convention by collecting fingerprints of asylum seekers and 

irregular migrants, are important steps (Broeders 2007; Papadopoulos, Stephenson and 

Tsianos 2008). In line with these restrictive initiatives, many EU individual member-states 

have introduced more stringent visa requirements to limit migration from the global 

South. In case of the Netherlands,64 for instance, the government has introduced several 

laws and regulations that curtail family-related migration. In the period 1994-2006, it 

doubled (in real terms) the income requirement for the receiving side of the family. 

Moreover, citizens from developing areas who hope to become Dutch citizens are now 

obliged to pass the official integration test before they enter Dutch territory (Carling 

2007c). Finally, although deportation has always been used by states as a strategy to 

exclude 'unwanted immigrants,' the number of deportations is on the rise in Europe, and 

European governments are more explicit about their use of this exclusionary measure. The 

forced removals of migrants can be seen as signals by governments to their electorates 

that something is being done about people who do not have legal permission to stay in a 

certain country (Schuster 2005b). The Netherlands, Belgium, France, the UK and Italy are 

among the countries that deport rejected asylum seekers (Gnisci 2008). Since 2004, 

individual member-states have also been engaged in joint efforts to remove unwelcome 

migrants from EU territory.65 In this context, concern has also been expressed regarding 

the increasing involvement of private parties in the removal and detention of migrants 

(Schuster 2005b).66

63 Italy and Libya are also in the process of building a coastal surveillance system. The system will provide total 
coverage of the whole Libyan coast, which is almost 2000 km in length, from Tunisia to Egypt; it will also cover 
areas of responsibility in Libya's fifteen main ports (Bialasiewicz 2010).
64 See Gnisci (2008) for sim ilar restrictive measures in France, Belgium, Italy, the UK and Spain.
65 The first joint charter flight to return rejected asylum seekers and undocumented migrants took place from 
Belgium. An airbus transported thirty-six migrants from Belgium, three from  the Netherlands, and one from 
Luxembourg to Kosovo and Albania (Schuster 2005b).
66 Schuster (2005b) shows how migrants in private detention centres are often victims of excessive physical 
abuse.
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The second important trend in European migration policies is the growing interest 

in the relation between migration and development. Migration policies increasingly 

include 'soft elements,' such as tackling the root causes of migration, boosting local 

economies, introducing information campaigns, stimulating return migration and opening 

up some channels for regular migration. As a result, development aid and migration 

management are policy fields that nowadays often overlap. In exchange for their 

cooperation with the more restrictive elements of migration policies, sending countries 

are offered large sums of development aid by the receiving countries in the North. Cape 

Verde, for instance, received some €27 million from the Spanish government between 

2007 and 2009, in exchange for stronger cooperation to combat irregular migration. For 

similar reasons, the European Commission granted Mali with some €426 million in 

development aid over a period of five years (2008-2013) (Adepoju, van Noorloos and 

Zoomers 2010).

Although there is a positive aspect to this trend in policy development, namely that 

migration is not simply something that is to be punished, it also gives rise to some shared 

concerns. Some authors question whether the promotion of development is an 'effective 

instrument' to stem migration in the first place. Literature on migration transition theory 

namely suggests that development may foster migration until such time as a sending 

country reaches the development level of the receiving country (Skeldon 1997; Cohen 

2006; de Haas 2007b). Other authors express a concern that migration control may 

increasingly be perceived as a precondition for the granting of development aid to poorer 

countries (Adepoju, van Noorloos and Zoomers 2010). In line with the former point, the 

power relation involved in these migration deals lead one to question whether migration 

and development initiatives are benefiting the agendas of the countries in the global 

South (Pastore 2007; Adepoju, van Naerssen and Zoomers 2008).

The 'hard' and 'soft' elements of migration policies are nowadays usually 

embedded in comprehensive migration agreements. It is relevant to note that the 'hard' 

elements of these agreements tend to take priority over the soft elements. In the Dutch 

context, for instance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has identified six policy fields in the 

framework of its migration and development policy.67 Some 70% of the total budget of €9 

million for the year 2009 was reserved for developing the capacity for migration control in 

the sending countries (€2.3 million) and for so-called sustainable returns (€4.1 million).

67These topics are: 1) integration of migration as a topic in development thinking; 2) capacity building in the 
sending regions to manage migration; 3) the promotion of circular migration; 4) strengthening the involvement 
of migrant organisations in development policy; 5) strengthening the relation between development and 
remittances, and; 6) promoting sustainable returns and re-integration processes.
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Although circular migration is mentioned as an important instrument to promote 

development, it is often taken to refer to return migration policies. According to the 

Ministry, further investigation is needed to gain more insight into the development 

potential of inviting circular migrants from the sending countries to the Netherlands 

(Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken 2010).

One of the most recent EU initiatives in the field of migration policy, the mobility 

partnerships, risks to have a similar bias towards migration control. These partnerships are 

intended to combine several multilateral and bilateral initiatives with sending countries 

(see also Table 1). The requirement for the partner country in the South is a commitment 

to fight irregular migration from and through its territory. In return, European partners are 

asked to explore ways of opening up legal channels for migration. However, most projects 

that are implemented in the framework of these partnerships focus on monitoring 

migration flows and border management. European partners seem reluctant to develop 

legal channels for migration. In cases where legal migration is promoted, this frequently 

involves student migration and the provision of short-term visas (Reslow 2010). This raises 

the question whether the term 'mobility' in the designation 'mobility partnerships' is 

really appropriate, as these partnerships in fact aim to 'keep in place' the bulk of would-be 

migrants (Bakewell 2007). They only mobilise (as a kind of 'cherry picking') a very small, 

select group of people -  the urgently needed, the highly educated and the most talented 

(Zoomers and Adepoju 2008). This at least indicates that there is a striking discrepancy 

between policy rhetoric and policy practices -  the migration and development dimension 

in migration policies is mainly concerned with migration control.

1.4 Conclusions
This chapter has pictured the turbulence of African migration. It has presented Africa as a 

mobile continent on which the migration patterns are characterised by circularity, 

temporality and onward mobility. Contemporary African migration to the EU is a 

continuation and expansion of older mobility patterns rather than something entirely new 

(Bakewell and de Haas 2007). This chapter has also stressed the mixed character of the 

contemporary movements of sub-Saharan Africans and has added a social dimension of 

global interconnectedness to the conventional root causes of African migration. In 

accordance to the notion of turbulence, and contrary to the unidirectional metaphors of 

'flows' and 'waves,' this chapter has further contextualised African migration to the EU by 

taking into account its diverse and ever-diversifying migration patterns. As a result, the EU 

is considered in this study as only one of many possible destinations for African migrants.
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The omnipresence of mobility in and from Africa is in tension with the aims of the 

stricter immobilisation policies of the EU and its member-states. At the beginning of this 

book I have shown that many sub-Saharan Africans are confronted with heightened 

physical barriers. However, it is safe to state that the mobility of the majority of Africans 

aspiring to move towards Europe is blocked by the higher 'paper walls' 68 constituted by 

the EU's visa regimes and migration agreements. These immobilisation measures are 

initiated at a time when Africa is becoming increasingly connected to processes of cultural 

globalisation, triggering people's longing to reach other places in the world. This friction 

between growing migration aspirations and restrictive migration policies is "an important 

backdrop to explaining actual [irregular] migration" (Carling 2002, 6). In other words, 

somewhat ironically, restrictive migration policies seem in fact to be a factor that 

augments irregular migration, rather than providing an appropriate solution to it (de Haas 

2007a).

We may thus conclude that there is friction between African movements and 

European efforts to immobilise people. Apart from having a profound political dimension, 

this friction can also be seen as part of the result of cultural differences concerning the 

issue how human mobility is appreciated in different societies. As Klute and Hahn (2007, 

11) put it:

Whereas, from a European standpoint, migratory phenomena seem to disturb order, 

so that many efforts are employed in order to send migrants back, at worst, or to 

integrate them, at best, mobility and movements of people are since long part and 

parcel of the African reality.

68 See for the term "paper wall" Van der Velde and M arcinczak (2007, 193).
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2. A methodological trajectory
Following the strategies and choices 
of a researcher

2.1 Introduction
The methodological design of this research can best be described as a trajectory in its own 

right, for at least two reasons. Firstly, the project had a profoundly inductive character. It 

namely started with a fieldtrip in order to formulate empirically driven research aims and 

questions. In this sense, the research was framed 'along the way' with the help of specific 

insights from the field, instead of being informed by broader theoretical principles before 

stepping into the field (see Section 2.2). Secondly, mobility played a key role in the data 

collection. As is further explained in Section 2.3, the 'field' in this research is not only 

determined by pre-selected research locations in which migrants are interviewed, but also 

by forms of physical (and virtual) mobility on the part of both the respondents and the 

researcher.

As will become clear throughout the chapter, much of the fieldwork has been 

conducted in socio-political environments that were rather hostile to migrants. Because of 

migrants' vulnerability in specific research areas, 'the field' was not always easy to access. 

In this context, Bilger and Van Liempt (2009) argue that qualitative migration-related 

research has not really built up a body of literature that would enable migration 

researchers to learn from each other. To meet this critique, I aim to increase 

methodological transparency by reflecting on my specific research strategies in the field 

(Section 2.4). Finally, this chapter contains a 'traveller's guide' (Section 2.5) which aims to 

help the reader to navigate through the next three chapters that present the empirical 

findings of this study.

2.2 An exploratory journey
This project started with an extensive fieldwork period that aimed to explore relevant 

(local) issues that are related to so-called transit migration from sub-Saharan Africa
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through North Africa towards Europe.69 In order to know more about what is happening 

along migrants' routes, we70 intended to travel the stepwise routes of African transit 

migrants in a reverse direction. During a period of two and a half months we travelled 

through Spain, Morocco and Senegal and visited, in chronological order, Barcelona, 

Mataro, Madrid, Granada, Almeria, Roquetas del Mar (in Spain), Rabat, Oujda, Nador (in 

Morocco), Melilla (the Spanish enclave surrounded by Morocco), and Dakar and Saint- 

Louis (in Senegal). During our visits to these different places, we spoke to many sub- 

Saharan African migrants to better understand their assumed transit situations, their en 

route economic activities and their coping strategies. We also interviewed several 

migration experts, representatives of (international) migration-related institutions, and 

representatives of local governments and local NGOs (for a list of the interviews, see 

Appendix II).

The insights gained during the exploratory fieldwork made me critically review the 

transit migration thesis. The linear notion of transit migration (which suggests that 

migrants depart, go through a transit phase and then settle), as well as the focus on 

migrants' intentionality (as if migrants' intentions are the main factor determining the 

course of their migration trajectories) and the clear-cut time limits of the transit phase (a 

stay of from one week to three months in a country)71 did not correspond with the 

empirical findings (see also Bredeloup 2010; Chapter 3 and Chapter 5).72 For these reasons 

I decided to move away from the transit migration thesis since many of its underlying 

assumptions could not be reconciled with the dynamics of contemporary African 

migration to Europe. In this regard, the empirical fieldwork resulted in some "unthought- 

of research questions" (Crang and Cook 2007, 3; see also Crang 2003). As a result of these 

initial findings, the nature of this project profoundly changed. The research topic shifted 

from 'the dynamics of transit migration' to 'the dynamics of migration trajectories.'73 This 

shift also had some methodological consequences. The methodological question was no

69 This fieldwork was embedded in a research programme entitled 'International migration and national 
development: Viewpoints and policy initiatives in the countries of origin' and was financed by the Dutch Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. Based on the findings of this fieldtrip, four working papers have been produced. For more 
information see: www.ru.nl/socgeo/migdev, accessed on 01-03-2011.
70 During this first fieldtrip I was accompanied by my former colleague David van Moppes.

Duvell (2008) proposes this time demarcation in order to distinguish transit migration from multiple migration.
72 These findings are further discussed in the empirical chapters. For now it is sufficient to state that the concept 
of transit migration appeared to have only limited explanatory value in the context of the first fieldwork period.

In this context, Crang (2003, 497-498) states the following: "[R]esearchers are more or less unstable, at least in 
the sense that they may refashion themselves not only between locations but over time ... The transform ative 
nature of research upon the researcher is indeed almost a trope in itself, but serious attention to these 
trajectories has not always been sustained."
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longer: How to understand migrants' transit situations? -  but: How to investigate the 

dynamics of migration trajectories?

2.3 A trajectory ethnography
To arrive at an in-depth understanding of the dynamics of migration trajectories, I decided 

to conduct an ethnography, defined here as "a family of methods" that involves direct and 

sustained social contact with agents in the framework of their daily lives (O'Reilly 2009, 3). 

In his much debated article entitled "Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence 

of Multi-Sited Ethnography," George Marcus (1995) breaks with the traditional notion of 

ethnography as a "special kind of localized dwelling" (Clifford 1997, 21). Marcus 

encourages researchers to move away from "single site designs" in order to "examine the 

circulation of cultural meanings, objects and identities in diffuse time-space" (Marcus 

1995, 96; see also Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Appadurai 1996; Gupta 

and Ferguson 1997; Hannerz 2003; Riccio 2005a; 2005b; Fitzgerald 2006; O'Reilly 2009). 

His article can be seen as an early attempt to make the methods of social science more 

sensitive to mobilities (Buscher and Urry 2009; Blok 2010).

My methodology is in sympathy with Marcus' suggestion to literally follow 

connections, associations, objects, metaphors and people. However, there is also a 

difference between Marcus' multi-sited ethnography and my attempt to grasp the 

dynamics of migration trajectories. Marcus advocates research that follows people, things, 

and information to different places in order to know more about the interactions between 

places. His purpose is to gain further insight into the functioning of 'world systems' that 

enable a constant interaction between different parts of the world (Marcus 1995; Blok 

2010). In the field of migration, multi-sited studies are mostly designed to understand 

better the forming of transnational communities. These studies usually employ a two-site 

strategy to grasp the interactions between the migrants' 'places of origin' and 

'destinations' (e.g. Small 1997; Riccio 2005a; Fitzgerald 2006; Maas 2011). On other 

occasions, transnational communities are researched simultaneously from multiple sites 

(Mazzucato, Kabki and Smith 2006; Smith 2007).

However, my project does not focus on the interactions between particular places 

in order to gain more information about the way in which activities, rules and beliefs in 

different places influence each other. Instead of the world system or the transnational 

community, it takes the path between and through places as its central study object. It 

follows that my methodological design is not so much a 'world system ethnography' 

(Marcus 1995; Freidberg 2001), but rather a 'trajectory ethnography,' whereby the
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trajectory is seen as an important building block of world systems -  as the path that is 

both cause and effect of an increasingly interconnected world (Marcus 1995; O'Reilly

2009).

Whereas research on world systems demands a multi-local design in order to be 

sensitive to interactions between places, I argue that research on trajectories demands a 

translocal design in order to be sensitive to movements through places.74 An abstract 

example may help to clarify this difference. Both the multi-local and translocal designs 

start with a selection of one (or more) entry point(s) from where the research object is 

followed;75 this is location A. Following the research object leads the researcher to other 

places; locations B and C. The multi-local design is meant to investigate how locations B 

and C relate to location A. In other words, the researcher is asked to travel back, physically 

and/or conceptually, to location A (see for example Small 1997; Freidberg 2001; Hannerz 

2003; Hage 2005; Blok 2010). The translocal design of this research, however, does not 

require the researcher to circulate between a selected number of places that form a 

system. Rather, it invites the researcher to travel on with the research object to other 

places (D, K, Y or indeed back to A) in case the research object reaches these places. That 

is why the metaphor of the road movie is so helpful in defining this project (see 

Introduction).

Hence, following is the key word of this trajectory ethnography. This research 

strategy is put into practice by a particular methodological design in which the collection 

of migration biographies is combined with a longitudinal research strategy that enabled 

me to follow migrants in real time and space. I elaborate, first, on the collection of 

migration biographies as a way of reconstructing trajectories (Section 2.3.1). 

Subsequently, I outline the geographical design of this project as well as the longitudinal 

element of my methodology (Section 2.3.2). Finally, the selection of respondents is 

discussed (Section 2.3.3).

2.3.1 Collecting migration biographies 

The plea for a biographical approach in the field of migration research was launched by 

Halfacree and Boyle (1993). With this approach they advocate for a broader temporal 

perspective to analyse migration, for the recognition of migrants' multiple motivations

74 Hannerz (2003) also uses the term 'translocal' to denote the essence of multi-sited ethnography as a research 
strategy that deals with topics that are not to be bound within single locations.
75 Marcus (1995) literally suggests to follow, among others, metaphors, things and people.
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and for the acknowledgment that migration is first and foremost a socially embedded 

event.

To focus on the time dimension first, the biographical approach perceives 

migration as an inherent part of an individual's past, present and predicted or projected 

future. It approaches migration as a sequence of events where one move may influence 

subsequent moves (Halfacree and Boyle 1993; Ni Laiore 2000). Since it positions migration 

in continuous time, this approach is well-suited to the process-like understanding of 

migration that is central to this thesis. Migration, then, is not seen as some disjuncture 

(Halfacree 2004) or as a once-off event (Ni Laiore 2000), but as an integral part of people's 

becoming and their everyday lives. With this standpoint, the biographical approach is 

strongly contrasted with 'rooted' conceptualisations of migration as it leaves room for 

possible future migrations (Halfacree and Boyle 1993; 1995; Ni Laiore 2000). Another 

analytical consequence of this broader timeframe is that one moves away from the notion 

that the outcome of migration is determined by the decisions made by migrants at 

particular moments. As Halfacree and Boyle (1993, 337) further explain:

If this [the application of a broader timeframe to the analysis of migration] is done 

then the reason(s) for the move can be seen as being no longer located wholly or 

even largely at the instance prior to the 'physical' relocation from i to j.

Ni Laiore (2000, 235) adds the following:

Such probing draws out the more 'lateral' aspects of migration through noting how it 

is tied up with so many other aspects of life.

Thus, instead of explaining migration by merely looking at migrants' decision-making just 

before departure, the biographical approach attempts to understand migration in the 

framework of people's life-courses.

The second principle of the biographical approach is that it recognises migration as 

the outcome of multiple reasons of individuals. Thereby, economic factors are regarded as 

not necessarily decisive. Scholars who follow this approach argue that, in order to 

understand migration, it is better to highlight this multiplicity rather than to suppress it by 

forms of economic reductionism (Ni Laiore 2000; May 2000; Halfacree 2004). Or to cite 

Halfacree and Boyle (1993, 339) again:
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Rather than look for one or two relatively self-contained reasons for migration we 

must expect to find several, some relatively fully-formed, others much more 

indefinite.

Finally, the third principle of this approach is that it puts migrants' subjectivity and their 

experiences at the centre of the empirical analysis of migration. In so doing, it provides 

the migrant with a voice in the story of migration. This principle underlines that the notion 

of mobility, as with the geographical concept of place, is full of social meaning (Cresswell 

2006). Like place (Pascual-de-Sans 2004), mobility always has a personal history. In other 

words, the migration biography approach necessarily adds a social dimension to the 

analysis of migration since it perceives migration as an experienced phenomenon that can 

be better understood by taking into account its deeper social connotations (Halfacree and 

Boyle 1993; 1995; Halfacree 2004; Ni Laiore 2000; Smith 2004).

Although the biographical approach positions migration within people's biographies, it is 

acknowledged that migration biographies are not reconstructions of people's entire lives. 

They are reconstructions of specific aspects, parts and sequences of migrants' life-worlds 

(Ni Laiore 2000). In this research the focus is on how migrants actually 'get there.' Hence, 

in the analysis of migrants' biographies, emphasis is put on their mobility. This does not 

mean, however, that periods of immobility in certain places can simply be omitted. In line 

with the abstract relationality of mobility and immobility, as a basic theoretical feature of 

mobilities research (as outlined in the Introduction), the biographical approach attempts 

to understand migration in relation to relative permanency (see also Smith 2004). As 

Pascual-de-Sans (2004, 349), who looks for a 'sense of place' in migration biographies,76 

suggests:

Mobility consists of moving, at a certain moment, from one place where a period of 

time has been spent -  be it longer or shorter -  to another place where one arrives 

and will spend another period of time which has yet to be established. One cannot 

think about mobility without considering the periods of permanence spent in these 

places and without looking to the factors which influence the option to leave as well 

as the option to stay.

76 Pascual-de-Sans (2004) actually uses the term 'migration histories' instead of 'migration biographies.' 
However, I use the term 'migration biography' here since the approach of Pascual-de-Sans also includes the 
qualitative dimensions that are outlined by Halfacree and Boyle (1993).
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By applying a broad time-frame to the analysis of migration, and by underlining the 

importance of multiple motivations, the biographical approach is a comprehensive 

methodological approach for the investigation of migration. To give some direction to this 

comprehensive framework, I focused during the collection of migration biographies on the 

three components of journeys (aspirations, connections and (im)mobility), as outlined in 

my research questions. With these components in mind, I attempted to understand how 

trajectories evolve in certain direction, and how and why particular moments, periods, 

considerations and events influence the courses of these trajectories.

Even with this focus on certain parts and aspects of people's life, it is important to 

note, however, that every migration biography remains to have several 'black holes.' 

These are the results of issues the migrant did not wish to talk about, or did not think of 

talking about. The role of the researcher is then to raise certain questions or issues that 

(possibly) point to these omissions in order to create a completer migration biography 

(see also van Liempt 2007). However, in some occasions it may be appropriate for the 

researcher to leave the omissions as they are and to respect the respondent's choice not 

to talk about certain issues. Migration is often a sensitive topic and this means that there 

are ethical considerations for the researcher (Mackenzie, McDowell and Pittaway 2007; 

Horst 2006; van Liempt and Bilger 2009). This implicates that it may at times be better for 

a researcher to remain silent.

2.3.2 Following migrants 

To collect migration biographies, I selected three different entry points for my fieldwork. 

The first two entry points were so-called 'migration bottlenecks;'77 areas where migrants 

with various backgrounds are believed to 'wait' to enter their preferred destinations in the 

EU.

Firstly, I revisited Morocco in the period January-February 2008 and I went to the 

places Rabat and Oujda (see Figure 4). In these places I conducted thirty interviews with 

migrants from sub-Saharan Arica (see Appendix I for an overview of the interviewees). 

These interviews mainly focused on the different migratory steps of migrants who had 

travelled overland through West Africa and were then living in Morocco. Secondly, I went 

to Istanbul (Turkey) later in the same year in order to gain a better understanding of the 

dynamics of migrants' trajectories along another important migration route. As we have 

seen, Istanbul is traditionally an important 'hub' for people from the Middle-East, the

77 I also (critically) use the terms 'transit area' or 'transit space' to designate the places where migrants are 
believed to wait to enter the EU.
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former Soviet Union and Asia -  and nowadays sub-Saharan African migrants can be added 

to this list (Brewer and Yukseker 2006). In a period of one month (between April and May

2008), I interviewed twenty-seven migrants, mostly from West and Central Africa (see 

Appendix I).

Figure 4: European migration bottlenecks

Source: MTM I-Map, https://www.imap-migration.org/index2.html (access restricted to members), 
accessed on 21-6-2010

With these collected data from so-called 'transit spaces,' I had an abundant source of 

information concerning the dynamics of the stepwise migration processes of people who 

were moving northwards. However, I was also aware that the information came from a 

very specific group of migrants; those with lengthy and often irregular migration journeys. 

In a way, I could have been accused of following the example of many journalists writing 

for Western media; I was also focusing on the most spectacular forms of migration, while 

these are not the most important in numerical terms (de Haas 2007a; Chapter 1). 

Moreover, although the insights gathered in these 'transit spaces' were very useful for an 

understanding of the dynamics of migrants' trajectories to the fringes of the EU, this 

information does not reveal what happens once migrants reach the EU.78 For these 

reasons, I decided to extend my fieldwork to include a third entry point located within 

Europe; the Netherlands. Between February and September 2009, I interviewed another 

thirty-six sub-Saharan Africans in several places in this country.

78 However, the weeks spent in Spain in 2007 provided me already some insights into this issue.
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The translocal character of my research is strongly shaped by the longitudinal element in 

the collection of data. A researcher (like the migrant) is never sure whether the migrant 

who aspires to migrate to Europe will succeed in doing so in the near future (Duvell 2006). 

The same uncertainty exists with regard to research on aspired return migration (Al- 

Rasheed 1994). Together with the methodological openness of the biographical approach, 

this was the most important reason for following migrants' actual trajectories over a 

longer period of time. To do so, I attempted to maintain contact with a number of my 

interviewees who said to be on their way to 'Europe' in order to gain more insights into 

the courses of their migration projects. By exchanging email addresses and telephone 

numbers, I was able to connect with some of my respondents over a longer period of time 

and across considerable distances. From the beginning of 2008, I have remained in contact 

with seven of my thirty respondents in Morocco79 and with six of the twenty-seven 

respondents I interviewed in Turkey.80 Contact was maintained by means of email 

exchanges, telephone calls and Internet conversations. These connections varied in 

intensity and character from respondent to respondent. In some cases, I was able to make 

contact several times a week. In other cases, the contact was more sporadic. I was 

sometimes able to communicate in a variety of ways, using both the Internet and the 

telephone. For some contacts, I used only the Internet or the telephone. In all these cases, 

however, I was able to learn more about the next steps of migrants' trajectories, as well as 

their daily activities, dreams and frustrations. Moreover, these longitudinal respondents 

also provided me with useful secondary information with regard to other migrants I had 

met previously. In other words, although I did not literally participate in migrants' travel in 

the sense that I accompanied them when they moved between places, these translocal 

research techniques enabled me to follow migrants through time and space (see for 

interesting examples of mobile ethnographies Purwani Williams (2007) and Pfaff (2007)81).

An interesting aspect of these longitudinal engagements is that it demonstrates 

that we are indeed "never out of the field" in this interconnected world (Gupta and 

Ferguson 1997, 35). In my case, the collection of data continued back home in the

79 In addition, I also followed one Togolese migrant whom I met in Senegal from a distance.
80 I also intensively maintained in contact with three sub-Saharan African migrants in the Netherlands. Because of 
the physical closeness, these contacts were usually based on face-to-face contact. In total I had seventeen 
longitudinal respondents (see also Appendix I).
81 Purwani W illiams (2007), in her ethnographic study on the travel of Indonesian women, combines the strategy 
to actually travel with the women with the collection of migration histories. Although she accompanied 
Indonesian women during their travel, she emphasises that most interviews occurred 'in place' (mostly in 
women's homes). Pfaff (2007) employs a mobile ethnography on trade journeys in the Zanzabari society. She 
focuses on the flows and lines rather than on nodes and places (see for more information on mobil e 
methodology Buscher and Urry 2009; Larssen, Urry and Axhausen 2006; Urry 2007).
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Netherlands through the ringing of my mobile phone, or by logging into MSN or Yahoo 

Messenger. In this sense, 'field encounter' is not only a matter of co-presence in place, but 

also of co-presence in (virtual) space (see also Pelckmans 2009; Buschser and Urry 2009).

However, the longitudinal element of my research did not only consist of long

distance contact and virtual encounters. By keeping in contact with some of my 

respondents, I was also able to revisit them in different places. One of the migrants I had 

met in Morocco ended up as an asylum seeker in the Netherlands and I visited him 

regularly in Amersfoort (where he resided during his asylum procedure) and Nunspeet 

(the place where he lived afterwards). Another migrant whom I had met in Morocco 

ended up in Prato, a satellite city of Firenze (Italy). I went to visit him there for ten days in 

November 2008. I also went to Marseille for one week, where one migrant, whom I 

previously had encountered in Istanbul, arrived in the course of 2009. Lastly, I visited 

Heraklion, the capital of the Greek island Crete, for one week in December 2010 to meet 

up with a Nigerian respondent whom I had also met in Istanbul. These encounters 

provided me with more information concerning migrants' strategies, their changing 

aspirations, connections and (im)mobility. The revisiting of migrants also enabled me to 

'travel with' the migrants during their everyday practices. By accompanying them to their 

working places and on visits to churches, markets, restaurants, etc., I gained a greater 

understanding of how migrants mediate their social contacts and how they experience 

certain parts of their trajectories.82 Moreover, during my stay in different places (Prato, 

Marseille, Heraklion), I arranged some additional interviews with other sub-Saharan 

African migrants (see also Appendix I). This demonstrates that my methodological 

framework is a trajectory in its own right (see Figure 5 for the visual presentation of this 

trajectory). The main geographical entry points for my fieldwork were strategically chosen 

(Morocco, Turkey and the Netherlands), but in the case of other research locations, it was 

not the characteristics of the place itself that took me there, but the mobility of the 

migrants.

82 Through these ethnographic engagements I was able to examine “what people do as well as what they say" 
(Herbert 2000; Fitzgerald 2006; O'Reilly 2009). This also underlines that multi-sited ethnographies do not 
necessarily rely on interviews alone (Hannerz 2003).

58



Figure 5: The trajectory of a researcher

Author's own creation.

2.3.3 A varied sample; the (self-)selection o f respondents 

Altogether, two groups of respondents form the basis of this research project. The first 

group consists of migrants who appear to be 'on the road' towards Europe (i.e. migrants 

residing in the European borderlands or migrants who have just recently arrived in the 

EU). The second group consists of migrants who appear to be settled in the EU (i.e. 

migrants who are residing in the Netherlands for a considerable period of time).83 The 

choice of these two groups has some significant added value in terms of the collection of 

information regarding migration trajectories. In fact, one may argue that I would probably 

have been able to illustrate the complexity of African migration to the EU if I had only 

collected migration biographies from sub-Saharan Africans living in the Netherlands. Then, 

certainly, I also would have come across a variety of routes, the shifting of legal statuses 

and the fragmented migrations as they are now prominently present in my data set as a 

result of the interviews with sub-Saharan Africans living in Morocco and Turkey. However,

83 The expression to appear is emphasised in both sentences since one is never sure whether the migrant who 
appears to be 'on the road' is actually moving in the near future, just as one is never sure whether the migrant 
who is apparently settled is actually staying at that place for a longer period of time.
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in terms of the in-depth understanding of migrants' trajectories and migrants' experiences 

during different journeys, the fieldwork conducted in the countries outside Europe is 

indispensable in providing an in-depth understanding of the trajectory. There are at least 

two reasons for this. The first reason is that it is vital to include insights into 'unsuccessful 

migrations' in order to understand the dynamics of contemporary African migration to the 

EU. By including these insights we gain a greater understanding of how bordering 

practices and border controls affect migration projects. In addition, we also gain a better 

understanding of how migration projects change over time, and in particular of the way in 

which Europe may recede as a destination, especially in cases where a migrant has 

remained for a considerable time in a particular 'transit place.'

The second reason is fundamentally methodological. If I had only conducted 

interviews with African migrants in the Netherlands, I would have mostly gathered ex-post 

reconstructions84 of their experiences outside Europe and I would have gained fewer 

insights into the uncertainties, difficulties, aspirations and opportunities that emerge 

when Europe has not (yet) been reached.85 In other words, by including migration 

biographies of people who seem to be on the road to Europe, I was able to gather detailed 

information on integral aspects of their trajectories that would have been concealed by 

ex-post reconstructions.

In most migration research the selection of respondents is based on two criteria; the legal 

status of migrants and migrants' motivations. Then researchers focus on 'legal' or 'illegal 

migrants,' and similarly, on migrants with political motivations (those who are forced to 

move) or migrants with economic motivations (those who voluntarily move). Although 

these rigid divisions may help to structure a research project, I deliberately did not select 

my respondents on this basis. By focusing on the course of migrants' trajectories, and by 

taking the notion of mixed migration as a starting point (see Chapter 1), this research 

examines how migrants move across or transgress categorical lines over time. In this 

regard, it is as interesting to analyse how 'illegal migrants' become 'legal migrants' as it is 

to analyse how 'legal migrants' become 'illegal migrants.' Furthermore, as it is argued 

above, it is a key aspect of the biographical approach to reveal the multiple reasons of

84 The ex-post perspective is nuanced since I do not perceive migrants in the Netherlands as necessarily having 
arrived at their final destination. As stated previously, migration is approached as being part of people's past, 
present, and projected futures (Halfacree and Boyle 1993).

Halfacree and Boyle discusses the comparable issue of the 'literary fallacy', w  hich suggests that the act of 
writing social science “adds a linear order to its subjects that was not there originally" (Halfacree and Boyle 1993, 
341). The outcome of migration is in this context too easily seen as a logical consequence of steps taken ea rlier 
(see also Smith 2004).

60



migrants to move. In this project, reducing migrants' motivations to either (forced) 

political motivations or (voluntary) economic motivations is not very helpful. The main 

criterion informing my selection of migrants was a geographical one: I focused on migrants 

originating from sub-Saharan Africa who are, or have been, migrating in the direction of 

Europe. To frame this more clearly; from its inception this research has been strongly 

focused on migrants coming from West and Central Africa, as two important groups that 

are involved in contemporary migration towards the EU (Simon 2006; de Haas 2007a) (see 

Appendix I for an overview of my respondents).

In discussing the selection of respondents, it is also relevant to note that there is 

some gender bias in my study. In Morocco, only six of my thirty respondents were women. 

Similarly, in Turkey there were six female respondents out of a total number of twenty- 

seven. In the Netherlands, I only interviewed ten women (out of thirty-six respondents) 

(see also Appendix I). Moreover, all longitudinal respondents whom I contacted in the 

'migration bottlenecks' were male.

There are several explanations for this bias. Perhaps the most important factor is 

that it was more difficult for me, as a male researcher, to interview female respondents. A 

good illustration of this difficulty occurred during my visit to Prato. The (male) Nigerian 

migrant I was revisiting in Prato shared his apartment with two other Nigerians. One of 

these was a young woman. For a period of ten days I was walking frequently in and out of 

their apartment. I prepared dinner with them, went to the church with them and I went 

shopping with them. These activities helped to create some level of trust with my 

respondent's housemates. Yet, this trust-relationship was not sufficient for the young 

woman to agree to participate in my research project.

It is also worth mentioning that there is some evidence that the overall sub- 

Saharan African migrant populations in Morocco and Istanbul are male dominated 

(Brewer and Yükseker 2006; AMERM and CISP 2007; Collyer 2006c).86 This indicates that 

more men than women are involved in fragmented and often dangerous migration 

towards Europe (Godenau and Zapata Hernández 2008). Furthermore, sub-Saharan 

African women are considered to be the most vulnerable agents in these transit spaces 

(van Brabant 2007; Kastner 2010). For this reason, they were more difficult to interview. 

One Nigerian woman explained that, unlike many men, most sub-Saharan African women 

did not work outside their houses (see also Kastner 2010). This made it also difficult for 

me to approach them. It is thus no surprise that the longitudinal connection with female

86 In 2006, when boat arrivals at the Canary Islands peaked, only 1% of the migrants who arrived were women 
(Godenau and Zapata Hernández 2008).
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migrants was also more complicated to establish. The few attempts that I made to 

connect longitudinally with a female respondent outside the EU simply failed. For 

example, I exchanged email addresses with a Nigerian woman, but her email address did 

not seem to work (or perhaps I was unable to read her handwriting properly). I also lost 

contact with a Congolese woman whose telephone number was no longer working when I 

returned to the Netherlands.

All these reflections already indicate that a researcher has to think strategically about how 

to gain access to and create a trust-relationship with his/her respondents. In the interest 

of methodological transparency, I elaborate on these issues below.

2.4 Moving in the field; research strategies and reflections
Many sub-Saharan Africans in Morocco and Turkey face police harassment, discrimination 

or physical abuse all too often in their daily lives. The majority of my respondents in these 

places had no legal status and were constantly avoiding contact with the authorities. Some 

were living in informal camps in the bushes, as it is the case in Morocco around the 

Spanish enclaves and in the border area near the city of Oujda (see also CIMADE 2004; 

Médecins sans Frontières 2005). For these reasons, specific research strategies are 

needed to gain access to these 'hard-to-reach populations' (Kastner 2010; Bilger and van 

Liempt 2009). Migration researchers are, however, seldom explicit about their strategies 

in the field (Bilger and van Liempt 2009). To contribute to a body of literature that helps 

migration researchers to learn from each other (Bilger and van Liempt 2009), and because 

I think it is important to collect data in a responsible way, I elaborate on two issues. These 

issues are: How to gain access to sub-Saharan African migrants in a complicated socio

political environment? And: How to deal with the precarious position of migrants during 

the interviews? Although I also spoke to several irregular migrants in the Netherlands, 

Spain, Italy and Greece, the socio-political climate there is by no means comparable to the 

situation in Morocco and Turkey. For this reason, I mainly focus on the research conditions 

in these two countries.

2.4.1 Finding access

In the field the first step to take was to identify strategic access points to get in contact 

with sub-Saharan African migrants. In Morocco and Turkey, very useful access points were 

several organisations who sought to protect and assist (sub-Saharan African) migrants. 

During my fieldtrip to Morocco in 2007, I had already made several contacts that eased
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access to the migrant population. In particular my contacts with the Protestant Church 

and with two Congolese migrant self-organisations helped me to find participants in 

Rabat. Similarly, the Moroccan organisation called l'Association Beni Znassen pour la 

Culture, le Développement et la Solidarité (ABCDS) and the Protestant Church were 

important access point in Oujda. To find comparable entry points in Istanbul, I consulted 

Internet sources and contacted researchers who had recently been active in the field of 

sub-Saharan African migration to the city.87 In Istanbul, the organisation called the 

Istanbul Interparish Migrant Program (IIMP) was an important entry point for collecting 

data. Since the organisation had, along with other relevant activities, a 'Moms and Tots 

Program,'88 this entry point was particularly helpful in getting in contact with some female 

participants.

Although these organisations were very useful for navigating the 'field,' they only 

provided access to particular groups of migrants. For instance, the Congolese 

organisations in Morocco brought me into contact with mainly Congolese migrants (many 

of respondents had applied for asylum). Similarly, the IIMP assisted the most vulnerable 

groups of migrants, which also lead to specific information. Moreover, 'snowballing' -  a 

technique that is often used in qualitative research to find new respondents through 

existing connections with other participants -  appeared to be ineffective as a strategy for 

finding more respondents. An important reason for this is the fact that the topic of my 

research was often seen as a private issue. As one Nigerian woman in Rabat put it: 

"Migration is a personal business, I cannot tell for them if they want to tell their stories."

These two factors (the bias regarding respondents and the limited effectiveness of 

snowballing), convinced me that a complementary strategy was needed in order to find 

more respondents. I therefore went to what I call 'migrant places.'89 These places were 

the bidonvilles of Rabat (Hay Nahda I and Takaddoum), the informal camps in Oujda near 

the University, some migrant neighbourhoods in Istanbul (Taksim, Tarlebaçi and Aksaray) 

and other more specific places such as migrant churches, markets and African cafés. In 

these 'migrant places,' I simply approached people by starting an informal talk, and this 

enabled me to introduce my research project to them. The starting of an informal talk 

was, rather unexpectedly, quite effective as a strategy for getting in touch with more

87 In this respect I am particularly grateful to Brigitte Suter, who works at Malmo University.
88 This programme provided some basic education to young migrant children ('tots'), health care to children and 
their mothers, and organised some informal activities for the women.

In the context of gaining access to Turkish irregular migrants in the Netherlands, Staring (2009) makes a similar 
distinction between the approach via public agencies (organisations) and the site-oriented approach (using 
migrant places).
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respondents. It came clear that many migrants actually welcomed the opportunity to 

speak about their experiences on the road and about their current situation. Their agenda 

to share their experiences was sometimes political, in the sense that some migrants asked 

me to inform people in Europe about their difficult living situations. As one Nigerian 

respondent in Rabat argued: "It is very important that people in Europe know what is 

happening in their backyard." In some cases their agenda had an economic component. 

Particularly, the sub-Saharan communities in Morocco have become familiar over the 

years with journalists and academic researchers who are interested in their stories. Some 

migrants came to see their migration stories as 'economic services.' Occasionally a(n) 

(eventual) respondent asked for some money after (and sometimes before) the interview. 

This, of course, created several dilemmas regarding the role of the researcher and the 

respondent, the relation between the two, and the reliability of the data. The question 

arises, for example: How does a respondent's demand for money influence the 

reconstruction of his/her biography?90

Finally, some respondents had a migration-related agenda; they were hoping that I 

could assist them with their migration process. Although I received no serious requests for 

any migration facilitation during my fieldwork, several respondents did ask for information 

about my country, asylum procedures, invitation letters, etc. Because of migrants' 

agendas, the term 'hidden population' (Kastner 2010) or 'hard-to-reach-population' (Bilger 

and van Liempt 2009) did not fit all respondents. As a Congolese man in Rabat said when 

he heard about my research: "Hey, why don't you want to talk with me? I am in the same 

situation, are you not interested in my story?"

Most qualitative research is based on a sense of closeness between the researcher and 

the researched (Horst 2006; O'Reilly 2009). The above reflections, however, indicate that 

it was not closeness per se that helped me to gain access to the research population. In 

fact, it was rather the distance between 'me' and 'them' that helped me to make contact 

with migrants. In that sense, being an 'outsider' can be both a hindrance (as in the case 

with the Nigerian woman in Prato) and an advantage for a researcher attempting to gain 

access to the research population. It is thereby relevant to note that the respondents in 

Morocco and Turkey were, like myself, 'strangers' in the local environment. We had both 

crossed cultural and linguistic borders, and this helped the formation of 'research

90 On some occasions, I had the feeling that the demand for money changed 'migration stories' into 'begging 
stories.' Therefore I applied a basic guideline, which was to exclude interviews with migrants who asked for 
money in advance.
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alliances' (see also Horst 2006). Respectively a Moroccan or Turkish researcher may have 

faced greater difficulty conducting research on this issue in their countries of origin than I 

did, as a young Dutchman.91

2.4.2 'O ff the record;' how  to create (and maintain) a trustworthy environm ent? 

Despite the fact that some migrants were not as hard to reach as I had assumed 

beforehand, research on irregular migration always encounters a level of suspicion when 

it comes to the sharing of respondents' information, especially information about their 

identity (Staring 2001; 2009; van Liempt 2007; van Liempt and Bilger 2009). Moreover, 

within the Dutch research context, some of my respondents associated my project with 

their experiences with immigration officers looking for inconsistencies in their migration 

stories. The question -  "Are you working for the IND [the Dutch immigration authorities]?"

-  was put to me on several occasions. Therefore, it was not surprising that a number of my 

respondents had second thoughts about whether or not to participate in the research 

project. A relevant question then is: How to create a trustworthy environment in a context 

that is strongly shaped by suspicion?

The first challenge for me was to explain to my respondents that my project did not 

aim to identify the 'illegal' aspects of their trajectories. Thereby I emphasised that the 

respondent was certainly not obliged to answer certain questions that I would put to 

them. Moreover, I ensured them that they were free to raise questions themselves during 

our conversation. A second introductory note that I made during my fieldwork concerned 

my conviction that discussions on migration were in general biased towards migration 

control and were dominated by politicians and policy-makers -  the voice of the migrant 

was seldom heard. Partly as a result of this standpoint, some migrants, particularly those 

living just outside the EU, were predisposed to be sympathetic to my project. A third issue 

that I discussed with my respondents before an interview commenced was my premise 

that migration was often (rather naively) seen as an 'easy, once-in-a-lifetime shift from a 

country of origin to a certain destination country' and that my objective was to present a 

more complex picture of migration. Many respondents were also supportive of my project 

for this reason.

The second challenge for me was to find a suitable location for the interview. 

Elwood and Martin (2000, 649) suggest that interviewers need to be aware of the "micro

91 In this fram ework, Deniz Yukseker, a Turkish researcher focusing on sub-Saharan African migration to Istanbul, 
explained me how the involvement of a researcher with an Afro-American background was necessary to conduct 
successfully a survey among sub-Saharan Africans (Interview , see Appendix II).
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geographies of spatial relations and meaning" that the interview site produces. In line with 

this argument, I looked for a location where the respondent would feel comfortable when 

speaking about their trajectories. It is worth mentioning that almost half of the interviews 

in Morocco and Turkey occurred in migrants' homes. Other interviews in these countries 

took place in cafés, churches or in the open air. This also applies to the interviews with 

migrants in Southern Europe. Additionally, the majority of interviews in the Netherlands 

took also place in their houses.

Thereupon, most interviews started with my asking what pressing issues the 

respondent would like to discuss. In Morocco and Turkey, these were mostly issues 

related to migrants' precarious living conditions, the dangers of the journey and their 

frustrations concerning their stay in a place they did not want to stay in. In Southern 

Europe, most interviews started with a discussion of the migrants' difficult situations as an 

irregular migrant. In the Netherlands, many respondents reflected their frustrations with 

the integration procedures. This approach allowed the respondent a voice concerning the 

topics that were discussed during the interview. This not only provided some initial 

insights into the migratory experiences of my respondents, it also was an effective way of 

creating some level of trust with the respondent.92 Considering the precarious situation of 

some migrants, and eventually the situations in which they are continuously confronted 

with intimidating questions from, for example, the police and the asylum authorities, 

migrants are more likely to share their experiences when they have some degree of 

control over the topics to be discussed (van Liempt 2007; Bilger and van Liempt 2009). 

This open beginning of the interview helped me to establish a kind of partnership in which 

the migrant plays an active role in setting the research agenda (Mackenzie, Mcdowell and 

Pittaway 2007). Since the topics that were raised by migrants gave me information about 

their life-worlds, starting the interview in this way was already an integral part of the 

collection of migration biographies.

The interviews had a rather unstructured character, which gave the respondents 

time to elaborate on certain issues that shaped their migration biographies (see also May 

2000; O'Reilly 2009). This informal character emphasises that my interviews have led to 

negotiated outcomes, and that the resulting data are not based on any form of objectivity. 

Rather, the results were a product of the researcher's interpretation of migrants' 

subjective experiences, collected during intersubjective engagements (Crang and Cook 

2007; van Liempt 2007). A clear downside to this unstructured interview approach was

92 It is worth repeating that the biographical approach already has the advantage of offering space to the 
respondents to present the issues that are important to them (Halfacree and Boyle 1993).
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that it made the interpretation and chronological reconstruction of a migration biography 

more complicated. However, I am convinced that the creation of trust between the 

researcher and respondent, resulting from this informal interview approach, was essential 

for the gathering of relevant data in the first place, in all research locations.

In the context of the trust-relationship between the researcher and researched, it is 

also important to note that I deliberately did not make use of recording technologies. Of 

course, the disadvantage of this 'off-the-record' approach is that one runs the risk of 

losing some relevant data. It may also affect the credibility of the data, since the written 

versions of the interviews are based on products of the researcher's ad-hoc understanding 

and interpretation of what is being said.93 However, the absence of recording machines 

certainly contributed to the trustworthy environment that is a precondition for carrying 

out qualitative research on this often sensitive topic. Altogether, I took into account the 

statement by Crang and Cook (2007, 9) that, above all, research "on social relations is 

made out of social relations." On some occasions, however, the trust-relationship seemed 

rather tenuous, as it is illustrated in the box below.

Box 1: A fragile research alliance in Spain

During my stay in M adrid, I cam e into contact w ith a young man from  Cam eroon. This man had 

arrived in Spain som e six m onths before our encounter. After I explained the research project, a very  

inform ative conversation followed. H ow ever, during the conversation  a rem arkable situation  

em erged. After this man had told me how  he struggled to find a job in M adrid, I inform ed him about 

a job  office e lsew h ere  in Madrid that I had discovered during my stay. He clearly w anted to know  

m ore about the job office, and I decided to look up the contact details im m ediately. I gave him the  

address, and I invited him to look for the place on my map. After that, I assum ed w e could continue  

the conversation. Unfortunately, how ever, I confused the address w ith the address of another  

organisation in a different city. As a consequence, he w as not able to find this specific street on the  

map. He said angrily: "It is a street non exista! I gave you all the inform ation and the first address 

you give me doesn't exist!" W ith a feeling of guilt I looked more closely at the map, and noticed my 

m istake. I tried several tim es to explain him that it w as a m istake. I also tried to show  him the right 

street (it w as marked on the m ap), but he didn't w ant to hear or see it anym ore. He stood up from  

his chair and moved aw ay from  me. Clearly, he w as very disappointed. This illustrates the

93 As a consequence, I do not claim that the quotes that appear in the empirical chapters are word-for-word 
reproductions of the migrants' actual words. The quotes combine the migrants' words and the researcher's 
interpretations. The countless notes that I made during the interviews helped me to reproduce my conversations 
with migrants. Shortly after each interview , I translated the notes of the interviews in conversation-like texts on 
my laptop. Because of my sustained contacts with some migrants, I was able to share my written version of the 
conversation with them and ask for further comments. It also enabled me to double-check certain passages of 
the conversation.
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im portance of trustw orthy inform ation for m igrants living in precarious situations. M oreover, it 

dem onstrates the fragility of the respondent-researcher relationship in such a context.

Partly because of these informal methods, the interviews vary greatly in terms of length 

and quality. Some interviews lasted only for twenty-five minutes and focused on a recent 

migration journey rather than on a life trajectory.94 Other interviews, however, consisted 

of hours of discussion spread over several encounters with the migrant. In some cases, the 

repeated visits and subsequent long-distance communication with my respondents 

resulted in friendships which enriched not only my research but also my personal life. 

These friendships also provided the stable grounds for investigating the daily lives of some 

longitudinal respondents by the means of ethnographic engagements.

Apart from the interviews and ethnographic engagements, I had numerous 

'informal talks' with various migrants about their trajectories and their current situations. 

These informal talks particularly occurred during the first fieldwork period in 2007 (the trip 

through Spain, Morocco and Senegal) but they also took place during my subsequent field 

visits within and outside the EU. Although these informal talks are not listed in the 

Appendix I, they did provide very useful additional insights into the dynamics of migration 

trajectories. The division between what is an 'informal talk' and what is an 'interview' is 

not, however, very clear. To make a distinction, I have used the following basic guideline: 

When I informed the respondent about the goals and research questions and he/she 

agreed to answer questions within the framework of this project, I called this an 

'interview.' On all other occasions the conversations were labelled as 'informal talks.' This 

distinction is thus not based on the quality of the information or the length of the 

conversation, but on the extent of the respondent's awareness of my research project.

By discussing the character of the interviews, it must also be noted that during 

some interviews language barriers made it more difficult to guarantee the quality of the 

interview. Since my French language skills were not highly developed in the early stage of 

my research, I made use of two translators in Morocco. In Rabat, a Congolese bilingual 

migrant accompanied me during my interviews with Francophone respondents. In Oujda,

94 I do not claim that all my interviews with migrants resulted in detailed migration biographies. Although my aim 
was to collect migration biographies (as a kind of ideal type), some interviews did not contain the in-depth 
information and extensive trajectory description that accords with the notion of such a biography. I also do not 
claim that all interviews conform to the notion of an 'ethnographic interview' -  as an outcome of a durable 
relationship between the researcher and the researched (O'Reilly 2009). Some interviews reflected a regular in
depth interview , rather than an interview based on a durable relation between the researcher and the 
researched. Nevertheless, all the interviews made a vital contribution to a better understanding of migrants' 
experiences and helped me to gain insights into specific steps in migration processes.
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a Malian friend helped me with the interviews and conversations with French-speaking 

migrants.95 In other research locations, partly because I had improved my French language 

skills, I did not make use of translators or guides.

After this discussion of how I have navigated the field, I provide a 'traveller's guide' in the 

next section. This will help the reader to navigate through the different empirical chapters.

2.5 A traveller's guide for the reader
Figure 6 shows a selection of the trajectories of my respondents. Although the map 

presents some relatively straight lines, most of the trajectories consist of multiple lines 

going back and forwards, while others have a strong zig-zag character, or represent 

detours. This map differs from the migration maps taken from newspapers that were used 

in the Introduction to this thesis (see Figure 2). Unlike the previous maps, with the rather 

straight, unidirectional and bundled arrows, the visual presentation below attempts to do 

some justice to the complexity of individual migration processes.

However, the lines on the map are still rather rough representations of migration 

trajectories. The joys, fears, dreams, exhaustions, feelings, waiting periods, daily 

mobilities, border crossings, helping hands and blocked roads that migrants encounter 

during their travels are not at all captured by such abstractions. To include these aspects, 

the three empirical chapters 'zoom into' these lines in order to understand the actual 

dynamics of migration trajectories.

95 Self-evidently, the researcher must be aware that the presence o f a translator may affect the content of the 
interview.
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Figure 6: A selection of individual trajectories

Source: Author's own creation
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As is discussed in the Introduction to this book, by using the metaphor of the road movie, 

migrant trajectories are not seen as closed-off corridors in the hands of a rational agent. 

Instead, they are regarded as open and process-like phenomena. They are affected by the 

trajectories of other people, objects, rules, and information. The combination of a migrant 

perspective with this open conceptualisation of the trajectory makes every single 

migration trajectory a unique phenomenon. Even in cases where migrants follow exactly 

the same routes and have the same contacts, the routes are experienced and expressed 

differently in the individual migration biographies. The organisation of my empirical 

chapter aims to find a balance between the need to illustrate the uniqueness of every 

single trajectory and the need to also take into account some of the common or shared 

aspects of journeying.

2.5.1 Multiple storylines 

Most travel storylines follow the logic of the straight line -  departure-movement-arrival 

(see for example Leed 1991; Small 1997; Purwani Williams 2007; Baas 2009). Such a 

storyline, however, would be inconsistent with my critique of the way migration is all too 

often seen as a matter of uprooting and regrounding; a process with a single beginning 

and a single end (see Introduction). Although the empirical chapters do follow migrants' 

trajectories chronologically through time and space, they do not reconstruct the trajectory 

in terms of the three different phases of the journey (departure-movement-arrival). As an 

alternative, the chapters are built around the three components that are in combination 

believed to be capable of explaining the dynamics of migration trajectories. The three 

components, as outlined in the research questions, are: 1) the motivation of the journey 

(migrants' aspirations); 2) the facilitation of the journey (migrants' connections); and 3) 

the velocity of the journey (migrants' (im)mobility). The storylines of the different 

chapters do not focus on a specific phase of migration, but discuss the specific 

components of journeys along the course of migrants' trajectories. The different chapters 

are thus parallel representations of migrants' trajectories; they provide different 

information about the same abstracted lines.

A disadvantage of this way of presenting the empirical results is that it undermines, 

to some degree, the complexity of migration trajectories. That is, it presents migrants' 

aspirations as relatively isolated from their connections and (im)mobilities. We will see in 

the empirical chapters that these issues are in fact closely intertwined. Thus, the reader 

must not perceive these different themes as disconnected from each other. Moreover,
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given the close connection between these themes, some overlap between the thematic 

chapters is unavoidable.

2.5.2 Lines and snapshots 

In terms of the size and readability of this thesis, it would have been impracticable to pay 

equal attention to the 108 migration trajectories that I gathered during my fieldwork (see 

Appendix I). At the same time, an outline of only a few 'thick descriptions' would detract 

from the variety and richness of the empirical data on which this study is built. In that 

sense there is a tension between two research objectives of this study. On the one hand, I 

aim to display the various ways in which migrants move from sub-Saharan Africa to the 

EU. On the other hand, I aim to provide an in-depth analysis of the trajectory, and this 

requires the provision of some detailed information relating to a limited amount of cases. 

To deal with this issue, I have analysed the various trajectories of my sample in order to 

come to a selection that is most representative of the various ways migrants move to the 

EU. In this analysis, the spatial pattern of migration is taken as the starting point. Although 

there were numerous variations, all trajectories of my sample fit, at least to some extent, 

one of the following spatial patterns (see also Table 2):

- The zig-zag m ovem ent: This pattern mainly represents sub-Saharan African 

migrants who travel through various countries before reaching European 

borderlands, from where they eventually head further northwards.

- The back and forw ard m ovem ent: This pattern mainly represents those migrants 

who have taken one or more steps backwards in order to move forwards. These 

back and forward movements may occur between the home country and the 

destination country, but may also involve third countries.

- The retour: This pattern generally represents migrants who have returned home. 

It includes migrants who have returned to their countries of origin after having 

reached the EU. However, it also represents those migrants who have returned 

(or are returned by the authorities) to their countries of origin without having 

reached the EU.

- The detour: This pattern represents the trajectories of sub-Saharan African 

migrants whose migration towards Europe involves a geographical detour -  

notably via the Middle-East.

- The straight journey: This unidirectional pattern represents the journeys of 

migrants who have reached the EU by a relatively direct route.
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To provide an in-depth understanding of these different patterns, I have chosen to put 

central one illustrative migration biography for each identified pattern. The spatiality of 

the five trajectories that we are following throughout the different chapters is presented 

in Figure 7, and some details concerning the respondents' characteristics are presented in 

Table 2. By selecting these five cases, I have taken into account the various backgrounds of 

the migrants in my sample in terms of country of origin and gender. The migrants who tell 

their stories in these chapters come from various countries (two from Nigeria, and one 

each from Cameroon, Mauritania and the Democratic Republic of Congo); two of the 

selected migrants are women. Another factor that contributed to this selection is the issue 

whether or not the migrant reached the EU. In order to arrive at a better understanding of 

the trajectories of African migrants towards the EU, I have chosen not to include only 

'success stories.' An important feature of today's turbulent migration is that not all 

migrants are able to move in the directions they desire. For this reason, I have decided to 

'zoom in' on the trajectories of two migrants who have not (yet) reached the EU. One 

migrant has returned to his home country, and one has ended up in a so-called 'transit 

area' (see also Figure 7 and Table 2).

As it is also outlined in Table 2, the lines representing the routes of the five 

migrants are taken from the earth surface of the map (Figure 7) and are used through the 

chapters as the indications of a specific migration biography. These lines are migrants' 

'spatial signature.' Thus, every blue zig-zag line belongs to the migration biography of Eric, 

whereas every fairly straight orange line belongs to the biography of Arcel. The aim of the 

use of these 'spatial signatures' is to make the interview fragments of each individual 

migrant immediately recognisable for the reader. It also helps the reader to remember 

which migrant biography belongs to which spatial pattern.

Each chapter, and each new turn within a chapter, is introduced by a series of 

'snapshots' of these five respondents. These snapshots provide information about a 

certain situation in their trajectories. In each chapter, the snapshots follow the 

chronological sequence of the trajectory. The snapshots then function as 'stepping stones' 

for the inclusion of the stories of other respondents as well. For example, the snapshot of 

Eric's migration biography in which he discusses his involvement with 'smugglers' is 

approached as the opportunity to incorporate other migrants' experiences with their 

'smugglers' into the discussion. This format enables me to illustrate the uniqueness of 

migrants' travel and (by providing detailed descriptions of the five selected trajectories) as 

well as to explore certain commonalities of migrants' travel (by linking the snapshots to 

other migration trajectories).
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Figure 7: Five trajectories that are followed

Source: Author's own creation
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Table 2: Traveller's guide

Characteristics o f respondent Interviews Route/spatial signature

Name: Eric96 
Nigerian man
Age 2697
Year of first departure: 200698 
Countries crossed successively: Nigeria-Niger- 
Algeria-Morocco-Western Sahara-Morocco- 
Algeria-Libya-Italy

Name: Mariama 
Mauritanian woman
Age 27
Year of first departure: 1998 
Countries crossed successively: Mauritania-Spain- 
Mauritania-France-Belgium-the Netherlands

Name: Sony 
Cameroonian man
Age 22
Year of first departure: 2006 
Countries crossed successively: Cameroon- 
Nigeria-Benin-Burkina Faso-Niger-Algeria- 
Morocco-Algeria-Niger-Nigeria-Cameroon

Name: Beauty 
Nigerian woman
Age 36
Year of first departure: 2000
Countries crossed successively: Nigeria-Lebanon-
Syria-Turkey

Name: Arcel 
Congolese man
Age 30
Year of first departure: 1996
Countries crossed successively: Democratic
Republic of Congo-Belgium-the Netherlands

96 For reasons of confidentiality, I am not using migrants' real names. In some cases the respondents have chosen 
a pseudonym themselves.
97 The age of the migrants indicates their age at the tim e of our first encounter.

This is the year in which the respondent left the country of origin for the first time.

Rabat (Morocco), January 2008 
Prato (Italy), November 2008 
Longitudinal engagements

Nijmegen (the Netherlands), June 
2009, February 2011

Rabat (Morocco), January 2008 
Longitudinal engagements

Istanbul (Turkey), April 2008

Nijmegen (the Netherlands), April 
2009, February 2010 
Longitudinal engagements
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2.6 Concluding remarks
In this chapter I have described the methodological framework of this study and outlined 

the way I have navigated through 'the field' in order to grasp the dynamics of the 

trajectories of sub-Saharan African migrants who are heading North.

In the three empirical chapters that follow, the focus shifts from the 

methodological trajectory of this research project to the 'turbulent trajectories' of my 

respondents. As an alternative to the conventional travel storyline of departure- 

movement-arrival, the empirical chapters deliberately employ a process-like and open- 

ended logic.

The repeated use of lines, as an indication of the abstract routes of the five 

migration trajectories, helps the reader to navigate through the different chapters. The 

snapshot character of these chapters enables the reader to understand the empirical data 

in different ways. One may follow the thematic order of the chapters by reading them in 

sequence. However, one is also able to follow the story of a particular migrant across 

different themes by linking different snapshots belonging to the same migration 

biography.99 This may require some expertise in navigation from the reader, but it is 

perhaps also an interesting route to follow.

99 I make use of a specific reference system that helps the reader to link up different snapshots of different 
migrants. This system consists of numbers and characters in brackets {*3a, *3b, *3c, *4a *5a...}. The numbers 
refer to specific chapters and the characters refer to specific sections within a chapter. For example, the 
designation {*3a} refers to the first snapshot series in Chapter 3 and the designation {*4c} refers to the third 
snapshot series in Chapter 4. These designations are merely used to inform the reader about a path that differs 
from the usual order of the chapter. Thus, in the snapshot series {*3a} I do not refer to {*3b} or {*3c} since one 
expects the reader to follow this conventional route (the order of the chapter) in the first place. I do also not 
make use of 'flashbacks.' This implies that in the snapshots of Chapter 4 there are no references to Chapter 3 as 
there are no references to Chapter 4 in Chapter 5, etc.
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3. Moving elsewhere(s)
Following migrants' aspirations

{*3a}

"My home is in W., a village in the Edo state o f Nigeria, it is the 

southern part o f the country. I have a father, a mother, four brothers 

and one sister. I am the third in the row. Back home I was a business 

man, a butcher. The business was not bad, Nigerians eat meat all 

day! But you know, you start thinking o f moving, going to a better 

place, a place far, fa r away ... . Why? Because this is the chance, when 

you are young you have to make something in life. We know where 

the good life is, we see it every day . . Do you know all these fam ous 

football players, Finidi, Okocha, Yekini, they all played in European 

leagues. They woke us up. They have let us know that Africans should 

not stay poor, that Africans can be proud and succeed in life . . You 

can always wait in your life, but if God tells you to go, you go! Strong 

men go out o f Africa. And o f course when you go, you want the best, 

so you think o f going to Europe. In Europe you can have the real life!

You can have real money, and freedom . . That is my dream, 

establish a business there. Remember, I am a business man ... .  That is 

why I am here now  [in  M orocco ], I want to enter Spain and then 

move to a good place. That place can be anywhere! Anywhere in 

Europe. Europe is Europe, do you understand? If Spain does not offer 

me that place, you move from  Spain {*4a}."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about his dream  to reach Europe. 

Interview , Rabat, January 2008)

/
"When you have your bachelor degree, you have a certain potential, 

you want to develop yourself, maybe with work, but I had the dream 

o f going to the university. I had this dream already when I was eleven 

years old. But in my situation you could have many dreams, o f getting 

a job, going to the university, it does not get you very fa r because 

there are no possibilities in my country. And that is very frustrating 

because you invest in your education. You invest a lot and you end up 

nowhere .... It also has to do with politics. The political turn in the 90s 

changed the position o f my father  [he w as arrested for his 

involvem ent in an unsuccessful coup d'état] and this was the 

absolute low point in my family's history. M y family faced the
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consequences, they  [the authorities] knew our names and so we were 

restricted in almost all things in life; fo r me this meant that I could not 

study at the university. It was very painful, because my family was 

used to have som e quality o f life, and at a sudden moment you ju st  

lose everything! And I must tell you that I am the eldest child o f the 

family, so you feel a certain responsibility to help your family. And 

that is why I decided to look fo r work, not in Mauritania but 

elsewhere ... . At a specific age you cannot handle a m ajor standstill, 

you want change, progress! That is why I left my county ju st to find 

an environment in which I could develop myself and support my 

family at the same time {*5a}."

(M ariam a, M auritania, age 27. Talking about her reasons for leaving  

her country. Interview , Nijm egen, the N etherlands, July 2009)

"In my country there is no future, there is no work, so there is no use 

staying there. Everybody knows it and many people go out. People go 

out to help their families {*4a}. They ju st go! I did the same, ju st go! 

Make the best o f life! That is why I left my country, to make a life 

somewhere. I went to Nigeria to look fo r work ... . Nigeria was 

promising, the economy was booming, so you go there and you 

search fo r a place. Migrants are searchers ... . I did not think o f 

Europe at all! I left my country fo r  work, and my destination was 

Nigeria. Europe is far, you know, it is not the first thing that came in 

my mind ... . In Nigeria you search fo r a place to work, so you can go 

to this city, or that city, it depends . . You ask people, and they will 

tell you what is a good place. If there is no work, you leave."

(Sony, Cam eroon, age 22. Talking about his departure to Nigeria. 

Interview , Oujda, M orocco, January 2008)

"When I left Nigeria, that was in 2000, so let's say that is ten years 

f  ago, me and my husband went to Beirut in Lebanon. We arranged a 

/  visa to work. That was our plan, work fo r  some years and come back

s '  with the big money and invest, invest in our life in Nigeria ... . Europe

/  was ju st not in our heads! There were many people going to Lebanon

/  at that time, Europe is not the only place where Africans go to {*4a

and *5a}."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about her departure to Lebanon. 

Interview , Istanbul, April 2008)
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"I come from  Kinshasa and I left that place in 1996 ... . When I was 

thinking o f leaving my country, I was very young, fourteen or fifteen 

years old. I told my father that I would like to move out o f Congo 

{*4a}. This was in the time o f Mobutu, but politics was not the reason 

why I wanted to leave. It was also an economic problem. We were 

hungry, do you understand? ... . The place where I would move to did 

not matter as long it was a place where I could live a better life, I was 

thinking o f London, America, maybe Paris. And you know, the only 

thing I was thinking was, 'move to a good country, marry a white 

woman, make a living, and never go back to C o n g o '... . I went to 

Belgium first, but this is the only country I did not wanted to stay in, 

because, you know, we have a history with this country {*5a}."

(Arcel, D em ocratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his 

departure to Belgium in 1996. Interview , Nijmegen April 2009)

3.1 Introduction
Migration is related to an elsewhere (Appadurai 1996). The motivation to move to an 

elsewhere is conceptualised in this chapter as a migration aspiration. The aspiration to 

migrate can vary in degree and can be expressed by migrants as a result of choice or force. 

Or perhaps more probably, as is also suggested by the above snapshots, aspirations may 

be shaped to some extent by choice and force at the same time (Carling 2002). 

Analytically, aspirations differ from intentions. Intentions, according to Carling (2002), can 

be seen as a confusing mix of aspirations, plans and feasibility. Aspirations, on the other 

hand, include dreams, wishes and perspectives without a direct link to what is feasible. In 

this context, it is safe to state that the majority of Africans who aspire to migrate to 

Europe will not actually do so (Carling 2002). Thus, migration aspirations are not a reliable 

predictor of future migration. For those who have commenced their migration process, 

however, migration aspirations are vital in giving some direction to migrants' trajectories, 

in its social and geographical sense. They indicate what the migrant hopes to achieve by 

migrating, and reveal much of the social meaning that is attached to migration.

Eric moved in the direction of "Europe." This was his imagined promised land, his 

'Eldorado' (Zoomers 2006). The exact location where Eric was heading to remained 

remarkably open. Spain was the entry point he had in mind, the point from which he 

hoped to find "a good place." Similarly, Mariama clearly stated that her migration was not 

about going to a specific location in a specific country; she formulated her migration as a 

project to achieve personal development and to support her family. These two cases 

illustrate that migration can be quite an abstract project and that geographical 

destinations may remain largely undetermined.
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However, destinations are certainly not always unknown and abstract. In case of 

family reunification, the geographical destination is clearly determined in advance. The 

same can be said about successful visa applications, exemplified by Beauty's migration to 

Lebanon. She and her husband had a clearly defined migration project; to go to Beirut, 

work for a specific period of time, and then return to Nigeria. The destination, what they 

would do there, and a certain time-frame were known beforehand. Sony also had a 

destination country in mind -  Nigeria. But despite this geographical demarcation, his 

migration project still had an open character. This is further indicated by his words that 

migrants are "searchers." Interestingly, these two African migrants (Beauty and Sony) did 

not leave for 'Europe' in the initial stage of their migration processes. Since I interviewed 

Beauty in Istanbul and Sony in Rabat, their migration aspiration changed somewhere along 

their trajectories.

Arcel's 'spatial signature' may suggest that he had the most clearly defined 

migration project. The relatively straight line assumes that he moved from his place of 

origin directly to his destination. Geographically, this is more or less the case, as he moved 

directly from Kinshasa to Brussels. However, when we read Arcel's snapshot carefully, we 

understand that this impression of a predetermined migration project is misleading. The 

straight line does not mean a straight, clear-cut plan. His entry point was determined by 

the fact that he obtained a visa for Belgium, but his destination was unknown. The only 

thing he was sure about was that he did not want to stay in Belgium, his entry point to 

Europe.

We learn from this first set of snapshots that migration projects can be abstract 

and open-ended. In order to understand the dynamics of migration trajectories we need a 

better understanding of how these migration aspirations are created and how they 

change 'along the way.'

3.2 Abstract elsewhere(s); destination 'Europe'
Like Eric, who aspired to migrate to 'Europe,' many migrants whom I had met outside 

Europe had rather abstract destinations in mind at the time they left their counties of 

origin. This is a selection of aspired-to destinations, collected during my fieldwork in 

Morocco and Turkey: "Europe as a zone of freedom;" "Schengen;" "the West;" "anywhere 

in Europe." Other migrants in the same countries did not link the destination they were 

searching for to any particular geographical direction. They described their future 

destinations like; "a resting place;" "a place where I can live a good life;" "a new home." 

Remarkably, very few respondents in these so-called transit spaces spoke about specific 

cities or regions that they were migrating to. Other studies also suggest that these 

abstract destinations are the rule rather than the exception for (sub-Saharan African)
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migrants residing in so-called transit spaces (Collyer 2006c; 2007; Papadopoulou- 

Kourkoula 2008; Brewer and Yukseker 2006).

Although abstract destinations were most often expressed by migrants who 

resided outside the EU, some migrants interviewed in the Netherlands also had rather 

abstract formulations of their destinations at the time they left their countries of origin. In 

this context, migration, seen as a movement to an 'elsewhere,' cannot be approached in 

isolation from broader aspirations in life. In Arcel's case, these broader aspirations were 

"marriage" and "to become rich." In line with this, it can be argued that 'Europe' as a 

destination has a deeper meaning than simply the designation of a continent that is 

located North of Africa. 'Europe,' as a popular destination for African migrants, has 

consumerist, cultural and social dimensions. It implies membership of a globalising world 

(Ferguson 2006).100

During my fieldwork in Senegal, I gained better insight into this issue of 'destination 

Europe.' A frequently mentioned phrase in Senegal that is related to migration is the 

Wolof proverb: 'Barga ou barzakh'101 (Ba 2007; Nyamnjoh 2010). This phrase suggests that 

the Senegalese youth may choose between 'Barcelona' or 'death.' The latter means 'social 

death' in the country of origin and does not imply physically passing away (see also Vigh 

2006). Barcelona seems to be a definite destination in this phrase. However, as several 

Senegalese people explained me, 'Barga' has a broader meaning than merely the Spanish 

city. It stands for Europe, social success, economic progress, freedom and adventure. 

'Barga' can be reached even if one never actually enters the city of Barcelona. 'Barga' can 

be found in, for example, Luxembourg, France, England, Switzerland, Germany, Italy and 

Greece. In this context, we may argue that African would-be migrants have a clear 

understanding of the EU as one integrated and borderless space; as one big destination. 

Ironically, it is a destination that in general makes every effort to keep sub-Saharan African 

migrants from entering it. By so doing, it reinforces the abstract notion of 'Europe,' since 

the majority of would-be migrants only knows it through their individual and collective 

imaginations.

100 Ferguson (2006, 166) states the following in this respect: "To speak of the political and economic borders of a 
postcolonial world often characterized by its cultural free flows is to reintroduce the question of institutionalized 
forms of social and economic membership into our discussions of contemporary global modernity" (italics in 
original). Subsequently, Ferguson critically comments to Appadurai's notion of imagined worlds -  as he 
continues (2006, 167): "[W hat] is lost in the overly easy extension of an ideal equality t o modernities in the 
plural are the all too real inequalities that leave most Africans today excluded and abjected from the economic 
and institutional conditions that they themselves regard as modern."

'Mourir ou pa rtif is the French variation to this phrase.
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3.2.1 Scaping elsewheres; internal and external logics o f  destination 'Europe' 

Among the interesting questions that arise are: How are these abstract aspirations created 

and modified? And: Why is migration to 'Europe' so closely related to social success 

among young sub-Saharan Africans? To answer these questions, I discuss, what I call, the 

internal and external logics of migration aspirations.

In Chapter 1, Africa is presented as a mobile continent housing various cultures of 

migration (Hahn and Klute 2007).102 A recent study by Jonsson (2008) on migration 

aspiration among youngsters in a Soninke village in central Mali clearly illustrates how a 

culture of migration works.103 From a traditional Soninke perspective, a healthy person is a 

person who migrates. To achieve something in life, one must move away from the village 

of the father. Here, migration involves a responsibility towards older generations and 

one's peer groups; it is a kind of social norm. Social prestige could traditionally be 

obtained by going to a nearby town. However, in the 1960s and 1970s this became 

increasingly linked to migration overseas. It is thus not very surprising that since the 1960s 

Soninke people have been prominently involved in migration from Mali to France.104 

Nowadays, however, the involvement of, in particular, young men with Afro-American 

popular culture clearly creates 'imagined worlds' that attach the young Malians to other 

places than France (Appadurai 1996; Jonsson 2008). This results in a broadening of 

migration aspirations -  while still retaining the link to social success in the local context.105

In Senegal, to focus again on this West African country, social prestige was 

predominantly linked to upward mobility in terms of education and knowledge (Riccio 

2005a; Ludl 2008). In the late 1990s, however, dissatisfaction with the government, a 

failing educational system and economic stagnation induced a major change with regard 

to upward social mobility. As Christine Ludl outlines, migration replaced education as the 

main vector for the accumulation of social success. Migration makes it possible for the 

youth in Senegal to achieve success very quickly by "skipping the phase of effort and 

learning" (Ludl 2008, 116). From the turn of the 21st century, this collective belief has 

become omnipresent in the Senegalese public sphere (Tandian 2010), which is also 

reflected in many cultural expressions, including popular music (see Box 2).

102 I follow a relational understanding of culture, perceiving culture as a complex web of communications, 
relations and transactions, instead of as a singular categorical expression that structures behavior of people 
(Emirbayer 1997; Hahn and Klute 2007). In line with this, the so-called internal logics of migration aspirations can 
never strictly be separated from the external dynamics. In other words, the 'internal logics' are never really 
'internal' as a 'local' culture is never really 'local' since it always exist in relation w ith other 'local' cultures. 
'Cultures' can then be understood as “ momentous results of interactive processes among people and between 
them and their [glocal] surroundings" (Klute and Hahn 2007, 14).
103 See Martin (2007) for a Ghanaian case.
104 It is estimated that about one third of the active male population in the Soninke homeland had emigrated to 
France by the mid-1970s (Jonsson 2008).
105 This is a good illustration of my previous argument in Chapter 1 that migration to Europe is rather a 
continuum of older African mobility patterns.
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Box 2: Migration and popular culture in Senegal

The fact that migration has becom e a central topic for discussion in the public sphere of Senegal 

(Riccio 2005a; Ludl 2008; Tandian 2010), is also reflected in one of the upcoming genres of 

Senegalese popular culture; rap music. Aw adi, one of the country's most fam ous rappers, has been  

repeated ly  involved in the debate regarding clandestine em igration tow ards Europe. W hile he calls 

the aspirant migrants to stay in the country to build up the econom y in one song, in another song he 

clearly criticises the Senegalese governm ent for the lack of prospects for the youth of the country. 

This latter song, called 'Sunugaal' (m eaning 'Our Canoe' in the W olof language), is directed at the  

Senegalese governm ent and can be seen as an attem pt to express the collective w ish of the 

Senegalese youth to leave the country. It gives the previously m entioned W olof saying, 'Barga ou 

Barzakh,' m ore substance. Awadi has put the song (with a slideshow  of people using fragile boats to 

reach European territory) on the Internet and this resulted in 10,000 hits in the first tw o days. The  

original song is in the W olof language, but som e translations (in French, English and Spanish) are  

available on his w ebsite (http ://w w w .stud iosankara.com /sunugaal.htm l, accessed on 20-06-2010; 

see also Ludl 2008).

Sunugaal
Chorus:

All your beautiful words 

All your beautiful promises 

We always wait fo r  them

Couplet:

You had promised me that I would have o f the job  

You had promised me that I would never be hungry 

You had promised me o f true activities and a future  

Really up to here I still see nothing

That's why I decided to flee, that's why I break m yself in dugout 

I swear it! I can't stay here one more second.

It is better to die than to live in such conditions, in this hell 

Come what may 

I again prefer to die

The notion of 'skipping the phase of learning' was literally true for many Senegalese street 

vendors I have met during my stay in Spain. During many conversations young men stated 

that they had actually abandoned their studies in order to migrate to Europe (see also 

Nyamnjoh 2010). For some Senegalese NGOs it is precisely the normative aspect of 

migration that is problematic since, as they argue, it obscures the sacrifices and risks that 

are attached to migration. According to them, this norm of leaving the country at any cost 

has reached the rural areas, resulting in a more vulnerable group of (potential) migrants 

who are relatively uninformed about what (irregular) migration might entail. As one NGO 

representative in Saint Louis stated: "They never have seen a swimming pool, so how
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could they know the dangers of the sea?"106 This reflects the general assumption that 

among the most vulnerable migrants are those who are relatively uninformed about the 

risks of migration.

The abstract aspirations of migrants cannot only be analysed by looking at the internal 

logic -  the various cultures of migration -  of the communities that migrants originate 

from. As it is argued in Chapter 1, Africa is closely connected to processes of globalisation. 

In this respect, the theorist Arjun Appadurai has argued that we have to approach 

migration aspirations as products of 'imagined worlds' -  imaginary landscapes consisting 

of ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes and ideoscapes. These 'scapes' 

are the five dimensions of cultural globalisation. However, they should not be approached 

as if they create a homogeneous global culture. Instead, they are "deeply perspectival 

constructs inflected by the historical, linguistic and political situatedness" of actors 

(Appadurai 1996, 33).

Concerning ethnoscapes, it is worth mentioning that images of Europe as a 

paradise are often confirmed and reinforced by translocal interactions between migrants 

in Europe and their communities in their countries of emigration. Although life in Europe 

is not paradise-like for many Africans, they frequently remit biased information about 'the 

good life' to their family and friends, thereby strengthening the connection between 

migration and social prestige. With regard to this issue a Senegalese woman in Mataro 

(Spain) commented:

W hen I go back to Senegal for holidays, I  take my most beautiful 

dresses with m e, just to show  my fam ily and friends I am doing M ORE 

than fine ... . African people do ju st not tell the truth about living in 

Europe. W hy? Because they  ju st cannot, and w hen they tell the truth  

about the difficulties here, people in Africa w ould not believe them  ...

. W hy? Because all the inform ation they receive is telling them  the  

opposite.

Similarly, a Malian man in Morocco commented as follows regarding the persistent image 

among Malian youngsters of Europe as a good place, even despite the hardships of the 

journey:

I can tell them  about the bad situation in M orocco, I som etim es  

inform them  about life in this country. But in M ali, people hear the

106 It is relevant to note that this information is based on my fieldwork in Senegal in 2007. Anno 2011, the 
number of Senegalese migrants who depart by boat to the Canary Islands have significantly decreased (see also 
Chapter 1).
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stories directly from Europe, they see it on TV, they know it. They  

know it is possible, and they think they  can succeed as w ell.

Both quotes suggest that even if migrants speak more openly about the hardships of their 

migratory processes, images of the 'good life' would still reach African would-be migrants. 

One reason for this is that there is evidence of migrants' successes in their countries of 

origin -  manifested by the flows of goods, remittances and investments, constituting the 

financescapes (for a Ghanaian case, see Smith 2007). Moreover, according to Appadurai 

(1996), new media (mediascapes) and new communication technologies (technoscapes) 

transmit easily information about 'better places.' One of the clearest statements in this 

regard came from Landry, a Congolese man who has lived in the Netherlands for over 

thirty years, and who goes back to the Democratic Republic of Congo each year:

Today, Internet and mobile te lephones has brought European life 

closer to Africa, no doubt about it. But there is a crux. There is only  

one m essage to Africa, nam ely: Europe is paradise! Europe is keeping  

th is image alive them selves. W hen you see im ages of Europe in 

Africa, everything is good! Positive! Rich! Beautiful! There are no 

m osquitos in Europe. There are no black flies in Europe. You never 

see poor people in Europe. Nobody pisses on the street in Europe.

But w hat the people in Africa do not see is that w hen I drive to my 

work, every W ednesday morning, the streets are cleaned because  

there  are so m any people pissing on the streets! And w ho are the  

clean ers?! Do you understand? That is w h at people in Africa do not 

know

During my fieldwork in Senegal, I noticed the importance of modern media for 

transmitting information about the good life in Europe. Every time I visited an Internet 

café, whether it was late in the evening or early in the morning, the computers were 

occupied by young Senegalese men and women browsing all kinds of European-based 

websites -  from dating sites to university sites announcing details of student exchange 

programmes. The Internet is indeed a source of inspiration for seeing the world (Burell 

2009; Tandian 2010). Websites that deserve special attention are those that actively 

encourage irregular migration and provide detailed information on how to successfully 

manage the irregular migration journeys (see Box 3).
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Box 3: Encouraging irregular migration on the Internet

The w ebsite  h ttp ://w w w .seneg ala isem ent.co m /seneg al/ven ir_en_france.p hp  (accessed on 12-02

2009) is a platform displaying hum orous and som etim es offensive texts and statem ents that inform  

people how to reach the EU irregularly. It presents seven w ays of getting into Europe including 'voyage 

en pirogue' (the dangerous path over sea), 'l'obtenir l'asile homosexual' (claim ing asylum  as a 

hom osexual) and 'le pack delivery' (giving birth to a child on French territory). It thereby openly  

encourages sexual exploitation and the m isuse of reception facilities in the EU. The most recent update 

w ith respect to this issue is called 'le pack Slavopolak.' It provides information on how to reach the 

Schengen zone via som e Eastern European countries. It takes little effort to d iscover that information  

about this w ebsite  circu lates on countless Internet forum s, often com bined w ith information on the  

provision of (false) visas. In 2007, the IOM (International Organisation for M igration) in Dakar has 

started to investigate w hat m easures can be taken to restrict this w eb site  (Interview  Laurent de Boeck, 

see Appendix I

Although the influence of modern communication means on migration aspirations is 

emphasised in this section, it should also be noted that several migrants reminded me 

that new media are not the only, or necessarily the most important, 'image-builders' that 

make people think of Europe as an Eldorado. Another important 'image-builder' is the 

education system, which in many African countries is still oriented towards 'the West.' As 

a young Congolese man, who had just recently arrived in the Netherlands, commented:
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People think of Europe because they know Europe. M any exam ples 

at school com e from  Europe. I can tell you that I know the econom y  

of the European Union better than the econom y of my own country.

It is not very com plicated. W hen you know about a better place, you 

can go to that better place. Like m e, all I w anted w as to get out of 

Congo and go to a European country, because I knew life w as better 

there.

A similar remark was made by a young man from Senegal, who had arrived in Granada 

(Spain) only three months before our encounter:

It starts in school. You hear stories about brothers and fathers who  

are living in Paris or Spain, then you start thinking . . In my country, 

children of seven years old speak about Europe.

Some respondents also commented on the historical presence of European people in 

African countries. The following statement was made by a Senegalese man who had lived 

in various European countries since 1998:

People are surprised that I did not travel because of poverty or 

political problem s, and I say: No, these are not the reasons w hy I 

travelled. These are not the reasons w hy m any Senegalese travel.

They travel because of inspiration. You se e?  The first migration did 

not com e from  us, the first migration cam e from Europe to Africa ... .

I a lw ays say that African migration is directed to Europe because  

Europeans provided us the door. Africans are travelling to Europe, 

because Europeans have travelled for years, for m any, m any years to 

Africa! They provided us the mirror. W hen a Senegalese young man is 

m eeting a young man from  France, Spain or w hatever, in the streets  

of Dakar, he is m eeting a stylish person with beautiful clothes and so 

on ... . It is all about inspiration.

Religious institutions are also involved in the mediation of African transnational 'scapes.' 

For example, the M ouride brotherhood107 constitutes a culture of sociability and 

reciprocity, and is an essential element in the linkages between many Senegalese migrants 

abroad and their home communities. M arabouts, the religious guides of this brotherhood, 

provide migrants abroad with spiritual and ideological support by means of phone

107 The Mouride brotherhood, or Muridiyya, is part of the Islamic Sufi order and is most prominent in Senegal. It 
still controls many political and economic domains in this country (Diouf 2000; Dilly 2004; Gemmeke 2009).
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consultants, and sometimes by personal visits, mostly in exchange for financial support. 

The importance of this brotherhood network in the transnational setting is also reflected 

in the mobility of goods sent via this network, such as cassettes and DVDs of religious 

celebrations in Senegal as well as European luxury goods that are imported into 

Senegalese markets (Diouf 2000; Riccio 2001; Wabgou 2006; Kaag 2008; Gemmeke 2009; 

Nyamnjoh 2010). In a different religious context, numerous Pentecostal churches also 

contribute to people's imagined worlds. These churches facilitate formal and informal 

linkages between Christian communities in Africa (mainly Ghana and Nigeria) and 

elsewhere in the world. During my research I visited African churches in Rabat, Istanbul, 

Prato and Amsterdam. All these visits confirmed the notion that these churches are “ nodal 

points of transnational and international networks of ideas, persons and money" (Stoffels 

2008, 26; see also van Dijk 2004; Garbin 2010). Some studies also point to the role of 

Christian leaders in assisting the mobility of migrants to the EU (van Dijk 2004; Daswani 

2010). Destiny, a Nigerian man whom I followed from his stay in Istanbul to his passages 

to Samos (the Greek Island), Athens and Heraklion (Crete), explained the role of his 

Nigerian pastor in his migration project:

I w anted to go out. First I tried in 2002 to go to South Africa. 

Everything w as arranged and I had a good visa, but still they don't let 

me en ter the country. They sent me back to Lagos. In that period I 

w as very discouraged about life. I told my pastor that I w anted to go 

back to my village. But he said: 'No, you can try Europe now. If you 

find the m oney for the travel, you will succeed .' He is a prophet, so 

you do not doubt his w ords! From  that tim e I w as thinking of w ays to 

get to Europe.

To sum up, I argue, along with Appadurai (1996; 2001), that it is naïve to think that 

paradise-like images of Europe are only transmitted by migrant connections or social 

networks. Migration to Europe is about daily life, daily interconnections between the 

South and the North, daily businesses, daily television broadcasts, daily telephone calls, 

daily church visits, daily confrontations with history, and daily advertisements of money 

transfer agencies like Western Union in African cities portraying a mother who just 

received remittances from her son, saying: “Another reason to be proud of my son." 

Migration aspirations are daily imaginations of a better life elsewhere that are formed by 

daily practices.
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3.2.2 Non-European destinations 

Abstract imaginations of 'Europe' -  as one big destination of freedom and prosperity -  did 

not very often appear during the interviews with sub-Saharan Africans residing in the 

Netherlands. The question is then: Did these respondents without such abstract 

formulations of their destinations have a rather determined migration project of going to 

a specific European country? In other words, must one revise the previous finding that 

Europe is seen as an abstract promised land? The answer to this question is both yes and 

no. The answer is yes, since 'Europe' as a sort of collectively shared 'Eldorado' was not 

mentioned frequently during the interviews conducted in the Netherlands. As one 

Francophone female respondent commented:

W hen I w as thinking of moving, it w as not Europe I w as thinking of,

but France, Europe did not m ean anything to me.

Such orientation towards the former coloniser puts the above findings into perspective, 

and might imply that the imagination of Europe as one big, rather abstract destination is a 

relatively new phenomenon. The expansion of the EU and intensified processes of 

globalisation are possible explanations for this.

However, the fact that 'Europe' was not mentioned frequently as the aspired-to 

destination at the time of emigration does certainly not mean that all migrants had clear- 

cut plans to go to the Netherlands. Thus, if we modify the above question as follows: Does 

the fact that the African respondents in the Netherlands did not have 'Europe' in mind as 

an abstract destination at the times they left their countries of origin, mean that they 

were determinately moving to the Netherlands as the destination they had in mind? -  the 

answer is clearly in the negative. Of the thirty-six respondents in the Netherlands, rather 

remarkably, only six stated that they had started migration with the clear project of 

coming to this country. In these cases, the respondents usually followed a partner who 

was living in the Netherlands. For instance, a Ghanaian woman went to the Netherlands 

because she was married to a Ghanaian man who was living there. Similarly, the partner 

of a Congolese man who had sought asylum in the Netherlands followed him there. A 

Gambian man migrated to the Netherlands because his Dutch girlfriend was about to give 

birth to their baby. However, these examples of relatively determined migration projects 

that are directed to the Netherlands are exceptions rather than the rule when we take 

into account the first destinations of my respondents' trajectories.

For half of my respondents in the Netherlands (eighteen out of thirty-six) their 

move out of their countries of origin was not determined by any particular European 

connection. Instead of 'Europe,' they left their home countries to live in another African
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country. Most of them migrated to a neighbouring country, while others crossed longer 

distances in Africa (see also Appendix I).

There is also a group of migrants who stated that they had simply no idea where 

they were going at the time they left their countries of origin -  usually because some third 

person organised their migration journeys. I will elaborate on the involvement of third 

persons in migration trajectories in the next chapter, but it is important to note here that 

some migrants stated to lack any aspiration to reach a particular destination. An example 

is Alphonse, a twenty-seven years old man from Guinea Conakry who had left his country 

as an 'unaccompanied minor' more than nine years ago after the outbreak of a political 

conflict in his region. He had the following reflections regarding his migration trajectory:

M y story is not very easy to tell because my father and a friend of my 

father arranged everything for me. I did not even know that I w as  

going to Europe ... . I w ent from  my town L. to the capital Conakry.

There I stayed three or m aybe five w eeks and the friend of my father  

had som e contacts in the harbour and he arranged everything for 

m e. I don't know how  he did it. I think my father gave him  

instructions to send me out of the country, and I think he had the  

idea that I should go to a place w here my future w as bright ... . So my 

future w as in Europe, now it turns out to be a good choice, but in the  

beginning I really did not understand w hy they sent me so far aw ay. I 

never had any plan or dream  to go to Europe. N ever! I knew some 

places in Europe because I have had som e good education, I knew  

A m sterdam  and capitals of other countries, but I never had heard of 

Rotterdam , until the m om ent I stepped from  the boat.

This example indicates that the motivation for journeying does not necessarily come from 

the moving person, but may be supplied by a third person. Moreover, unlike the migrants 

who are heading for the abstract destination 'Europe,' this example underlines that some 

migration trajectories start while the migrant lacks any sense of direction. As Alphonse 

continued:

If this boat w as going to Cape Tow n, I w as probably living in Cape 

Town now.

Thus, in some cases, destinations are even less predetermined than the discussed abstract 

imaginations of 'Europe.' They may only appear to migrants 'along the way.'

Another group that can be distinguished in my sample consists of migrants who 

were moving out of the African continent at the time of their first departure, but not in

90



the direction of the Netherlands. Some migrants, like Arcel, had entered specific European 

countries while the destinations of their subsequent moves were still open. Other 

migrants, like Mariama (as we learn from the snapshot in the next section), had moved to 

a third European country with the aspiration to stay there, before they went to the 

Netherlands. Lastly, several migrants, had been on their way to a third destination in 'the 

North' (e.g. the United States, the United Kingdom), but 'stranded' for different reasons in 

the Netherlands.

Thus, the far majority of the trajectories collected in the Netherlands have 

somehow changed in direction. The next section attempts to understand these 

redirections by focusing on the moments/periods in which initial motivations change, 

routes are readjusted and new dreams emerge.

3.3 Moving elsewhere(s)

{*3b}

\  Eric had an overland journey through W est Africa and reached  

J  M orocco {*4b and *5a}. About his stay in M orocco he com m ented: "I 

] stayed in Rabat fo r  two years. After this long time, you know that you

J  ] cannot move to Spain. I know som e people in Morocco who stayed

L there fo r  seven or eight years. I did not want that situation. So I said

\  to myself, change the plan! Crossing to Spain was too dangerous, too

V difficult and too expensive. That is the reason why people get stuck

)  there. Have you seen the border in Melilla? You cannot climb the

border anymore, it is impossible! So you have to try different things ... 

my new  project was going to Libya and enter Italy."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about how  his plan to reach Spain from  

M orocco changed over tim e. Interview , Prato, Italy, N ovem ber 2008)

"The first time I left my country, I went to Spain, to the Canary 

Islands, it is only three hours flying from  Nouakchott {*4a}. I stayed 

there fo r  only three months. Just because it was a too big change fo r  

a sixteen years old girl. The language, well actually everything in daily 

life was different! I had the feeling that I had to start all over again, 

and I thought to myself, well if this is it to be abroad, I am not happy 

with it. I also missed my family a lo t .... I still think that if I had focused  

on my new life there I could have succeeded in Spain, but I could not 

handle it emotionally. So I went back to my country ... . I tried again at
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the university, but again I was not allowed to study. I was even 

punished by the government with a form al house arrest fo r  leaving 

the country {*5a}. This situation made my wish to leave my country 

again even stronger than before."

(M ariam a, M auritania, age 27. Talking about her jou rney  to the  

Canary Islands and her aspirations back in M auritania. Interview, 

Nijm egen, the N etherlands, July 2009)

"I lived in Nigeria fo r  a long time, maybe three years. I had a small job  

and I made many friends, I was not unhappy at that time, believe me, 

I had a good life there. But then you hear about Nigerians leaving fo r  

Europe, you hear about success and so on, and then you start thinking 

... . One day, three o f my friends also created the plan to go, and I 

wanted the same . . I think it is normal, sometimes you m eet people 

that are inspiring you to do things. M y friends had the right spirit, 

they inspired me to go. For me, a new dream was born ... . Now I 

want to reach Spain. If you reach Spain, you can go anywhere you 

want! First I reach Spain. I will stay there maybe fo r a year, then I will 

go to Paris, or London. And if there is a chance, I will go to New York 

or Washington! {*5a}."

(Sony, Cam eroon, age 22. Talking about how his migration project 

changed during his stay in Nigeria. Interview , Oujda, M orocco, 

January 2008).

"In Lebanon I worked fo r a rich family, the people were nice, but I did 

X .  not get the big money I expected, so I quit the job. But my husband 

f  still had a job. But, you know, when you have to pay rent and take 

/  care o f your child [her child w as born in Lebanon] it is very difficult to 

j /  make a living. All the money went to the re n t ... . So we were thinking

f  o f leaving the country before the war broke out. That was 2006. A lot

/  o f blacks left the country because o f the war. I know som e people

/  who had the bombs falling in their streets ... so we left. We don't

want to be involved in this kind o f violence, you risk your life fo r  that 

... {*4b}. We went to Istanbul fo r  two reasons. People tell you it is 

easy money here, that you can find jobs very easy, but that is not 

true, I don't have a job  now  ... . And people tell you it is close to 

Europe, that you can enter Europe from  here. These are all stories! It 

is not easy to reach Greece, it is very, very difficult."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about how the plan to go to Istanbul 

em erged during her stay in Lebanon. Interview , Istanbul, April 2008)
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"Well to be honest I knew nothing about this country [the 

N etherlands] at the time I was leaving Kinshasa. I even did not know  

that Ruud Gullit came from  this place. I knew the football player but I 

did not know that he was originally from  Holland. So basically I did 

not know the Netherlands at all! I also have som e friends in 

Luxembourg. Do you think that they were thinking o f going to 

Luxembourg at the time they were leaving Congo? No! They go away 

and end up in Luxembourg and then they think, OK we apply fo r  

asylum here ... . For me it was a real coincidence that I ended up in 

Nijmegen ... . In Brussels the situation was quite open. We could not 

stay there because we had som e problems with the paper ... . I was 

thinking o f France, but there [in Brussels] we got informed about the 

[strict] situation in France {*4b}. The best option was the Netherlands 

{*5a}."

(Arcel, D em ocratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his 

situation in Brussels. Interview , Nijm egen, April 2009)

The five migration biographies that are central to this thesis all include a more or less 

unexpected turnabout. Eric went to Morocco with the idea of reaching Spain, from where 

he was hoping to reach "a good place." However, he was confronted with a blocked road: 

Spain was, for Eric, impossible to reach. For this reason he readjusted his plan and went to 

Libya; an overland journey of approximately 3000 km. Mariama was initially not 

confronted with a blocked road as she managed to reach Spanish soil. However, the 

psychological difficulty of adjusting to life in Spain discouraged her from staying there. She 

moved back to Mauritania. But the situation there was even worse than expected, which 

led her to explore the possibilities of leaving Mauritania once again.

Unlike Mariama, who moved with a rather negative motivation, Sony left his 

agreeable position in Nigeria for the tempting project of migrating to Europe. As with Eric, 

Spain was seen by Sony as the entry point for an as yet unspecified destination. There is 

also a remarkable turnaround in Beauty's trajectory. She migrated to Lebanon with the 

clear-cut plan to work there for some years and then return to Nigeria. The combination 

of the deteriorated economic position of her family with the political conflict in Lebanon 

made her decide to move out of this country. She and her family went to Istanbul because 

they had heard about the economic opportunities offered by the city, and because it was 

a possible transit point for Europe. Thus, her move to Istanbul had a multi-dimensional 

and open-ended character since it would offer Beauty more than one possible outcome. A 

kind of 'what if scenario' can be read between the lines of her snapshot. After all, one 

would expect Beauty to stay in Istanbul if she (and her family) manages to earn a sufficient
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income in Istanbul. At the same time, one would expect her to move onwards to Europe if 

the situation in Istanbul does not meet her aspirations.

Arcel moved from the Democratic Republic of Congo to Belgium. However, he was 

determined not to settle in this country. Although he was thinking of France as a possible 

place to go to, the outcome of his initial journey was rather uncertain. The contingent 

factor of the information he received in Brussels is important for understanding Arcel's 

choice to move to the Netherlands (see also Chapter 4). This destination emerged en 

route.

These snapshots show that trajectories may involve more or less sudden 

turnabouts, may involve coerced or voluntary onward movements, and may have a trial- 

and-error character. All these aspects are examined in the following section.

3.3.1 Shifting between destinations 

Earlier in this chapter I outlined that only a minority of my respondents in the Netherlands 

migrated from their countries of origin directly to the Netherlands. The majority had 

arrived at other destinations before considering the Netherlands as a possible destination. 

In addition, there is a relatively small group of migrants who left their home areas with no 

clue in which direction they were migrating. These people 'just ended up' in the 

Netherlands. Lastly, some respondents in the Netherlands were aiming or expecting to 

migrate to a third destination, but they got stuck in the Netherlands on their way.

A similar division can be made in respect of those migrants residing in so-called 

transit areas just outside European borders. Firstly, I met a group of migrants in Morocco 

and Turkey who had moved to other countries before they had the aspiration to move to 

the North. Sony, the Cameroonian man who moved to Nigeria and later to Morocco, is 

one example of these respondents. Other examples from the group in Morocco were 

migrants from the Democratic Republic of Congo who (prior to their arrival in Morocco) 

had lived for some time in the Congo (Brazzaville), in Cameroon or in Nigeria. As with 

Beauty, who had moved first to Lebanon and later to Istanbul, some of my respondents in 

Turkey had also migrated to other countries before they reached Turkey. Among the 

intermediate destinations I heard about in Istanbul were Egypt, Syria, Libya, Lebanon and, 

quite surprisingly, Morocco. Secondly, there was a group of migrants who were aiming to 

transit through Morocco and Turkey, but who had got stuck in these countries. Some of 

these 'stranded migrants' still hope to move onwards to Europe (or to other destinations 

like Canada or the United States), while others have accepted their assumed transit 

country as their new destination (see also Chapter 5). Finally, I also met several migrants 

who initially aimed to migrate to Morocco or Turkey in the first place. As we will see, there 

are many variations with respect to this division of migrants into groups.
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What is most interesting to discuss here is that only fourteen out of my thirty 

interviewees in Morocco had not changed their (imagined) destinations at some point in 

the migration trajectory. This implies that these fourteen migrants started off with a 

particular destination (whether geographically abstract or concrete) in mind and kept to 

this during the test of time. Similarly, of the twenty-seven respondents in Turkey, only 

eleven individuals had a constant migration destination in their heads. The aspired-to 

destination of the other thirty-two sub-Saharan African migrants (sixteen in Morocco and 

sixteen in Turkey) had changed somewhere along their trajectories. To give some further 

insights into the way destinations were subject to change, it is worth mentioning that 

eighteen respondents in Morocco stated that they had left their countries of origin for 

'Europe.' Of these eighteen migrants, three shared with me their frustration with their 

situation in Morocco and said they wanted to return home; at least two actually did return 

home (including Sony, as we will learn later). Furthermore, five of these eighteen migrants 

stated that they preferred to stay in Morocco, instead of risking the "last jump to Europe."

In the context of how destinations may change, an illustrative case is a thirty-six 

years old Nigerian man who called himself "Friday." I met this man on a Friday-afternoon 

in front of his barber shop in Takaddoum, one of the slum areas of Rabat (Morocco). 

During our lively conversation he told me that he had been in Morocco for eight years and 

that he was one of the Africans involved in the collective effort to climb the fences of 

Melilla in 2005. He actually reached the Spanish enclave twice, but was sent back to 

Morocco by the Spanish Guardia Civil. I asked him about his current situation in Morocco 

and the following conversation followed:

Friday: At the beginning I w as very frustrated, I hated this country. 

Som etim es I could not believe that I w as still here, in this place. Five 

years ago they controlled us all the tim e. I got arrested m any tim es.

W e even didn't go out of our houses, the street w as too dangerous 

because of the police. But now, it is OK. I don't know w hat happened  

in these  years but the situation is changed.

M e: Are you saying that the situation in M orocco has improved a 

little?

Friday: Not a little, it has improved very m uch! If som ebody called me 

six years ago and told me that M orocco is becom ing like this, I would 

have laughed, I w ouldn't have believed that. But now, the security  

has im proved, there are som e job opportunities ... . Do you see this 

barber shop? I am sitting here the w hole day, six days a w eek. The 

police knows that, they know me. But they ju st  let me do my job.
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That is w hat I mean that the situation has im proved, not a bit, but 

very much!

This case illustrates that a transit-like situation might indeed turn into a long-term 

residency (e.g. de Haas 2007a; Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008; Bredeloup 2010; see also 

Chapter 5). After all, one could argue that Friday had settled in a country that was 

originally regarded by him as a transit country.

I also found such semi-voluntary and long-term 'settlers' in Turkey. Several 

migrants in Istanbul declared that they preferred to stay there, usually because they had 

successfully set up businesses in the city. Others stayed more or less voluntarily in Istanbul 

as a second best option after they had tried to move onwards to the EU. Caroline, a 

Nigerian woman whom I met during my short period as a volunteer at the Istanbul 

Interparish Migrant Program (IIMP), is one of these people. During the interview she told 

me how she had attempted to enter Greece several times and how these attempts had 

failed. At the moment of our encounter, she had been living in Istanbul for seven years. 

She gave the following reflection on her current living situation:

Life continues, w hen you tried som ething w ithout any success you 

have to try your luck som ew here else ... . I decided to stay here in 

Istanbul. I only w ant to rest now, build up my life, raise my children  

and live the best life I can. I tried to go to G reece several tim es. But I 

failed. But I think God helped me with that, God has let me fail to let 

me see that life is not only about changing places. Life is about 

satisfaction, about rest. Now I know that life in G reece is not much 

better than here in Turkey; there is no paradise on earth, not in 

Europe, not in Canada; you have to create your own paradise ... . That 

is w hy I decide to stay here. To cope w ith life here is better than to 

risk your life for a dream . And of course you have som e bad feelings 

about not reaching your dream , but som etim es in life, you can 

change your dream .

With this statement Caroline clearly describes the changeability of migration aspiration. 

She had a strong prior motivation to reach Europe and attempted to realise this in 

practice. However, after the failed attempts, she 'changed her dream' and instead 

attempted to build a good life in Istanbul. Henceforth, transit situations do not seem very 

difficult to understand: A migrant attempts to reach a desired destination; if (s)he fails, 

(s)he may 'decide' to make a life in the 'transit area;' or, as an alternative, (s)he may 

eventually decide to return home. However, the dichotomy between aspiring to
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stay/aspiring to leave is often not very clear. The interview with Friday in Rabat helps to 

illustrate this. After all, his situation as 'a settler' appears to be more complex:

Let me tell you one thing. In my mind I w ant to go to Europe, that is 

my project, and that is still my project. If I have enough m oney I will 

try it again, but I will never risk my life for that as I did in 2005. And I 

am serious w hen I tell you that I have a good life here at the m om ent. 

M orocco is my hom e now. You know, hom e is hom e w herever you 

are. I know my brothers here, there is som e security and I have a job  

now  ... . M aybe, I say m aybe, I will never reach Europe, but you don't 

know. If it is going to stay like this, I will stay here ... . I w ouldn't move 

if life is good. But the situation can change, and then it is tim e to 

move.

Analysing Friday's situation as a 'should I stay or should I go' scenario seems not do justice 

to the multi-dimensionality of his situation. Friday did not completely abandon his 

aspiration to migrate onwards to Europe. However, at the same time he does not seem to 

have the need or the longing to leave Morocco as long as 'life is good' there. Here, 

staying/leaving are no longer binary opposites. Migrants may choose to stay under certain 

conditions, while at the same time not ruling out the possibility of moving on.

Sometimes, however, staying does not appear to be a viable option at all for the 

sub-Saharan migrant residing in a so-called transit area. An example is provided by a 

Burundian student I met during a church mass in Beyoglu, a central neighbourhood in 

Istanbul. After the church mass we went for a Turkish gay [tea] and during the interview 

he told me that his main aim in Istanbul was to finish his medical studies in order to return 

proudly to his home country as a doctor. Although he was eager to achieve this goal, he 

also admitted that he had recently considered other possibilities. The examinations at the 

university were exacting and the lectures were difficult because the main language used 

was Turkish, a language he was still struggling with. Furthermore, the scholarship he 

received was not sufficient to sustain a living so that he had to work to supplement it, 

while also maintaining a demanding study schedule. He reflected on this situation as 

follows:

So you start thinking, w hat if I fail? For the exam s you can only fail 

tw ice; if you fail tw ice, your scholarship  ends ... w hat happens th en !?

I think you can guess. People stay, but they stay to go to Europe. 

Students w ho fail [the exam s], fall into transit, they  are w aiting to go 

to Europe! Like a Congolese friend, he is in France now. Actually, he 

didn't even fail [his exam s]. M any people com e here as students but
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fee l that they can have a better life in Europe, so they  go! So this also 

m akes you think, w hat if I fail? I don't know, but I probably w ould not 

go back to my country; I probably would go to Europe.

The situation of this young man is slightly different from that of Friday, since staying in 

Turkey does not appear to him as an option. He wants to return to Burundi, and if a 

successful return is not possible, then he would probably try to move onwards to an as yet 

undetermined destination.

Thus, we have seen that migration aspirations can be multi-dimensional and 

subject to change. Migrants may 'shift between destinations' in their minds. As future 

scenarios change, so too do migration aspirations change. People who initially wanted to 

reach Europe no longer aim to do so since other opportunities have presented 

themselves. We have also seen in this section that migrants who do not necessarily have 

the clear-cut project of 'going to Europe' (such as the Burundian student), may keep this 

option 'in reserve' as a possible alternative if they do not meet their primary goals.

3.3.2 "Pushed in transit"

In the framework of this discussion on assumed transit migration, there is a dynamic that 

has not yet received much attention. As it is shown by the snapshots of Sony and Beauty, 

some migration projects have initially little to do with Europe, but they may evolve 'along 

the way' into projects that become attached to Europe. This applies, for instance, to 

several African migrants who had demanded for asylum in Morocco. Although Morocco 

has a tradition of adopting refugees from, among other countries, Spain (during the 

Spanish civil war), the former Communist Eastern Europe and Algeria, many contemporary 

asylum seekers from sub-Saharan Africa do not find the sought-after protection in this 

specific country. This can partly be explained by the lack of institutional capacity and 

political will in Morocco to deal with asylum seekers. Morocco has signed the UN 

convention on the protection of refugees. Yet, there is still no government agency dealing 

specifically with refugees and asylum seekers.108 Moreover, since asylum seekers generally 

enter Morocco by unauthorised means, asylum migration is often seen by the authorities 

as equivalent to illegal migration. This has resulted over the years in, among other 

interventions, large-scale expulsions in which asylum seekers are taken to the Algerian 

side of the border; from here they have to travel back, often on foot, to Morocco 

(Interview Johannes van der Klaauw; see also Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). In this

108 In 1957, the Moroccan Ministry of Foreign Affairs established the ' Bureau des Refugiés et Apatrides.' 
However, the Moroccan government currently lacks any asylum law and asylum register procedure. This is in the 
hands of the UNHCR which often has strained relations with the Moroccan government (Interview Johannes van 
der Klaauw; see also Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008).
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context, as several Congolese respondents testified, people feel they have been "pushed 

in transit" since Morocco does not offer the safety they were looking for. In this situation 

migrants are often forced to move onwards. Again, being "pushed in transit" does not 

necessarily imply a go/no-go situation, in which the migrant is either preparing to move to 

Europe or preparing to stay in Morocco. Migrants may move between both orientations.

A good example of this is the case of Jean-Louis, a man who had left the capital of 

the Democratic Republic of Congo, Kinshasa, in 1997. Jean-Louis moved, with intervening 

residence periods of different duration, to Congo (Brazzaville), Cameroon, Nigeria, Benin, 

Mali, Algeria and Morocco. He received his asylum papers in Morocco. When I interviewed 

him in January 2008, he seemed to be content with his life in Morocco. He had managed 

to get a small job at a hotel in Rabat, owned by a Frenchman. When we discussed an 

eventual move to Europe, he stated:

Of course I w anted to go to Europe, of course I dream ed about that, 

but w hat can I say? W hen you w ere young didn't you have your own 

dream s? That does not mean that you can m anage it in reality ... . I 

know that Europe is not a paradise now, I hear that. So I can go, but 

the question is w hat can I do? W ith no papers, no proper education  

... . No, at the m om ent, it is better to stay for me.

This statement (and the entire interview) supported my finding that his migration project 

had shifted from an initial orientation towards Europe, to an orientation towards staying 

in Morocco. At the time I met him, he had lived for almost three years in Morocco. 

However, in October 2008 I received a surprising email from Jean-Louis. In this email he 

explained me that he had reached France in the summer of 2008, only seven months after 

the several interviews I had conducted with him in Rabat. During subsequent telephone 

conversations he said that he "lost confidence in life in Morocco." This occurred after a 

violent incident with the son of the hotel owner. As a consequence of this incident, he lost 

his job in Rabat. Due to his worsened living conditions, he moved to Spain, using 'the look- 

alike strategy.'109 He paid for a UK passport that was provided by an African man. With the 

help of this passport he was able to take a boat from Tangier to Tarifa (Spain), and he 

subsequently moved to France. He lived some time as an undocumented migrant in Paris 

before applying for asylum. Later he was transferred to Grenoble. There he is currently 

waiting for the outcome of his asylum application.

109 The look-a-like-strategy implies that a migrant borrows a valid passport (in exchange for money) from a third 
person who has sim ilar personal characteristics (sex, region of origin, age) and a sim ilar appearance, in order to 
cross borders. This strategy is often effective since Europeans have difficulty in distinguishing people originating 
from the same sub-Saharan African region (see also Chapter 4 ).

99



So far, the fact that migration aspirations are subject to change has been illustrated by 

focusing on migrants who are (all too often) labelled 'transit migrants.' This label is, as we 

have seen, somewhat misleading since migrants may not in fact be transiting towards 

Europe. Moreover, the indicator that is often used in transit migration research, 'migrants' 

intentions' (e.g. Duvell 2006; 2008; 2010), 110 is as misleading as the concept 'transit 

migration' since it departs from a 'should I stay or should I go' scenario. Such analytical 

starting point easily overlooks the uncertain conditions migrants live in as well as the 

shifting of scenarios, the multi-dimensionality of motivations, possible ambivalences, and 

the appearance of new, rather unexpected, opportunities. With my analysis I have 

attempted to do more justice to these realities of the life-worlds of sub-Saharan African 

migrants living in European borderlands.

The fact that aspirations may change is not only relevant in the context of assumed 

'transit migration' to the EU. Many of my respondents in the Netherlands have, or have 

had, similar multiple orientations. Several Congolese respondents in the Netherlands, for 

instance, have thought, or are still thinking, of leaving the Netherlands because of the 

desire to be reunited with their families. Some of them stated that Belgium is more lenient 

in this respect and is therefore attractive as their next destination. Other reasons for 

wanting to leave the Netherlands include personal development (some respondents were 

very disappointed at the lack of job opportunities) and the changing political climate 

(recently several political parties in the Netherlands have gained votes by making anti

immigration statements).111 Some of my respondents actually moved to Belgium "to check 

out life there" and returned to the Netherlands afterwards. These issues are discussed 

further in the next section, which focuses on the further evolution of migration 

aspirations. Although some dynamics that are found at the fringes of the EU are taken into 

account, the focus here will be on the migrants who have reached 'Europe.' What 

aspirations do they have? To what extent do their aspirations reflect the 'myth of return 

migration' (Al-Rasheed 1994)? To what extent do they wish to move on to other 

destinations?

110Duvell (2008;  2010) proposes to emphasise the intentions of transit migrants (the continue their journeys) in 
transit migration research in order to distinguish the phenomenon from other forms of migration (notably 
multiple migration).
111 Similar reasons to move away from the Netherlands are found in studies on secondary movements of Somali 
migrants in the EU (van den Reek and Hussein 2003; van Liempt 2010).
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3.4 Ending elsewhere(s)?

Eric reached Tripoli (Libya) by crossing M orocco and Algeria {*4c}. In 

\  th is city he w orked for several w eeks in the construction sector. He 

J  com m ented as follow s on this w ork: "/ didn't work fo r money, my 

f ] boss never gave me money, but after som e time he gave me a boat 

J  j —  ticket." W ith this boat ticket Eric successfu lly  reached Lam pedusa and

I from  there he w as transferred by the Italian authorities to the Italian

\  m ainland {*5b}. After an unauthorised stay of som e m onths in Italy,

\  he found him self in a difficult situation, as he explained during my

) visit to Prato: "Today, Italy is very difficult because I don't have a job.

I don't have a job  because I don't have the papers. That is the main 

problem. If they give me papers, I can work, ju st like the man in the 

car today. He is working at a company, he passed fo r his driving 

license and he has a family now. That is what I want. They should ju st  

give me that chance. The work that I do is no work, I sell things on the 

streets, you know, that is not work fo r a m a n !... . Sometimes I think 

o f seeing other places, maybe London or Holland. M y brothers [in 

Italy] tell me to be patient and I understand that, but sometimes I 

think it is good to go out o f Italy {*5b}."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about his situation as an irregular 

migrant in Italy. Interview , Prato, N ovem ber 2008)

/
M ariam a travelled to Toulouse (France) w ith the help of a Frenchm an  

w orking for an international NGO {*4b}. She w orked as a 

housekeeper for the family. A lready after three m onths, however, 

she had serious doubts about her life in France, as she told m e: "I 

started to think, 'this is not it!' I always have aimed fo r independency 

and now I am working as a housekeeper? That did not fit into my 

lifestyle. I don't want to be a housekeeper forever! So my wish was 

not to stay there anymore. I wanted to move, I wanted to study ... . I 

felt that my life was not going into the right direction. And so a new  

phase started." After M ariam a left Toulouse, she ended up in 

A m sterdam  {*4c and *5b}. She finally received refugee status in the  

N etherlands and she moved to Nijmegen because she knew  that 

there  w as a considerable M auritanian com m unity in that city. About 

Nijmegen and her aspiration she said the following: "I faced enough 

challenges in my life and now I am only looking fo r rest ... . I really

{*3c}
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want to stay in Nijmegen, I have a stable life here, I only need a 

proper job  here, and then I am completely satisfied ... . Why should I 

go back? In my country, there is not much to go back fo r ."

(M ariam a, M auritania, age 27. Talking about her m otivations for 

leaving Toulouse and her situation in the N etherlands. Interview, 

Nijm egen, July 2009)

Sony w as not able to reach Europe from  M oroccan territory and he 

decided to return to his hom e country Cam eroon. W hen I asked  

w h eth er he had abandoned his project to go to Europe, he answ ered: 

"Pfff, I don't know, I have tried at least five times to enter Europe. I 

tried to cross the ocean I went to Laayoune and to Nador to cross it, 

but I did not succeed. The roads are all blocked and life in Morocco 

was too difficult fo r  me, so I went home ... . Now I am back at my 

mother's house ... . We will see what the future will bring. If there is 

another chance to cross, I will try, o f course I will look fo r  new  

possibilities, I am a young man you know, I cannot stand still, I do not 

forget about Europe."

(Sony, Cam eroon, age 22. Talking about his return to Yaounde  

(Cam eroon), Telephone conversation, February 2009)

Although Beauty com m ented about the difficulty of reaching G reece, 

-s. going there w as still an option for her: "We still want to go to Greece,

\  because then you are inside, you have rights and you can w o rk ... . 

J  Two weeks ago, a very good friend, she was here in this place before, 

/  reached Greece, I want to do the same {*5b}."  Although Beauty

w anted to en ter G reece , this country w as not the final destination  

/  that she aspired to: "I don't know. I first have to see it with my own

/  eyes, then I can decide [w hether I w ould like to stay in Greece] ... .

j '  After Greece, maybe I will go to Spain, you hear som e good stories

about Spain. But my dream is not Europe, my dream is Canada. There 

you have good education, they speak English there, I believe that is 

the best country in the world!"

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about her migration aspirations in 

Istanbul. Interview , Istanbul, April 2008)
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Arcel applied for asylum  as an unaccom panied m inor w hen he 

reached the N etherlands. This w as a difficult tim e for him, as he 

explained: "This country did not give me any opportunity. You feel 

useless when you apply fo r asylum and you have to wait fo r  years fo r  

the answer. I was even considering smuggling, to get in England. I 

really promised myself to leave." H ow ever, the situation in the  

N etherlands im proved for Arcel over tim e. He received his residence  

perm it after a period of six years, he successfu lly  finished his 

electrical engineering studies, and he form ed a relationship w ith a 

Dutch girl {*4c}. He called this his "stable life." But som e years later, 

his situation again deteriorated as he had not succeeded in 

developing a professional ca reer for him self {*5b}. Arcel expressed  

his frustrations as follows: "Nowadays I am considering emigration 

from  Holland again because we say; this country is a racist country. I 

completed two studies. I tried to look fo r work, but nobody hired me. I 

think o f moving, also because all my friends in France or England are 

asking me, why are you still there? Why don't you pack your stuff and 

m o v e ? ... .  I want to go to London, there you can find jobs quite easily 

and I speak a little English. But I also consider going back to Congo ... .

I am already searching jobs in Kinshasa on the In tern et... . Indeed, I 

am searching fo r opportunities in London and Kinshasa, two different 

places. But these are better places than this country. The moment fo r  

change is now, I have waited fo r improvement fo r fifteen years in this 

country, but now I am going to change it {*5b}."

(Arcel, D em ocratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his long 

stay in the N etherlands and his aspiration to move again. Interview, 

Nijm egen, April 2009)

This set of snapshots touches upon migrants' aspirations after their migration trajectories 

have evolved further in space and time. Mariama has reached a destination that suits her 

aspirations. She also commented that she did not wish to return to her country of origin. 

Arcel had also found "a stable life" at some time as he received his residence papers, 

completed his studies and formed a relationship with a partner in the Netherlands. He 

initially did not have the aspiration of returning to the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

However, at the time of the interview he appeared to be rather disappointed with his 

prospects in the Netherlands. The disappointing situation led him to explore other 

possibilities, including a return to Kinshasa.

The situations of Eric and Beauty still reflect a state of in-betweenness. Although 

Eric has geographically reached Europe, his precarious position in Italy, and in particular 

the lack of residence papers, means that he has not found the 'Europe' that he was
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migrating to. It remains to be seen whether Eric will leave Italy in the near future. Beauty's 

snapshot shows the stepwise character of her migration aspiration. She first wanted to 

reach Greece, but Greece was not her final destination; she was also thinking of Spain, and 

ideally, Canada as possible future destinations.

Finally, Sony's snapshot reveals that he has returned to his country of birth, 

Cameroon. His migration started with the plan of working in Nigeria, then transformed 

into a project that was directed towards Europe and subsequently it resulted in his return 

migration due to the fact that the roads to Europe were "blocked." Interestingly, although 

he has returned to Cameroon, Europe, as a desired destination, has not completely 

disappeared.

The sections below elaborate on two general issues that can be gained from this 

set of snapshots. Firstly, we focus on the issue of stepwise destinations when migrants 

have recently reached the EU. Secondly, we follow the geographical trajectory one step 

further by focusing on aspirations of migrants who have seemingly settled in the 

Netherlands.

3.4.1 Flexible and non-geographical destinations 

We have seen that the majority of the respondents residing in European borderlands have 

rather abstract destinations. As in the cases of Eric and Beauty, there was often a stepwise 

logic, to their aspirations. To provide some more examples; a Nigerian woman in Istanbul 

stated:

First I will go to Greece . M y destination is Europe, and G reece is part 

of Europe, and Greece is the closest to Turkey, so you choose Greece  

first. Then you will see w hat happens, it is sim ple as that.

A Congolese man in Oujda explained:

For me Spain is the most im portant now. After that everything is 

open. If I can reach Spain, I can go to Belgium, Holland, Italy ... 

anyw here I w ant. If you en ter Spain, you en ter Europe.

The extracts from these two interviews suggest that migrants continue migrating once 

they have managed to enter one of the Southern European countries. This was also 

underlined by an undocumented migrant from Cameroon who had recently entered Spain 

and ended up in Madrid:

All I know is that I am here at the m om ent, w here I will be tom orrow  

depends. If there is a better place to live or w ork som ew here, I will
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go there, of course. Migration is like that you know; you com pare the  

place w here you are, w ith possible p laces to go to ... . O nce you are 

inside Europe, the real migration begins.

The last sentence illustrates that any destination in Europe is still possible for this recently 

'arrived' migrant.

Of the thirteen longitudinal respondents whom I had met outside Europe, seven 

reached the European mainland in the period I was following them. The situation of four 

of these seven respondents is comparable to Eric's situation and the situation described 

by the Cameroonian man above. Their irregular entry resulted in precarious living 

situations, making the duration of their stays in respectively Greece (in case of two 

respondents), France and Italy rather uncertain. For them moving to another country was 

a negotiable, if not a desirable, option.

The situation of Said will help to illustrate these points. Said is a man from the 

Comoros whose trajectory I have followed from Turkey (Istanbul), via Greece (the Greek 

island Samos and Athens) to France (Lyon and Marseille). Although Said lived in France 

together with some fellow migrants from the Comoros, the difficult circumstances he 

faced there made him think of going elsewhere. During my visit to Marseille, the city that 

he had reached in the course of 2009, he welcomed me in the house that he was sharing 

with a family from the Comoros. There, he described his situation as follows:

N ow adays the situation in France is very com plicated. I live here for 

several m onths, but w ithout papers. That m akes the situation bad.

That is w hy I say I go to the N etherlands one day, because my 

situation here is not certain. Like this house, I w ould like to stay in 

th is house of course, the people help me and understand me. But I 

would move out of the house if I hear that th ere  is a small job  

so m ew here in France, or Belgium, or Spain.

This example of Said indicates that the European country migrants first enter, and the 

country they actually reside in, are not necessarily the countries they like to stay in. This 

can be linked to the notion of migrants' abstract imaginations of Europe as one space of 

prosperity. Migrants search for opportunities in a specific place, but if their hopes are 

disappointed, they transfer these hopes to another place or country; to another 

'elsewhere.'

In the case of those migrants who have entered Europe by unauthorised means, a 

new destination cannot only be understood in a geographical sense. Their legal situation 

plays a vital role in this respect (see also Chapter 5). Most migrants with irregular entries 

strive to improve their social positions by applying for permits to stay (at least for a
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considerable period of time). I gained particularly useful insights from my longitudinal 

connection with migrants. Apart from my visits to the migrants in different places as in the 

case of Said, I also have obtained rich information from conversations on the Internet with 

my respondents. An example of one such communication is given below. It concerns a 

conversation with Joseph, a young Nigerian man,112 whom I had first met in Istanbul. From 

our encounter in April 2008 until the moment of writing, we have stayed in close contact 

with each other. Joseph explained me that he had tried different things to reach "a good 

place;" he had applied for a green card in the US, had written several letters to European 

universities, but all without success. He had therefore been very happy with his 

opportunity to go to Istanbul. After a stay of several months in this city, Joseph reached 

Greece by boarding a rubber boat that went to Samos. The Internet conversation below 

dates from May 2009. At that time Joseph had lived in Greece for seven months. He had 

received a 'pink card' from the Greek authorities saying that he is registered as an asylum 

seeker in Greece.113 The conversation started as follows:114

j.schapendonk: I knew you would be here!! 

j.schapendonk: that has been a long time! 

j.schapendonk: How is it my African brother?

Just4Joseph: hello my man

Just4Joseph: ©  

j.schapendonk: how is life?

Just4Joseph: I thank God always 

Just4Joseph: life is good 

j.schapendonk: I am happy to hear that!

Just4Joseph I am happy too

Soon the social talk turned to migration and his status in Greece:

Just4Joseph: I wish you help me to get documents 

Just4Joseph: that will help me go Africa and come back to Europe 

j.schapendonk: how can I help you ?

Just4Joseph: Maybe finding me a holland woman

Just4Joseph: ©

112 When I met Joseph in Istanbul he was twenty-seven years old.
113 This pink card also gives migrants tem porary permission to reside in Greece and to seek formal employment. 
Formally, the card remains valid until there is a final outcome of the asylum application (UNHCR 2009b; 
Papadopoulous-Kourkoula 2008).
114 In this fragment, the 'chat-jargon' (including popular abbreviations and typos) remains untouched to give a 
better impression of the applied research methods and the character of these conversations. It is also relevant to 
note that a webcam connection made it possible to have a translocal 'face-to-face' conversation w ith Joseph.

106



j.schapendonk: ok ok! I will look around...but I suppose you need a 

fashion model, don't you?

Just4Joseph: ©  anyone who can help me

Just4Joseph: I saw  a holland man yesterday here

Just4Joseph: he told me that I should try to go holland

Just4Joseph: and live a more good life

Just4Joseph: cos here is not that good fo r us black people

j.schapendonk: maybe you can try...but I am not sure whether it is

easier in my country

j.schapendonk: I also have contact with a guy from  Burkina Faso who 

lived in Holland fo r several months and he went back to Greece.

Just4Joseph: but what I really want is to get complete papers 

j.schapendonk: yes o f course! 

j.schapendonk: do you have a lawyer?

Just4Joseph: yes 

Just4Joseph: I have

j.schapendonk: so I think that is the person who can really help you to 

make a case

Just4Joseph: she said if I have woman 

Just4Joseph: it is very easy 

j.schapendonk: Hmm.

Just4Joseph: ok, I dont have interest in Greek woman 

Just4Joseph: any european girls outside greece is ok

Just4Joseph: a journey o f a thousand miles begins with one step 

j.schapendonk: true

Just4Joseph: yea mine now is to get papers 

j.schapendonk: I hope the papers will come

Just4Joseph: yes! and with the paper you can make countless more 

steps. with the paper I can move!

I have had several conversations with Joseph in which he emphasised the importance of 

"complete papers." This does not necessarily imply permanent residence in Greece, but 

refers to papers that will allow him to move outside Greece. In terms of the Dublin 

convention, migrants with only a 'pink card' are not allowed to enter any other Schengen 

country. That is why Joseph sees the 'pink card' as 'incomplete.' For Joseph, as well as for 

many other migrants I have met, obtaining "complete papers" has become a destination 

in its own right. I will come back to this issue in Chapter S.
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3.4.2 M ental returns and aspirations to stay  

The investigation of migrants' aspirations, especially within the framework of the 

biographical approach, usually includes discussions on projected futures (Halfacree and 

Boyle 1993; 1995; see also Chapter 2). It is a misconception that only migrants who are 

usually labelled as 'transit migrants' see themselves move when they look into the near 

future. Those migrants who appear to be 'settled' may also think of moving on to a 

different destination. Discussions of future scenarios with migrants resulted repeatedly in 

discussions of their eventual return migration. In the literature, 'return migration' is often 

described as a 'myth,' suggesting that while migrants often express the wish to return 'one 

day,' they seldom put this wish into practice. As Al-Rasheed (1994, 201) puts it, this wish 

to return ranges from a "mild remembrance of a distant homeland" to a "severe and 

deeply rooted obsession." This desire to return home in fact emphasises the notion of 

migrants living in trans-worlds (Ernste, van Houtum and Zoomers 2009) since they reaffirm 

their membership of a community of origin while they live at the same time for extended 

periods in an 'elsewhere' (Al-Rasheed 1994; Staring 2001).

Whether I interviewed sub-Saharan Africans in Morocco, Turkey or the 

Netherlands, return migration seemed to be the ultimate goal of many respondents. In 

the Netherlands, migrants expressed their wish like: "I will stay in Europe until my country 

is safe;" "the desire to return is very much alive but when I will return exactly is 

unknown;" "of course I want to go back, it is my country you know;" "when you are an 

African man, there is always the wish to return." For those people residing in the African- 

European borderlands with the eventual aspiration to move onwards, this return was only 

an option after they have gained some 'success in life.' This success was often linked to 

economic prosperity and to legal status in 'Europe.'

Interestingly, as Arcel's snapshot at the beginning of this section has already 

shown, some respondents in the Netherlands have actually explored the possibility to 

building a life for themselves in the country of origin. Another example is Célia, a 

Congolese woman who has been living for almost twenty years in the Netherlands. She 

commented as follows on her attempt to return to the Democratic Republic of Congo in 

the 1990s:

Som e years ago I decided to return to Congo, to stay there. I w ent for 

six m onths to build up a new  life there and after the six m onths I had 

the idea to com e back, clean the house and sell my stuff and go. I had 

the dream  of contributing to the creation of a new Congo. This w as  

1998 w hen Kabila cam e into pow er. But at that tim e I w as not ready  

for it, I had a visa for six m onths, and I really felt a stranger in my own 

country. I rem em ber very clearly that I w as sitting in an African bus,
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you know a crow ded one! And I w as thinking, oh my god! W hat am I 

doing in this p lace? In this period of six m onths I even found a good 

job  in Kinshasa, but I think my wish to stay there w as not strong  

enough.

With regard to this period of her optional return, Célia reflected that she was "not ready 

for it." However, during the interview, she explained that this personal confrontation with 

the situation in her country of origin was not a reason to entirely forget about a possible 

return. Some ten years later, she again was thinking of a return to her country of birth, as 

she continued during our conversation:

Now I am a little bit w iser and these days I am making again concrete  

steps to go to Congo. Now I really have the plan ... . After having 

spent so m any years in this country [the Netherlands] you accept that 

you have changed, but you accept also that your future is not here.

Célia's situation emphasises that migrants may also have multiple (or shifting) orientations 

once they have lived somewhere for a considerable period of time.115 At the time of her 

first return, she had lived for almost a decade in the Netherlands. Her first return to 

Kinshasa did not turn out as expected and she did not carry through her plans to live 

there. However, her orientation has recently shifted again in favour of a return to her 

country of birth.

From Arcel's trajectory we also learn that the orientations of apparently 'settled' 

migrants in the Netherlands may not only be a matter of shifting between a wish to 

return and a wish to stay -  a longing (in-)between a 'here' and a 'there', but may involve 

third destinations as well -  Arcel was seriously considering London as a possible 

destination.

However, we must be aware of the fact that not all migrants are constantly moving 

or aspiring to move. Almost half of my respondents in the Netherlands did not emphasise 

a longing to return. Some of them were somewhat alienated from their country of birth. 

Mariama, the Mauritanian woman whose trajectory we are following, clearly illustrated 

this with her statement that she had "faced enough challenges in life" and that "there is 

not much to go back for" in her country of origin. For her, at the time of our first 

interview, a return to Mauritania was more or less out of the question. Another example 

comes from a Sudanese woman, who said that she could live in "any place in the world,

115 In his study on Turkish irregular migrants in the Netherlands, Staring (2001) also underlines that migrants 
often have different, seemingly opposed, aspirations at the same time. He emphasises that the aspiration to stay 
in the Netherlands possibly exists alongside the possibility of returning to Turkey.
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except Sudan." This was because of "personal developments here [in the Netherlands] 

and the stagnated situation there [in Sudan]." Thus, whereas for some migrants a return is 

desirable, for others it means confronting again a "futureless future" in their countries of 

origin (see also Malkki 1995; Treiber 2007). It is therefore not surprising that a 

considerable group of migrants attempts to leave their countries of origin again after they 

have (been) returned. This has already been illustrated by Sony, who more or less 

voluntarily returned to Cameroon. From his place of origin, however, he still continued to 

hope that other opportunities for him to move to 'Europe' would arise. Thus, a (semi

voluntary return does not necessarily mean the end of a migration aspiration. This also 

applies to migrants who are forcibly repatriated by European authorities (see Box 4).

Box 4: The persistence of a migration aspiration

The Nigerian man Hallelujah w as born in the late 1970s. I m et him together w ith his friend in Oujda  

in January 2008. There he told me that he left his country for Europe for the first tim e in 2001. He 

travelled through the Sahara desert and reached M orocco. After som e m onths in M orocco he took  

one of the fragile boats to the Spanish coast. During his stay  in Spain, the authorities found out 

about his Nigerian identity and repatriated him. This return only strengthened his dream  to reach  

Europe. In 2003 he took the route to M orocco again and w ent to Nador. From there he successfully  

reached Melilla by paying a fisherm an for bringing him there by boat. From M elilla he w as sent to 

the Spanish m ainland, and subsequently he arrived in Paris. He lived for tw o years and seven  

m onths in the French capital and he w as "satisfied in life." But then in 2006 he w as involved in a car 

accident in Paris. His lack of insurance papers brought his irregular stay to the attention of the 

authorities. As a result, he w as sent back to Nigeria for a second tim e. This forced return did also not 

rem ove his aspiration to live in Europe. As he put it: "W hen you have seen it w ith your own eyes, 

you cannot forget about it." W hen I m et him in 2008, Hallelujah ju st entered M orocco for the third 

tim e, hoping to reach Europe.

However, most of the 'settled' migrants in the Netherlands linked their non-return not to 

a possible "futureless future" in their countries of origin, but to their personal conviction 

that they have integrated into the Dutch society. One man from Sierra Leone who had 

arrived in the Netherlands in the mid 1990s exemplified this with the following words:

Yes! M y future is here my friend, I have my job , a developed my

pension, I have a house here, so my future is here. I am here to stay.

And of course it is very nice to go back to my country, but only for

holidays.

Thus, the projected futures of some migrants have little to do with moving or returning -  

many migrants aspire to stay. However, as Arcel's trajectory reveals, an apparently stable
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life situation may change for the worse, and then migration may again become a desirable 

option.

3.5 Conclusions; trans-worlds and moving aspirations
In this chapter I have argued, in line with Appadurai (1996), that migration aspirations are 

formed through daily interactions between different localities. As I have emphasised in 

Chapter 1, we live in a trans-world, and this 'trans' becomes a fundamental way of 

understanding human activities (Ernste, van Houtum and Zoomers 2009), and in particular 

human migration. I have outlined that aspirations are not reliable predictors of future 

migration. In other words, a focus on aspirations is not very useful to say something about 

the volume of expected migration. People who say that they aspire to migrate will not 

necessarily migrate in the near future. This applies to people 'at home,' 'in transit' and to 

people who aspire return migration. Thus, just as there is a 'myth of return migration' (Al- 

Rasheed 1994), so is there a 'myth of emigration' (Carling 2002) and a 'myth of transit 

migration.'

Contrary to rationalist explanations of migration, that mostly look at what 

motivates migrants at the beginning of their journeys, I have shown that migration 

projects do not always follow carefully considered predetermined plans. Migration 

aspirations can be abstract, may lack a concrete direction, and migrants may have multiple 

orientations, all of which means that migration projects are subject to change. To 

understand this changeability, I argue that we have to consider together two meanings of 

the term 'trajectory.' Firstly, there is the anthropological notion of a trajectory as a life - or 

career path, suggesting that people have different aspirations and take different decisions 

at different stages in their lives. This means that similar events have different values for 

migrants when they occur on different moments in their life paths (Bredeloup 2010). It 

matters in terms of the motivation to move, for instance, whether a migrant failed to 

cross to Europe only once or twice, or when his/her attempts failed several times. 

Cwerner (2001) explicitly outlines the importance of this temporal component in 

migration processes, since time not only influences migrants' life paths, but also affects 

the political and legal contexts in which migrants live. A focus on the temporal component 

can illuminate the "nature of migration itself, its twists and turns, meanings and 

ambivalence, and the way that, in a diversity of ways, it dis-places and re-embeds people 

and communities around the world" (Cwerner 2001, 32).116

Secondly, there is the geographical trajectory, denoting a movement across space. 

Without being a geographical determinist, it is fair to say that the evolution of a spatial

116 In this context Cwerner (2001, 10) also notes that "temporal considerations lie at the heart of citizenship 
issues."
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trajectory also influences migration aspirations. As we have seen, being 'here' might 

increase the longing to reach 'there,' and once one has arrived 'there,' another 'there' 

might emerge -  or the wish to return 'here' might become prominent again. This dynamic 

of longing to an 'elsewhere' is tellingly described in travel literature. As Eric J. Leed (1991) 

remarks in his book, "The M ind o f the Traveller:''

N eeds are a product of situations, and each of these events, through many 

repetitions, produces and serves a particular set of needs. Departure m ay serve the  

need for detachm ent, purification, liberty, "individuality," escape, self-definition.

Passage serves and generates a need for motion but may, in turn, generate other 

longings: for stability in a condition of disequilibrium , for fixed orientation in a world  

of flux, for im m utability in the midst of transience ... . In any one place and m om ent, 

these needs m ay be perceived as opposed and conflictual, but they are not w hen  

sequenced in the form  of the journey. Here m ay lie the eternal appeal of travel -  it 

reso lves a logic of contradiction, a logic of place, into a logic of sequence, an order of 

change and transform ation w hich serves and fosters a variety of human longings: for 

motion and rest, liberty and confinem ent, indeterm inacy and definition.

(Leed 1991, 22)

When we take into account both the temporal and spatial aspects of migrants' 

trajectories, we understand better how aspirations 'move' along with migrants' 

trajectories.

This acknowledgement of 'moving aspirations' contradicts the understanding of 

migration as a single shift from an origin to a destination. This chapter has empirically 

refuted the myth of migration as a unidirectional and once-in-a-lifetime event (Skeldon 

1997). Following the logic of the trans-world (Ernste, van Houtum and Zoomers 2009), 

migration trajectories, as Grillo (2007) also emphasises, are rather multiple sets of 

trajectories in which destinations shift and are possibly in-between. Migration 

destinations can therefore best be perceived as moving targets. These targets can be 

abstract or concrete, expected and unexpected. This means that the lines that I have 

drawn to represent the routes of my respondents (see Figure 6 in Chapter 2) -  consisting 

of a beginning and an end -  are somewhat misleading. These lines have in fact not ended, 

and the beginnings are not clear either. These are lines that, to put it in the words of Tim 

Ingold who has laid the foundations for an anthropology of the line, may "go out for a 

walk" (Ingold 2007, 166). Rather than freezing the open-ended character of migration, by 

using terms such as 'permanent migration' or 'final destination,' or mythologising the 

open-ended character of migration by maintaining the 'myths of (return) migration,' I 

suggest to accept -  or even, in line with Ingold -  celebrate this open-endedness.
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4. Moving and mediating
Following migrants' (dis)connections

{*4a}

"I started my project without telling my mother, without telling my 

father. Only my older brother advised me. W e discussed a lot of 

things, the difficulties, the dangers and so on. He also gave me some 

m oney to finance the journey. And myself I saved a lot o f money too, 

so I had enough money to buy a ticket to Europe! But you cannot buy 

a ticket fo r  an airplane without arranging a visa, and you do not get a 

visa fo r Europe! I don't know why, but when you are born in the Edo 

State, you cannot move to Europe in the normal way. M any Nigerians 

do get visas, but not the Edo people, it is about politics; we have to 

take the desert route {*5a}."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about his departure from  Nigeria. 

Interview , Rabat, January 2008)

/
"Yes, I must say that a friend o f my father helped me the first time I 

left the country. I asked him [her father] fo r  help and he brought me 

in contact with a French friend that worked fo r the organisation 

Médecins sans Frontières and this friend helped me with the whole 

procedure to go to Spain." M ariam a explained that she w as form ally  

not allow ed to leave the country because her father had been 

involved in a coup d'etat {*5a}. The French friend of her father w as  

therefore a n ecessary connection to enable the move. M ariam a  

continued: "He [the French friend] gave me the permission to move 

to Las Palmas in the name o f the organisation. I travelled with him, 

ju st by plane."

(M ariam a, M auritania, age 27. Talking about her first departure from  

M auritania. Interview , Nijm egen, the N etherlands, July 2009)
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"I consulted my family, my brother, my mother. They sent me out of 

the country, do you understand? ... . They supported me financially. 

That is how it goes, the money is gathered before people leave, it is 

the African way ... . Yes, you use it fo r  the voyage, but also fo r  difficult 

times, because you have to search fo r a job, and that is not always 

easy."

(Sony, Cam eroon, age 22. Talking about his departure to Nigeria. 

Interview , Oujda, M orocco, January 2008)

‘‘We [Beauty and her husband] arranged a visa fo r  Lebanon, it was 

not so complicated because the brother o f my husband already lived 

there, so we knew how to arrange it. They told us who to contact, 

how to arrange the visa."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about her departure to Lebanon. 

Interview , Istanbul, April 2008)

Arcel w as young w hen he left his country, so he w as not able to 

arrange the travel all by him self, as he explained: "My father 

arranged everything. We had to mislead the authorities to leave the 

country. M y father had som e via-via contacts that arranged a 

passport and a visa for Belgium. We borrowed the passport from  

som e guy. That made it easy to travel."

(Arcel, D em ocratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his 

departure from  Congo to Belgium. Interview , N ijm egen, April 2009)

4.1 Introduction
Voyages require efforts. The voyager usually needs other people's efforts as well to be 

capable of moving. In his theory of passages, Peters (2003) outlines how Thomas Cook 

(the forefather of Western tourism) had to connect different spatio-temporal elements to 

facilitate his customers' travel and to reduce their uncertainties during their travel. These 

measures included the transfer of different means of transport, the hiring of guides and 

the introduction of travellers' cheques. Similarly, several theoretical strands of migration 

research also highlight the fact that migratory journeys are not facilitated by the migrant 

alone, but involve other actors. This is especially true of researchers working within the 

New Economics of Labour Migration (Stark and Bloom 1985; Massey et al. 1998), who see 

migration as a collective rather than an individual effort (see also Introduction). Sony's
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snapshot is the perfect example of how migration can be a family decision (he was "sent 

out of the country"). It reflects the notion of migration as a privileged condition for a 

'chosen few.' However, Eric's migration cannot be fully explained by this approach that 

perceives migration as a collective decision, since he left his family in relative secrecy.117 

Several studies suggest in this respect that some migrants may not move within a certain 

social context; they rather move from  a social context that is characterised by social 

obligations, traditions and elderly control (Gugler and Ludwar-Ene 1995; Ouedraogo 1995; 

Tacoli 2001; 2002; Lambert 2002; 2007; Hahn 2007; Barten 2009).

Another theoretical strand with regard to the facilitation of migration is migration 

network theory, which includes theories of cumulative causation and transnationalism 

(Boyd 1989; Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Faist 2000; Palloni et al. 2001; 

Collyer 2005). Connections with migrants living in far-away places encourage people to 

move and create pathways to these same far-away places. Beauty's migration to Lebanon 

is a good example of this kind of cumulative causation: The presence of her brother-in-law 

helps to explain why she moved to Lebanon. Her snapshot shows how the information 

provided by her family-in-law helped her to overcome certain institutional barriers. 

However, the snapshots of Mariama and Arcel remind us that family connections are in 

many cases insufficient to facilitate migration. Mariama, who moved to the Canary Islands 

with the help of her father's friend, is a classic case of 'the strength of weak ties' enabling 

someone to 'get ahead' (Granovetter 1973; Portes 1998; Wilson 1998; Woolcock and 

Narayan 2000).118 Arcel's snapshot touches indirectly on the involvement of 'migration 

industries' in the facilitation of migration. The role of 'migration industries' and smugglers 

has recently become an important niche of migration research (Salt and Stein 1997; 

Ifduygu and Toktas 2002; van Liempt 2007; Ba 2007).

All these research strands say something about the facilitation of migration by 

focusing on migrants' personal and not-so-personal contacts. Relatively little attention is 

given, however, to the issue how connections are mediated during migration journeys and 

how, in their turn, (new) contacts change the direction and character of migration

117 According to several NGO representatives in Spain, Morocco, Senegal and Turkey, more and more African 
juveniles simply disappear one day and inform their fam ily members later; when they have reached their 
destination, notably 'Europe.' Kalir (2005) describes a similar dynamic in the fram ework of Ecuadorian 'new' 
migration to Israel. Migration occurs spontaneously and without much fam ily consultation

The 'strength of weak ties' refers to the influential work of Granovetter (1973) who distinguishes strong social 
ties from weak social ties in the functioning of social networks. The strength of ties is operationalised by 
Granovetter (1973, 1361) as follows: "The strength of a tie is a (probably linear) combination of the amount of 
time, the emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the 
tie ." In his 1973 article, he stresses the instrumental power of weak ties (social connections outside the 
immediate circle of fam ily and close friends) in finding employment, because these are the channels that enable 
the transfer of new ideas, influences, or information. Thus, social connections outside the bonding community 
function as bridges that help people to 'get ahead' (Granovett er 1973; see also Portes 1998; Wilson 1998; 
Woolcock and Narayan 2000).
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trajectories. For this reason I started this chapter with Peters' theory of 'passages' -  a 

term that refers simultaneously to a span of time, the passing of time, and to a space that 

is traversed (Peters 2003; Peters, Kloppenburg and Wyatt 2010).119 Peters underlines, 

although in a slightly different context,120 that passages are never stable. They therefore 

not only require some coordination beforehand, they may also need some coordination, 

maintenance and, possibly, reparation during the actual passage (Peters 2003; Peters, 

Kloppenburg and Wyatt 2010). This starting point introduces interesting new 

considerations, as the following set of snapshots suggests:

{*4b}

"I went to Kano first [a regional cap ital in the  north of Nigeria]. I 

looked for transport by asking around for som e traders to transport 

v me to Zinder [Niger]." In Zinder, Eric m et three other Nigerians and

\ j  together they form ed a close group, as Eric explained: “\Ne were the 

. y  Nigerian Crew. We were like brothers, you become good friends. You

f  have to trust each other. We eat together, sleep together and

^  I arrange transport together." From  Zinder, the 'Nigerian Crew ' w ent

\  to Agadez as the next stage of their journey. Eric continued: "People

A  who want to cross to Algeria, they pass Agadez. You discuss it with

1 people in Zinder, and they always say, 'pass to Agadez, pass to

(  Agadez.'So we go there."  He travelled though the desert on a truck

with approxim ately tw en ty  other migrants. About his arrival in 

Agadez, E ric  com m ented: "In Agadez we had to look for a good 

connection man, the border with Algeria is not easy to cross. One of  

my brothers had already a family brother in Spain, so he knew  

everything, where to cross, what to pay, what to believe. Everything!

Once you enter Agadez, you have to look for your own connection, 

you have to look fo r  people you can trust. It is hectic! ... . When you 

enter Agadez, everybody is shouting, asking where are you going. 

Everybody is doing their own business {*5a}."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26, Talking about his overland jou rney  through  

Africa in 2006. Interview s, Rabat, January 2008, and Prato, N ovem ber 

2008)

119 The term 'passages' thus relates to the notion of travel as both a spatial and a temporal practice. Moreover, 
the term  implies that travel does not only mean transportation, but also transformation, as in a rite de passage 
(Peters, Kloppenburg and Wyatt 2010).
120 Peters' theory of passages is applied to a context of complex mobility systems, such as car travel in the USA 
and Schiphol airport in the Netherlands (Peters 2003).
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M ariam a left the Canary Islands and returned to M auritania because  

she did not feel com fortable there. She com m ented as follow s on the  

return trip: "I asked the same man again to let me fly back to 

Mauritania in the name o f his organisation." After a w hile, w hen  

M ariam a w as again confronted by her lim ited opportunities in her 

hom e country {*5a}, she cam e into contact w ith a Frenchm an  

working for another international organisation. After a period of 

regular contact, she asked him w hether she could w ork for his fam ily  

as a babysitter. About th is specific request, M ariam a stated: "I would 

never work as a babysitter in a different situation [laughs] but I was 

hoping fo r this new  connection." She w orked for the Frenchm an's  

fam ily in M auritania for som e m onths. But during this period the  

fam ily w as preparing to leave for France . That led M ariam a ask the  

man w h eth er she could w ork for them  in France as w ell. She received  

a positive answ er and joined the  fam ily in Toulouse som e m onths 

later. In France, how ever, she felt dissatisfied w ith her situation  

because she w anted m ore from life than w orking as a housekeeper. 

She suddenly decided to  leave  the  fam ily in Toulouse. A serious  

argum ent w ith "her boss" follow ed, M ariam a explained: "My boss, of 

course, expected me to show  som e loyalty since he helped me that 

far. He was really angry with me, and I can understand it. But I had 

my own plan, my own life, and we had som e serious arguments and I 

decided to leave the family . . And so a new  phase started. I had to 

leave Toulouse, but I had nowhere to go."

(M ariam a, M auritania, age 27. Talking about different phases of her 

migration process. Interview , Nijm egen, June 2009)

After his stay in Nigeria, Sony decided to go to 'Europe.' He first 

travelled  to  Burkina Faso. H e elaborated on th is journey: "The travel 

to Burkina Faso is not very complicated. You can take a normal bus 

that connects Nigeria to Burkina Faso. There are many buses, some 

go to Ghana, som e go to Ivory Coast, so you buy a normal ticket, it is 

not a criminal business . . The struggle begins in Niger. There is 

nothing! That country is poorer than my country. Nothing to do, you 

cannot work, and if there is no work, you cannot continue your 

journey  ... . When you enter Agadez [Niger] everybody ask you 

something! It is very busy. Some people want to go to Libya, som e to 

Morocco, but I first wanted to rest. Then people bring you to the 

'ghetto ' [a m igrant area]. You are in the house with many other 

African brothers and sisters. You pay the man who brings you to the 

house and some pay for the house and the transport together. They
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wait for some days and collect so many people for the transport, and 

then they go. It is big business {5a}."

(Sony, Cam eroon, age 22. Talking about how  his jou rney  through  

Africa w as arranged. Interview , O ujda, M orocco, January 2008)

"We flew  from Lagos to Beirut and were picked up from the airport by 

my brother-in-law ... . O f course we saw  each other a lot. They lived 

there already fo r som e months, so they know the little things, how to 

behave, what to do, so you feel more comfortable." Beauty and her 

/  fam ily left Lebanon during the w ar in this country and w ent to 

/  Istanbul. About this jou rney  Beauty told me: "We went to Syria first,

there we informed about the Turkish border, we found somebody who 

/  could bring us there, but we had to pay a lot o f money. We crossed

/  the [Syrian-Turkish] border by sitting in a truck, and after that, this

man said: 'Walk! walk!' We jum ped out, and I think we walked fo r  

two days, because if we were found near the Turkish border we got in 

trouble. It was very difficult. M y child was crying, and I was scared, so 

scared, because we walked at n igh t... . We managed to reach Adana 

[a city in southern Turkey], and there somebody could bring us to 

Istanbul. We stayed two days in Adana, ju st to rest and then people 

approach you, we paid 300 euros fo r  that man who brought us to 

Istanbul, but that is normal, transport is not fo r  free  {*5a}."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about her flight to Lebanon and 

subsequent jou rney  to Turkey. Interview , Istanbul, April 2008)

"With the [borrowed] passport I went together with a big man to 

Belgium. This big man pretended to be my father ... . We entered a 

plane to Brussels, we had no problems with entering Belgium. In 

Brussels we went to a friend o f my fake father. In this house there 

were four other Congolese people who had recently arrived. We 

became good friends, because we were in the same situation. They 

told me that Congolese people had no perspective in France. The 

country, at that time, was known as very strict. Nobody wanted to go 

to France, but also nobody wanted to go to the Netherlands. But the 

question what you want is not important. It is about the question; 

where are the best possibilities for you? ... . They [the room m ates] 

informed me about possibilities in the Netherlands. They said that 

France was not good for me. These guys knew the road to the 

Netherlands, I joined them."
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(Arcel, D em ocratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about how  his 

connections in Brussels changed his trajectory. Interview , Nijmegen,

April 2009)

This set of snapshots provides interesting entry points for an analysis of the en route 

facilitation of migration. The remainder of this chapter is divided into two sections. The 

first section (4.2) discusses en route migration-related services. As we learn from the 

snapshots, migrants' trajectories are not necessarily organised from a beginning to a 

known end. Migrants may have to search for a migration facilitator somewhere along the 

route. To provide further insights into this issue, the analysis focuses on services that 

facilitate migrants' overland journeys through the Sahara and on services that help 

migrants to reach Istanbul. Subsequently, the facilitation of migration from EU 

borderlands into the EU is discussed.

The second section (4.3) focuses on social networks as an important facilitator of 

migration. Some of the preceding snapshots point to the involvement of social 

connections that were not necessarily part of migrants' pre-existing networks consisting of 

weak and strong ties. Eric met new friends in Zinder and Arcel was informed by Congolese 

co-migrants in Brussels. Moreover, as we learn from Mariama's biography, a 

d/sconnection may also be important for an understanding of the course of migrants' 

trajectories. These dynamic aspects of migrants' networks are explored in greater depth in 

the analysis of migrants' social networks. Special attention is given to the en route 

collectives that are created by migrants in an attempt to overcome socio-political 

difficulties encountered during their journeys to European borderlands.

4.2 Unstable passages; services and barriers
4.2.1 Fac/l/tat/ng the desert route  

Most of my respondents in Morocco entered the country overland (twenty-six out of 

thirty). Only four migrants, of whom three were Congolese, arrived by air in Morocco. 

Those migrants that came overland all made use of some kind of migration facilitator. As 

one Congolese man stated: "We cannot cross the desert bare-footed, so we need other 

people's service to travel."

Migration-related services include, self-evidently, transport businesses. But we also 

may include communication businesses (telephone shops, Internet cafés), accommodation 

services, and money transfer agencies, all of which help to facilitate migration from West 

Africa to North Africa and then possibly to Europe (Brachet 2005; 2007; Lahlou 2007). One 

should note at the outset that 'migration-related services' is not an ideal term, since most 

transport, accommodation and communication businesses are not set up specifically to
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fulfil the needs of migrants who are heading 'North.' These services are, in general, well 

integrated with conventional mobility systems, such as trade and transport systems. Eric, 

for instance, stated that he was looking for "traders" or "business people" from Zinder to 

take him from Kano (Nigeria) to that particular Nigerien town. Sony commented that he 

took "a normal bus" to travel from Nigeria to Burkina Faso.121 Other migrants who crossed 

the desert to Morocco took trains and taxis for parts of their overland journeys. In 

addition, the trucks on which migrants are regularly transported through the Sahara 

desert are fully loaded with trading goods, which implies that these services do not only 

exist to facilitate migration. In fact, contemporary trans-Saharan migration and the 

accompanying (re)emergence of migration-related services in transport hubs like Agadez 

(Niger), Gao (Mali) and Tamanrasset (Algeria) can best be seen as providing a new boost 

for older trade networks that had become remote in the 20th century (de Haas 2006; 

Brachet 2007).122

The majority of migrants aspiring to cross the Sahara desert arrives in Mali or Niger 

by means of conventional transport (Brachet 2007). However, the social status of the 

migrant changes from the moment he or she leaves the cities of Bamako (the capital of 

Mali) or Niamey (the capital of Niger) to move further 'North.' The migrant is no longer 

the usual regional traveller; he or she is now seen as a candidate for a clandestine passage 

(Brachet 2007; see also Broere 2010). This change of social status is accompanied by a 

certain vulnerability, since transport agents as well as (border) officials know that migrants 

who wish to cross the desert often carry considerable sums of money. For most of my 

respondents in Morocco, the "real struggle" began when they entered one of the 

migration hubs, notably Gao (Mali) and Agadez (Niger), where crossings of the Sahara are 

arranged. This is illustrated by the words of Kacka, a nineteen-year old migrant from Ivory 

Coast:

First, I took normal transport to Gao, you take a bus from  Bamako, 

tha t is not a problem. But Gao is different. It is a city of migrants, 

there everybody is dealing, a lot is happening, prices are different, 

some people you cannot trust, so you have to be very careful. If you 

are not careful you lose your money.

121 Some interesting research has been conducted on West African bus companies in relation w ith  (regional) 
m igration by Spire (2009).

One reason fo r the collapse o f trans-Saharan trade networks was the fact tha t trade flows were diverted 
southwards since export by sea from  the West African coast became cheaper (Baier 1978). Another reason, 
however, is found in the  creation o f the modern African state in the colonial period; this restricted trans-Saharan 
m obility and trade (Mbembe 2001; Bensaad 2007).
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The moment migrants arrive at a certain Saharan transport hub, various actors come into 

play. In Agadez, there are, among others, les coxeurs.123 These assistants of transporters 

play an essential role as intermediaries between the migrant and the transport agencies, 

and serve as guides for migrants who have entered a particular transport station (Brachet 

2005). They may offer the migrant accommodation, onward transport, or a combination 

of the two. In his turn, the head of the transport agent124 may attempt to force migrants 

to pay in advance for their onward journeys, so that he can be assured of his clientele. At 

the same time, there are officials checking the migrants' papers and collecting so-called 

'transit-taxes,'125 which allow migrants to enter the city (see also Brachet 2005; 2007; 

Minvielle 2006).126 Finally, there are all kinds of people offering various small services to 

migrants, such as providing water, exchanging of money, or acting as an interpreter. The 

assembling of these actors creates the hectic situations Eric and Sony were referring to 

during the interviews (in the case of Agadez). In these situations migrants, who are usually 

fatigued by their previous journeys, have to look out for deception and fraud (Brachet 

2007; Broere 2010). One young Nigerian man in the streets of Rabat commented, in the 

context of his transfer in Gao (Mali):

Well many people ask where do you go? Where do you go? Take this 

car or this? It is very busy. And the problem is that you are so tired 

after sitting in the first car. You only need rest.

Migrants are not only the easy victims of exploitation and corrupt acts on the part of the 

authorities and transport agents when they enter a specific migration hub; they are also 

vulnerable 'on the road' between important hubs. Several migrants complained that they 

had to pay dubious 'taxes,' not only when they entered the city of Agadez, but also when 

they left the same city. Others said they had lost considerable sums of money at the 

intermediate police checkpoints en route to Algeria. In this respect, Ali Bensaad (2007) 

mentions that the Nigerien 'mules'127 frequently play the double role of guide/robber. The 

robberies are, for migrants, an unwelcome addition to their services as guides. But the risk 

of being robbed, in fact, makes it necessary for migrants to use guides during their 

overland passages. Bensaad (2007) also outlines the cooperation that exists between the

123 Coxeurs are the bus-boys w ith  the task o f find ing new passengers (Brachet 2005).
In Agadez, there are th irteen officia lly registered transport agencies arranging the crossing o f the Sahara to  

North Africa (Libya and Algeria) (Brachet 2007)
125 According to  Ali Bensaad (2007), this system o f transit taxes is the reason why the state makes significant 
profits from  clandestine trans-Saharan migration.

If migrants refuse to  pay the entry tax, they are usually stopped when entering the city and/or taken to  a 
police station and held until they agree to  make the payment (Brachet 2007).

In Niger, the guides and conveyors that are involved in trans-Saharan migration are often called 
'mu/es'(Bensaad 2007).
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migration service sector and the authorities in the Algerian-Malian border area. When 

clandestine migrants are deported by the authorities to the detention camp in Tin Zouatin 

(on the Algerian-Malian border),128 transporters speed ahead of the convoys in order to 

negotiate a price so that they can 'take over' the migrants from the officials and take them 

northwards again. The migrants, whose financial resources are already running low, are 

'allowed' to pay their transport agents on credit.129 During my fieldwork in Morocco, I 

came across some migrant testimonies describing similar exploitative methods during the 

journey from Niger or Mali to Algeria. Jonathan, one of Eric's 'Nigerian Crew members,' 

commented as follows about their situation in southern Algeria:

We paid too much money. They are businessmen, the people of 

Algeria only think of money. They don't care about people dying in 

the ir cars, they just don't care! And the police people, they are also 

looking fo r migrants to rip us from our money, they are the same.

They just eat our money! I paid many policemen during my travel, I 

th ink I paid them in total 300 euros. Every time the bus stops, you 

have to pay. Then also the driver wants more money and refuses to 

drive, then you also have to pay. What can you do?

Descriptions of the situation in the Sahara desert were often combined with remarks like: 

"They treat us like slaves;" "Arabs just don't like black people;" and; "they are racists." 

With such phrases migrants expressed their frustration at their treatment as 

"clandestinos." As a result, migration-related service, although often integrated with other 

transport systems, are not necessarily helpful and pleasant services. These 'services' may 

often seem more like barriers -  as the double role played by the Nigerien 'mules.' 

However, members of the local population in these transit hubs are not the only actors 

who are accused by migrants of playing misleading roles. Precious, a Nigerian woman who 

took the desert road from Nigeria to Morocco via Niger, described her situation in 

Tamanrasset (Algeria) as follows:

It is not easy. Some people tell you that they can bring you directly to 

Spain, some people ask money fo r security and so on, you don't know 

who to trust. You cannot trust the Algerians, but you can also not

128 Other detention centres in the Algerian borderlands where irregular migrants are sent to  are Bordj Moktar, 
400 km West o f the Tin Zouatin camp, and In Guezzam, on the Algerian-Nigerien border (Bensaad 2007).

Professor Allesandro Triulzi describes a similar situation in Libya where migrants are regularly deported from  
Tripoli to  Kufra (a distance o f some 1700 km). The officials often "sell" the  migrants again to  the transport agents 
before they have even reached the detention camp in Kufra. As a result migrants "rarely cross the desert only 
once" (quote from  pro f Triulzi during the ECAS session 92b, 5-6-2009. See also the documentary Come un Uomo 
Sulla Terra, (Triulzi, Carsetti and Segre 2008).
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trust all Nigerians ... . Someone came to us and had the same story 

[of offering security], but this time we trusted him. It was a Nigerian 

man and later he promised transport, he seemed to be nice, but this 

was a mistake. We paid him money, but he disappeared.

4.2.2 Stab/l/s/ng and repa/r/ng passages 

In this social environment of corruption and exploitation, the question arises of how 

migrants can make their vulnerable passages more secure. The different interview 

fragments above point to two factors that are very helpful in this regard; financial 

resources and trustworthy connections.

Obviously, financial capital makes the overland journeys easier for migrants. When 

migrants run out of money they have basically two options. They may work to earn some 

extra money in certain 'transit hubs.' In this framework, some respondents complained 

about the difficult working conditions in the construction sector in southern Algeria. 

Another option is to try to obtain extra funds by means of translocal money transfers. 

Western Union, the well-known money transfer agency which facilitates migrants' 

remittances from almost all parts of the world, is also present in the trans-Saharan space. 

It has branches in important hubs such as Gao (Mali), Agadez (Niger), Tamanrasset 

(Algeria), and Oujda (Morocco) (see also Brachet 2007; Schaub 2010). Thus, although 

migrants are often known for sending money back home, they may also be the recipients 

of money from their families while on the road.

Finding trustworthy connections also helps migrants to become less vulnerable 

while journeying. These 'good connections' are to be found 'in place.' When a migrant 

arrives in a city like Agadez or Tamanrasset he/she is usually guided to one of the migrant 

areas, or "ghettos." In these areas, as Sony explained in his snapshot, migrants easily make 

friends and absorb all kinds of information, especially concerning their onward journeys. 

However, as the case of Precious illustrates, a new social environment is often not a 

trustworthy environment. For this reason some migrants prefer information from 

translocal contacts. In other words, some rely on the information of migrants "who have 

already crossed the road." Eric, to focus on his zig-zag trajectory again, received important 

information via one of his "Crew members" who had a family brother living in Spain. This 

brother had taken the "desert route" previously. Such translocal information, mainly 

accessed by means of mobile phones or Internet cafés, reduces their dependency on local 

information, which is often perceived by migrants as unreliable. Thus, communication 

services increase the number of options open to migrants who need to 'repair their 

passages' (Peters 2003); it increases migrants' flexibility. With respect to this it is worth 

mentioning that I remained in close contact with a Congolese pastor in Rabat who
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received emails on a regular basis from migrants who were stranded in the desert. He 

explained:

Like today we received an email that a truck of th irty  people is stuck 

in the middle of the desert between Tamanrasset and A ... [not 

remembering the name]. They told us that the engine was broken, 

and there was no water left. What can we do? We try  to help them 

by arranging contact between the people and the ir helpers.

This breakdown of the engine can be seen as the most literal form of a passage that 

needed repair.130

Financial resources and trustworthy contacts, whether geographically close or distant, are 

thus important factors that help migrants to continue their journeys. A third factor that 

may contribute to a stabilised overland passage is the possession of certain travel papers. 

People with a Malian passport, for instance, are allowed to enter Algeria without a visa. 

For this reason, it is not surprising that (fake) Malian passports were, according to some 

respondents, much in demand in Bamako among irregular migrants wishing to reach 

North Africa. Jean-Louis, a Congolese man, explained in Rabat how this passport, rather 

unexpectedly, eased his passage:

I was waiting to travel in Kidal [a desert town in north-eastern Mali,

1800 km north from  Bamako] fo r ten days. I thought I had to wait for 

more people on the transport, because my connection man wanted 

to wait for eighteen or twenty people to cross the border. But then 

some Malian man came to me. He asked, why are you waiting, do 

you have the right paper? I said: yes I have a Malian passport, and he 

said: Just go! You can move where you want to. But I d idn 't know, I 

thought I had to wait, also w ith my passport. The guy, he brought me 

to a sort of taxi. You know, the border is crossed by people many 

times, to do some small business. The driver asked me if I had the 

right paper and there was no problem. I just had to pay like twenty 

Dirham, and the guy brought me to Algeria. So, w ith the right 

passport you have no problem. I waited ten days fo r nothing! ... . At 

the border, of course there were controls. The driver said, there is 

the office, you must arrange your entrance there. If you want to be 

sure, just put some money in your passport. So I put money in my

130 Similarly Hagan and Rose Ebaugh (2003) outline how pastors help 'stranded migrants' from  Guatemala on 
the ir way to  the United States by, among others, organising prayer sessions on the phone and, on rare occasions, 
by supporting the m igrant financially.
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passport, and the guard was checking it, you know w ith a loupe, but 

there was no problem at all. He said: 'sir, you forget your money.'

And he gave me my money back!

When discussing the facilitation of overland passages through West Africa, it becomes 

clear that migrants can easily move from being independent and flexible travellers to 

travellers who are highly dependent on third persons. This dependency may be eased by 

the factors discussed above: Financial capital, trustworthy (translocal) connections and 

travel papers. However, none of these elements, singly or in combination, is sufficient to 

guarantee a smooth overland passage since there is always the possibility of unpleasant 

encounters with robbers or state officials who force the migrants to repair their passages, 

to make retours or to take side paths. Even the possession of the right papers does not 

guarantee a stable passage. It is regularly reported that state authorities in the Maghreb 

countries expel documented migrants, including recognised refugees, to remote areas 

within and beyond their national territories, thereby disregarding the non-refoulem ent 

principle131 (CIMADE 2004; Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). During my fieldwork in 2008 I 

came into contact with two Congolese migrants who had been apprehended by the 

Moroccan police in Rabat and sent to Oujda two days previously. One of them described 

his experience:

That evening the police had a razzia in Rabat in many quarters. We 

were in Takaddoum, but the police also came in Hay Nahda, 

Youssoufia and J5. But we couldn't know because they were dressed 

like normal Moroccans, the Police Civil! They arrested us, and put us 

in buses, and they bring us to desert! The desert of Algeria! It is crazy.

We walked back the very long road, it was about fo rty  kilometres! ... .

My paper expired the day before the deportation. That is why they 

took me here ... . Now I am here, I w ill try  to get to Europe. I w ill look 

fo r the right people here and w ith the will o f god I will reach Europe 

tom orrow. Inshallah.

Usually, migrants who are taken to Oujda by Moroccan state officials find soon their ways 

back to the cities they were apprehended. This particularly unpleasant encounter in Rabat 

and the deportation to Oujda, however, created the possibility for the migrants to make

131 The principle o f non-refoulement is a cornerstone o f refugee law. The principle is included as article 33 in the 
1951 Refugee Convention: "No Contracting State shall expel or return (the French designation: 're fou le f) a 
refugee in any manner whatsoever to  the frontiers o f territories where his life  or freedom would be threatened 
on account o f his or her race, religion, nationality, membership o f a particular social group or political op in ion ." 
Source: h ttp ://w w w.unhcr.org/refw orld /docid /3ae68ccd10.htm l, accessed on 08-01-2010.
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'the final jump to Europe' -  a passage that would need further facilitation (see section 

4.2.4).

4.2.3 Facilitating passages to Istanbul 

The majority of my respondents in Istanbul entered the city by airplane on valid visas 

(sixteen out of twenty-seven). Some of these migrants had arranged the visa and the 

airplane tickets by themselves. In other cases, migrants made use of a migration-related 

service for at least one of the stages of their trajectory. Seven other migrants entered 

Turkey by crossing its land border with Syria.132 Like it is exemplified by Beauty's case, 

these migrants usually had to make use of migration facilitators to cross the Syrian-Turkish 

border irregularly.

In Istanbul, I came across three different types of migration facilitation. Firstly, 

migrants use services that aim to assist their border crossings to Turkey. This implies that 

migrants know beforehand that they will enter Turkey with the help of their facilitators. 

From then on, migrants have to arrange the next step of their trajectory to the EU, or they 

may decide to make lives for themselves in Turkey. This facilitation applies to some 

migrants who crossed the Syrian-Turkish border and to some migrants who moved to 

Turkey directly from their home countries. Remarkably, in four cases this one-way-journey 

from a country of origin was facilitated by a football agent who arranges a trial period for 

talented young Africans. A Senegalese man explained the procedure to me:

A Turkish guy is going to Senegal to watch some good players play, he 

w ill choose the best. After that the best players get a three months 

visa to prove the ir qualities in Turkey. And that is what happened to 

me.

This young Senegalese man was still in his trial period. The trial periods of the other three 

football players had actually ended. These migrants were confronted by a difficult 

situation. As they had not been offered long-term contracts, they lost their legal status in 

Turkey. Moreover, they also did not have return tickets to their countries of origin. This 

was the situation in which 'going to Europe' became a serious option for these migrants. 

Jude, a 24-year-old Nigerian man who had stayed in Istanbul for eight months, 

commented:

You got promises my friend, it is all about promises. I am a football 

player, and at tha t tim e some football agent saw me playing and he 

had the connection to  a Turkish club. He promised a contract, in

132 During four interviews I received no inform ation about how the particular m igrant had entered Turkey.
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Istanbul. And I know about some players who achieved a good status 

here. They are very, very well-known players and they earn big, big 

money. So he arranged everything, the visa, the ticket and so on. But 

then after three months my visa expired and I had no contract at my 

club. I asked 'what about my contract?' But if you ask too much, they 

block you. I paid the money and I never saw a contract. Now I am 

here, w ithout papers, w ithout a contract ... . But you have to trust in 

God. When one door is closed, another will be open. So you try 

different things. Now I know that I w on 't succeed in Istanbul and if 

you know that, you make different plans. So my plan is to go to 

Europe.

This man was promised a bright career as a football player in Istanbul, but it appeared to 

be a false promise.133

The second type of migration facilitation also has to do with false promises. It 

involves the facilitator in the country of origin which is contacted by the migrant. The 

migrant asks for 'a ticket to Europe' and the facilitator promises to arrange this. After 

some time, the facilitator contacts the migrant with the message that a ticket to Europe 

was too difficult to obtain, but that he instead was able to arrange a ticket to Turkey. This 

was the case with Sam, another Nigerian young man living in Turkey:

I applied for several visas. I wanted to go to UK, Poland, somewhere 

else in Europe, I don't care ... . I paid someone to arrange a visa for 

one of these countries. He said OK and took the money. A fter a while 

he came back and said that he tried everything, but did not succeed.

But he arranged a visa fo r Turkey. He said it was really good here, a 

lot of Africans have a job and it is very easy to cross to Greece! So I 

chose to take it, fo r me it was a good chance! That is how it goes in 

Africa. Don't trust an African man who can earn money.

In Sam's case, it is not clear whether this particular migration facilitator was part of a 

'global smuggling network' or whether he was acting alone. This is different from the third 

type of migration facilitation -  'the full package.' In this case the entire journey is arranged 

from migrant's country of origin to the EU. Evidently, this type of facilitation requires 

some coordination between the different migration facilitators. Only one of my 

respondents in Istanbul stated that he had paid for 'the full package.' This Nigerian man,

133 These are not isolated cases. It is reported tha t many young African football talents are m igrating to  Europe 
w ith  false promises and sometimes under very exploitative contracts (see European Commission 2009).
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called John, explained how the different steps of his long journey though different 

countries were arranged.

Some migrants are migrating from place to  place and try  to  arrange 

to go on from there. They have to  save money to go to the next step.

But I have arranged a whole package. I paid a man in Nigeria $2000 

and he arranged the whole thing. He gave me a visa fo r Lebanon for 

three months. But I only stayed there fo r three days, then I le ft for 

Syria w ith somebody who brought me to the border. I knew that 

somebody was waiting for me in Syria to bring me to Istanbul. Here, 

in Istanbul I already have a connection man. He is from  Sudan. He is 

very good. Everybody knows him, not only here [in Istanbul], but also 

in Greece.

Interestingly, John told me that the $2000 he paid in Nigeria was not the only money he spent to 

reach Istanbul, as he continued:

Of course I am not stupid. I am not paying someone in Africa to 

arrange the whole tr ip  w ithout being sure tha t I am actually arriving 

there. So I arranged the whole package, but did not pay fo r the whole 

package! You pay $2000 for the arrangements, then you pay little 

money fo r every step.

Thus, John had built an insurance mechanism that 'stabilised' his passage to Europe.

4.2.4 Facilitating the "last ju m p  to Europe"

In the preceding sections, we have followed migrants along their routes to European 

borderlands. In this section, the analysis shifts to the journeys from these borderlands into 

EU territory. Therefore we 'zoom in' on the situations at three important departure places 

for irregular passages to the EU; Dakar (Senegal), Tangier (Morocco) and Izmir (Turkey).

Scene I: Dakar, April 2007. 

Moustaffa (Senegal)

Many boats are leaving from  

Dakar, but also from  Saint-Louis. 

The network o f recruitment is 

small, only fo u r o r five  people are 

involved guided by one chief. 

These networks are only regional; 

there is no contact between these

Scene II: Tangier, June

2008. Jean-Louis

(Democratic Republic of 

Congo)

I had contact with one guy 

who told me he could 

provide me a real English 

passport, so it  was not fake, 

but the picture looked like

Scene III: Izmir April 2008. Joseph 

(Nigeria)

You give the contractor the 

money. That is someone you can 

trust; a middleman, in my case it  

was a good friend. Sometimes 

they give money to a brother, or 

a shop owner. But the contractor 

must have a reason to stay, so
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networks within the country o f 

Senegal.134 ... . I have paid less 

than 400,000 CFA.135For me it  was 

not expensive. We le ft a t night, a 

small boat brings you to the 

bigger boat and then you go. 

There were 106 other people in 

the pirogue ... . The trip took eight 

days. It is amazing but i t  is true. 

Afte r eight days at sea, we were 

picked up by the Guardia Civil, I 

was so happy tha t these men 

were there. They saved our lives 

and brought us to Tenerife. 

Incredible, I had reached

me. I f  you have money, you 

can arrange these things. 

And he said: we must try  

our luck now! So I paid him, 

and we went to Tangier. A t 

the border, they [the 

guards] stopped me, 

because they did not trust 

me. Then you speak with 

the border guys, you try  to 

explain tha t you are from  

England. God helped me to 

le t me through. But I also 

speak English, so tha t was 

my luck. We entered a 

normal boat and we went to 

Tarifa.137

136

you give him 10% o f the price, 

otherwise he w ill move himself 

with the money you give him, 

tha t has happened before. A fter 

you arranged this, you go to Izmir 

and take a small boat to the 

islands. When you have reached 

Greece, you call the contractor to 

give the money to the connection 

man, this can be a Turkish man, 

but many Africans are also 

connection men [facilitating the 

contact between the contractor 

and the smuggler]. I f  you don't 

reach Greece, you don't pay, and 

you can try  again with the same
138money.

These scenes outline some of the ways in which migrants' sea passages are arranged. In 

the first and third cases, the specific migrant boarded a fragile boat to reach European 

territory. In the second scene, the migrant managed to enter a conventional boat -  the 

boat from Tangiers (Morocco) to Tarifa (Spain) -  by using the 'look-a-like' strategy.

The third scene highlights the way in which migrants (are able to) manage their 

connections with their migration facilitators. As was the case with John, in the example of 

the 'full package' deal, this migrant found an insurance mechanism to guarantee his 

crossing. Joseph gave part of the total sum of money to a so-called 'contractor,' a 

trustworthy connection of the migrant. This 'contractor' is usually somebody who is not 

aspiring to move. In this particular example, Joseph gave the money to a friend who 

owned a shop in Istanbul. According to him this man was "stable" meaning that he was 

not very likely to use the money for his own migration project. Joseph asked him to give 

the money to the 'connection man,' but only after he had reached Greece successfully. 

The 'contractor strategy' is quite well-known among sub-Saharan Africans in Istanbul. In

134 This inform ation was gained from  several interviews w ith  local NGO representatives and inhabitants o f the 
cities o f Dakar and Saint Louis (Senegal).The rest o f the scene derives from  an interview  w ith  a recently arrived 
m igrant in Granada (Spain).
135 Approximately €600.
136 See Nyamnjoh (2010), Poeze (2010) and Ba (2007) fo r other studies on the arrangement for boat travel from  
Senegal to  the Canary Islands.

For more inform ation on the smuggling o f migrants from  Morocco to  Spain, see Broere (2010). For more 
inform ation on smuggling in the Spanish-Moroccan borderlands o f Ceuta and Melilla, see McM urray (2001).

For more inform ation on the migration industry in Turkey, see I^uygu and Torkas (2002), Akinbingol (2003), 
van Liempt (2007) and Triandafyllidou and Maroukis (2008).
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other cases, however, migrants have paid for a guaranteed passage to the EU. Destiny, 

one of my longitudinal contacts whom I revisited in Greece, offered this explanation:

The Sudanese man C. arranged my connection. He is very famous in 

Istanbul, every black man knows him. You might have seen him ... . I 

did not make use of a contractor. I paid $1200 fo r a guaranteed cross.

Even if the Greek soldiers catch you, you can try  again fo r the same 

money. For this reason, this connection man is very popular. 

Everybody knows that he doesn't eat your money.

The different payment mechanisms indicate that migrants certainly have some agency in 

the smuggling process. As an in-depth study on the smuggling process indicates (van 

Liempt 2007), many migrants also have some room to negotiate the direction, the 

destination and the means of travel.

The three scenes each describe rather small migration facilitating systems. In line 

with this, most respondents in Morocco did not indicate that there was any coordination 

between the different facilitators of the different legs of their trajectories. There seems to 

be hardly any connection between the 'mules' of Agadez (Niger), the 'connection men' in 

Tamanrasset and the 'passeurs' in Morocco. In general, the 'migration industries' that my 

respondents described were rather fragmented and consisted mainly of small 

entrepreneurs who do not coordinate their actions with each other. This confirms 

previous research which emphasises that it is usually the migrant who links the different 

facilitators during the different legs of their trajectories (Brachet 2005; 2007; Collyer 

2006c; 2007; Hamood 2006; de Haas 2007a). This finding contradicts messages regarding 

the presence of large-scale 'international' or 'global' networks of 'smugglers' and 

'traffickers,' that are often communicated by policy-makers. The United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC), for instance, emphasises the involvement of 'organised crime 

networks' in irregular African migration to Europe (UNODC 2006). Of all the respondents 

in Morocco and Turkey (fifty-seven in total), only two said that they had paid for the 'full 

package.' Nevertheless, despite the lack of evidence in my research, it would be naïve to 

think that large-scale, criminal networks are completely absent from the scene of African 

migration towards Europe (see also Adepoju 2005b; Carling 2005; 2006; Falola and Afolabi 

2007).139 A possible reason for the absence of these cases from this study is that the 

passages of these migrants are well facilitated to the EU. Consequently, it is unlikely that

139 The 2009 Dutch juridical 'Koolvis' case against a network tha t trafficked Nigerian women to  w ork as 
prostitutes in diffe rent European countries via the  Netherlands shows tha t there is definitely some international 
coordination involved in the journeys o f sub-Saharan African migrants. See:
http://www.om .nl/actueel/strafzaken/nigeriaanse/@ 150350/m egazaak_tegen/, accessed on 28-01-2010.
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migrants will be stranded along the way for a considerable period of time in the 'migration 

bottlenecks' where I conducted most of my fieldwork.

4.3 Migrants' networking; (dis)connections and transient collectives

{*4c}

In Morocco, the "Nigerian Crew" separated because, according to 

\  Eric, "everybody has its own p lan." Together with his friend Jonathan 

y he went to Rabat, and the other 'Crew members' decided to try  to 

> — S s  | enter Europe from Oujda. A fter a stay of one-and-a-half year in

J  1 ^ S  Rabat, Eric met a "new frien d" w ith far-reaching consequence, as he

I commented: "God bless tha t day tha t I m et this Moroccan rasta-man

\  from  Greece [a re-migrant] ... . I told him my story and he started to

\  cry, cry, cry! This man has a good heart and I am so thankful tha t he

) listened to me. He helped me with everything. He said, 7 don't want

(  you to beg anymore! I f  you need money, you come to me, i f  you have

no money fo r  the rent, you come to me. '  So when I had problems I 

could call him, he paid my rent, and I still was begging, but in a 

different neighbourhood ... . Afte r some months, I asked him fo r  his 

help to cross to Europe and he helped me with the journey to Algeria 

[Eric changed his plan to reach Spain and decided to go to Italy 

instead]. He paid transport from  Rabat to Oujda and he gave me 

some money fo r  the rest o f  the journey." Eric went to Libya and from 

there he reached the Italian island o f Lampedusa. Subsequently, he 

was transferred to  a reception camp on the Italian mainland 

(Crotone). About the camp Eric said the following: "Everybody 

discusses life after the camp, but you have to be very careful because 

the government people try  to identify you. People told me Firenze was 

the best place to go to. So I go there, after I escaped the camp ...

{*5b}. The f irs t time here [in the Firenze region] was a very difficult 

time, I spent six days as a beggar on the station, as a poor African, 

until the moment I m et a Nigerian man. He took me to Prato."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about his journey through several 

African countries and Italy. Interviews, Rabat, January 2008 and 

Prato, November 2008)
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After the argument w ith her "boss" in Toulouse, Mariama called her 

mother. She commented: "I asked her fo r  a place where I could go to. 

Anywhere in Europe! She only had one number o f a Halpulaar man 

living in Amsterdam." The same day, Mariama called this Mauritanian 

man, and he advised her to go to Brussels where another Halpulaar 

man from Senegal lived. The Mauritanian man living in Amsterdam 

also sent her 100 guilders by regular mail to finance the journey. 

A fter receiving the money, Mariama left Toulouse and went via Paris 

to Brussels {*5b}. There she met the Senegalese friend of the 

Mauritanian man she had spoken to. She told me: "In Brussels the 

Senegalese man was waiting fo r  me, I was very nervous because my 

fam ily  did not even know this man, but he turned out to be a good 

person . . A fter one week o f rest the Mauritanian man [from 

Amsterdam] picked me up and brought me to Amsterdam. This man 

to ld me very honestly tha t the Netherlands is not like Mauritania, you 

cannot arrange things only with the right contacts and money. He 

advised me to apply fo r  asylum {*5b}."

(Mariama, Mauritania, age 27. Talking about her journey to the 

Netherlands. Interview, Nijmegen, July 2009)

Sony reflected on his social connections in Agadez as follows: "In the 

ghetto there are a lo t o f m igrants waiting to go to Europe ... . When 

we entered there, there was a huge group, I think maybe fo rty  

people. We [the newcomers] introduced ourselves and we explained 

our project. Then all the people give you advice. I m et one friend  that 

had the right contact to travel, so after a while I could go to Algeria. 

These friends are very important, because when you enter, you are 

new, you don't know the rules, and you don't know the people you 

can trust."

(Sony, Cameroon, age 22. Talking about his journey from  Burkina 

Faso to Morocco. Interview, Oujda, January 2008)

During the ir first period in Istanbul, Beauty and her family were 

assisted by a friend of the family, as she told me: "This lady over 

there, she helped me a lot. She is a friend o f my fam ily. When we 

went to Istanbul my brother-in-law was saying: 'Contact this person, 

she w ill help you, she is a very good person!' So when we entered 

Istanbul we contacted this lady and she informed us about the 

practical things in Istanbul. How to behave to the police, how to 

behave to Turkish people. This information is very important, because
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you can get in real trouble. She also warned us about our place we 

lived in. She said we were with the wrong connection man. He [the 

connection man] promised us tha t he would help us to pass, and we 

lived in his house, but we paid too much ... . Some people earn money 

from  the newcomers, I really don't like that, i t  makes people get stuck 

in this place, like us. So we went out o f the house, and we never 

contacted the man again."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about her journey from  Lebanon to 

Istanbul. Interview, Istanbul, April 2008)

In the Netherlands Arcel started a relationship w ith a Dutch girl. This 

'love connection' influenced his trajectory, as he told me: "The firs t 

six years were very difficult. They [the Dutch immigration authorities] 

did not give me the right papers and, as I said, I seriously considered 

illegal m igration to England. But my girlfriend was keeping me here.

She encouraged me to study, and I did. So I stayed fo r  her. I really did.

She even wanted to marry me to help me with my papers. But I could 

not explain her my problem. I ju s t did not wanted to settle in this 

country. So I d idn 't te ll her about my plans [to go to England] ... . The 

relationship ended some years after {*5b}. I have some girl now, but 

this is not really a relationship. Now I am free to move." During the 

interview Arcel stressed that he was still thinking of moving to 

England. This option mainly existed because some of his friends were 

living there. He explained: "It is all about connections. I have many 

friends who lived in this country before, but who moved out. Now I 

can go to all these places because I have my contacts there."

(Arcel, Democratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his social 

contacts in the Netherlands (and beyond). Interview, Nijmegen, April 

2009)

4.3.1 The foundations and limitations o f social networks 

To understand the facilitation of migration one should not focus on migration-related 

services alone. It has already been argued that migrants' personal connections provide 

important pathways for departing migrants. Two key components of these networks are 

personal connections and kinship/community ties. Palloni et al. (2001), for instance, 

conceptualise migrant networks as "sets of interpersonal ties that connect migrants, 

former migrants, and non-migrants to one another through relations, kinship, friendship, 

and shared community origin" (Palloni et al. 2001, 1263-1264; see also Glick Schiller, 

Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Wilson 1998; Vertovec 2004a). Through his concept of
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transnational social spaces, Faist adds a structural dimension to these networks by 

referring to "sustained ties" between different persons, networks and organisations (Faist 

2000).140 When we look at Beauty's snapshot we can glimpse the way personal 

connections assisted her onward movement. The fact that her husband's brother and his 

family lived in Lebanon was the reason why Beauty's migration trajectory had initially 

been directed to this country. However, despite having these 'strong ties,' Beauty and her 

family did not stay in Beirut but travelled to Istanbul for different reasons. Their arrival in 

Istanbul was eased by the fact that her brother-in-law had built up a friendship with a lady 

who had lived in Lebanon before moving to Istanbul.

The kinship-factor is clearly illustrated by Mariama's snapshot. Her Halpulaar 

ethnicity made the contact with other Halpulaar migrants possible. The contacts in 

Brussels and Amsterdam functioned as a bridge; they helped her to leave Toulouse and 

finally reach Amsterdam. Similar to the Wolof (Riccio 2001; Wabgou 2006) and Soninke 

networks (Jónsson 2008), the Halpulaar network is a source of solidarity and therefore it 

eases migrants' movements. Dr. Amadou Sow, a Mauritanian scholar with a Halpulaar 

background, told me that the Halpulaar networks are not necessarily based on knowing 

each other beforehand. Hence, it would be a misinterpretation to perceive these networks 

as a set of strong and weak ties, as if these are interpersonal connections that are 

sustained  and pre-given.141

Network thinking now occupies a dominant place in migration research, and not 

without reason: It is a welcome alternative to economic explanations of migration. At the 

same time, however, several scholars show the limitations of network-like explanations 

(Collyer 2005; Akcapar 2010). My findings support in some way the arguments of these 

scholars that we should not overrate the power of networks. About one third of my 

respondents in the EU borderlands who aspired to move onwards had no personal 

contacts living in the EU. The same applies to almost half of the total number of 

respondents in the Netherlands. Sixteen out of the thirty-six interviewees in the 

Netherlands had no personal contacts living in the Netherlands when they entered the 

country. Moreover, some migrants in Morocco and Turkey had some strong and weak ties 

in Europe, but had been unable to move onwards. In addition, some migrants in the 

Netherlands did move to the Netherlands despite the presence of strong and weak ties in 

other countries. Célia, a Congolese woman, moved with a visa to Belgium and 

subsequently to the Netherlands, while her brother lived in Switzerland. According to her, 

she could not enter Switzerland due to its strict border controls. In other cases, migrants

140 In his concept o f transnational social spaces Faist clearly distinguishes sustained contacts from  “ occasional 
and fleeting contacts between migrants and relatively immobile people in the countries o f immigration and the 
countries o f em igration" (Faist 2000, 190).

Interview w ith  Dr. Amadou Sow (Nijmegen, June 2009).
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were only aiming to pass through the Netherlands in order to reach a third country where 

their social contacts lived, but stranded on the way. This indicates that having a network 

does not necessarily mean that one is able to move in desired directions, or that the 

network provides trouble-free pathways. The case of Landry, a Congolese man who 

arrived in the Netherlands in the 1980s, demonstrates how a 'strong tie' may help one to 

enter certain places. However, the same case also illustrates that this strong tie is not 

determining a migration trajectory. After Landry had received his Dutch citizenship, he 

invited his brother to come to the Netherlands and arranged a student visa for him. He 

commented as follows on his brother's migration trajectory:

His intention was to study here in Eindhoven and then to find a job in 

the Netherlands. And he has had his possibilities, but he failed, after 

tha t he has chosen another direction. He went to France, where he 

stayed illegally fo r a while. He has started his own adventure there.

And I think that is good; when you fail somewhere, you can always 

try  somewhere else. And you see, he has his paper now ... . He 

married a woman in Congo. This woman came to France later than 

my brother. This woman declared that she was married to my 

brother and after that, my brother received his papers in France.

Thus, Landry's brother was able to come to the Netherlands because  Landry was living 

there, but he left that country again, despite the fact that Landry was living there.

Finally, when migrant networks are discussed, the issue of a 'bounded solidarity' 

should be taken into account (see also Portes 1997; 1998; Collyer 2005).142 In Spain, for 

instance, the issue of 'saturated communities' was mentioned by several Senegalese 

migrants and by representatives of NGOs. This issue implies that a migrant's community 

has a limited capacity, or a limited will, to provide support to newcomers with similar 

backgrounds. This is exemplified by the following statement from a Senegalese woman 

living near Barcelona:

Since the pateras143 there is a change. I w on 't say there is no 

solidarity, but the situation has become difficult. The biggest problem 

is accommodation. It is extremely difficu lt in Barcelona to find cheap 

and proper accommodation. In the past, the networks were able to

142 The notion o f bounded solidarity refers to  the  fact tha t communities are based on internal solidarity from  
which outsiders are relatively excluded. It emphasises tha t social capital has its lim its (Portes 1998; Collyer 2005).
143 The Spanish words cayuco and patera, as well as the French word pirogue, refer to  vessels used by migrants to  
arrive irregularly in European countries. Cayucos/pirogues are open boats tha t may carry as many as 150 people. 
The word patera  refers to  smaller, and often enclosed boats, frequently used in the  late 1990s/early 2000s.
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accommodate new migrants. This is impossible at the moment. You 

see people living on the streets.

According to some informants, it is not only the increasing number of Senegalese people 

in Spanish cities that has contributed to this limited solidarity, but also stricter 

government regulations with respect to contemporary migration. A representative of the 

Senegalese organisation ACRS complained about the way strict regulations regarding 

assistance to 'clandestine migrants' had limited the organisation's capacity to support 

vulnerable migrants.144

The aspect of bounded solidarity was also evident in several individual migration 

trajectories. One example comes from Said, the longitudinal contact from the Comoros 

who had travelled to various countries before reaching France. Said had been living in 

Istanbul for several months at the time I met him in Istanbul. During our first encounter, 

he stated that his brother lived in France, but it frustrated him that his brother did not 

give him any (financial) support. After one-and-a-half year, I received a message from Said 

that he had arrived in France. At the end of 2009 I re-visited him in Marseille. Although his 

brother also lived in Marseille, Said did not see him regularly, as he explained:

My brother lives here, but I don't have much contact w ith him. Of 

course I called him at the time I was in Istanbul. Of course he knew 

about my project. But I am very disappointed in him, he did not 

support me w ith money, he did not help me w ith the voyage. Yes 

[laughs cynically] only from Lyon to here [Marseille]. But that is not 

the difficulty, you see, tha t is why I don't have good contact w ith him,

I am disappointed.

Instead of living with his brother in Marseille, he shared a house with a family from the 

Comoros whom he had never met before. About this family, Said had this to say:

The whole family makes me happy. I am glad that these people help 

me, but that is the African spirit. In the Comoros you can easily eat 

and stay at a family fo r free.

144 The organisation is based in Barcelona. According to  the representative, the  organisation was now only 
allowed to  support a m igrant for the firs t week o f his or her stay in Spain -  otherwise the ir activities would be 
'illegal.'
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This example indicates that social networks do not automatically result in 'social capital' 

that lowers the cost of migration (see also Akcapar 2010).145 Although Said has been 

socially connected to his brother, he did not receive the help that he had hoped for.

This analysis illustrates that social networks are not all-inclusive toolsets that 

explain migration (Collyer 2005; Akcapar 2010). Moreover, we have seen that some 

networks are not based on knowing each other and that social networks are shaped 'along 

the way' by meeting new people. Thus, without ignoring the importance of 'the strong 

and weak ties' thesis (Granovetter 1973; Wilson 1998), it is worth investigating 

connections that do not necessarily fit into the notion of pre-given and fixed migrant 

networks helping someone 'to get ahead.'

4.3.2 The strength o f new  encounters 

The trajectories of the five respondents we follow in this research all include 'new 

encounters' that influenced the migrants' trajectories to different degrees. Eric met the 

Moroccan re-migrant while he was 'stuck' in Morocco. He received all kinds of information 

in the camp in Crotone and was helped by a Nigerian man in the streets of Firenze. 

Mariama was able to travel to France because of her new connection with the Frenchman 

working for an international organisation. Similarly, Sony talked about the importance of 

new friendships in Agadez, while Beauty's fragment describes her unpleasant encounter 

with the wrong 'connection man' in Istanbul. Finally, Arcel's love connection with his 

Dutch girlfriend made him decide to stay in the Netherlands, instead of moving to 

England.

Some of these connections, like Eric's contact with the Moroccan re-migrant and 

Mariama's contact with the Frenchman, would fit into a conventional social network 

approach as these social connections solidified over time into 'strong or weak ties.' If one 

analyses the migration trajectory in retrospect at the 'place of arrival,' these connections 

are simply added to the migrant's social network, as if they had existed forever. It is 

exactly this already-existing element of network theories that can be criticised from the 

perspective of the migration trajectory. The point is that new encounters cannot, at the 

time of the encounter, be viewed as automatically part of a social network. To illustrate 

this, I focus again on Landry's networking, the Congolese man that helped his brother to 

move to the Netherlands. As a student Landry was involved in protests against President 

Mobutu. For fear of persecution he left his country and arrived at Brussels airport. Like

145 In her ethnographic study on Iranian migrants in Istanbul, Akcapar (2010) found that individual migrants may 
not automatically help each other only because they are friends or members o f the same family. Consequently, 
she distinguished the notion o f social networks from  the notion o f social capital (meaning tha t the form er does 
not necessarily result in the latter). In other words, social connections do not at all times lower the cost o f 
migration.
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Arcel, Landry had no exact destination in his head, he only knew that he did not want to 

stay in Belgium. He spoke as follows about the next step of his trajectory:

I was asking around at the airport of Brussels fo r somebody who was 

going to Netherlands or Luxembourg. There was one very kind 

Dutchman who took me to the city of Eindhoven. The car stopped at 

the central station. So there I was, completely new, in a completely 

strange environment, w ith only one question: What to do? I wanted 

to apply fo r asylum but the police station was closed, I could have 

taken a hotel, but I did want to spend my money in the first days. So I 

asked many people fo r help. I actually approached only black people, 

since there is the stupid feeling that they have a kind of solidarity 

w ith my situation. But it was not easy, many people had no time, or 

they refused to help me. I did not speak the language and I asked 

people who could speak French but it was not easy. And finally after 

some hours I asked a man from  Surinam to help me and he finally 

brought me to his house. He lived together w ith a Dutch woman.

These people were so nice to me, I could take a bath, they made 

dinner for me and so on ... . They have become good friends, I still 

see them a lot!

Interestingly, Landry's story involves two 'new encounters.' One of these (the connection 

with the man who offered him a ride) did not result in a new 'weak' or 'strong' social tie as 

he told me that he had never seen this man after the car-drive to Eindhoven. It can be 

seen as a 'loose tie .'146 However, this loose tie was not unimportant, as Landry himself 

reflected:

If this man was saying that he was driving to Luxembourg, I probably 

was not sitting here, I probably would have built up a life there.

The other connection in this trajectory snapshot did actually result in an important 

extension of Landry's social network. The new encounter with the Surinamese man turned 

into a friendship that has lasted for many years. Whether or not the encounter resulted in 

a substantial social connection is not particularly important here. What is important, 

however, is that in neither case was it Landry's existing social network that helped him to 

migrate; rather, it was an extension of his network. In line with this, I argue that, for a

146 Besides the strong and weak ties, Granovetter also distinguishes “ negligible ties" in his in itia l network 
conceptualisation. Thereby, he provides the example o f a “ nodding relationship between people living on the 
same street" (Granovetter 1973, 1361). This inter-personal relation (although negligible in terms o f intensity) is 
still based on a certain duration. The loose tie  I refer to  does not take duration as a necessity for affecting 
m igration trajectories.
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better understanding of the dynamics of migration trajectories, it is interesting to move 

from grid-like or fixed network conceptualisations to a more active notion of 

networking.147 Networking implies that (potential) migrants mediate their networks and 

may be searching fo r  new bridging connections. This analytical shift may seem trivial to 

some readers, but I argue that it helps one to understand why some people with certain 

strong and weak ties are not able to migrate, while others without a pre-given 'network' 

are. For example, at the time of her return to Mauritania, Mariama's existing network of 

strong and weak ties was not sufficient for her to emigrate from Mauritania again. For this 

to happen she needed other contacts outside her existing network. As she put it, she was 

"hoping" for a "new connection." Eric (to focus on his trajectory again) had a 'via-via 

connection' (a weak tie) with somebody living in Spain. But this connection did not enable 

him to reach Spain; he needed new  social ties to resume his journey, this time to Italy.

However, networking is not some strategy lying entirely in the hands of migrants as social 

agents. Networking is in fact influenced by new and possibly unexpected encounters and 

events. It is above all a relational effort, meaning that the networking of someone is 

dependent on the networking of others (Larsen and Urry 2010). This is further illustrated 

by the following reconstruction of Abou's migration trajectory:

Abou is a Togolese man who never thought of going to Europe in his 

youth. He wanted to be a teacher of the English language. For this 

reason he went to Ghana to take English classes. In the 1980s his 

elder brother was sent to Libya by his family to sustain some 

standard of living fo r the family. Abou told me that the family did not 

hear much from  his brother. His brother worked in Libya fo r some 

years. W ith the money he earned, Abou's brother went on holiday to 

Malta. There he fell in love w ith a Dutch woman. Some years later 

they got married. Subsequently, his brother moved to The Hague and 

from  there he sent Abou a le tter w ith the message tha t he was 

"stabilised in Holland" and that he could help Abou to come over as 

well. It was only then that Abou began to think of the Netherlands as 

a place where he might live. After he had received the right travel 

document fo r Belgium, he was picked up by his brother and taken to 

The Hague. Abou had no legal status in the Netherlands and went 

through a hard time as his brother could not help him find a job or

147 Larsen, Urry and Axhausen (2006) and Larsen and Urry (2010) have introduced a sim ilar notion o f networking 
as a "practice approach tha t understands social networks as mobile and performed, having to  be practiced in 
order to  be meaningful and durable" (Larsen and Urry 2010, 90). These authors emphasise tha t the maintenance 
o f networks requires e ffort from  multip le persons, tha t social networks rely on physical infrastructures and that 
bonding ties are not necessarily proximate ties. Little a ttention is paid, however, to  the dynamics o f how 
networks expand or shrink, an issue that is fu rthe r explored in this chapter.
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regularise his status. For this reason, Abou deliberately searched for a 

new contact who could help him get the right papers. Every week he 

went to the disco "to check the ladies." But he explained that he was 

not a "womaniser." He was very "discouraged" by his situation, until 

he met a Togolese woman w ith Dutch residence papers. They fell in 

love and married within a couple of years. Abou's marriage to her 

made him a legal citizen of the Netherlands.

Abou's migration story shows that his brother's new encounter with his future wife (in 

Malta) helps to explain his presence in the Netherlands. It was the expansion of his 

brother's network that triggered Abou's journey to the Netherlands. In other words, Abou 

had no direct influence on this indirect expansion of his social network. After some years 

in the Netherlands, however, it was in fact Abou's active network/ng (and not his solidified 

social network) that resulted in the legalisation of his stay in the country. It also becomes 

clear that connections cannot be seen in isolation from changing aspirations. Abou's 

aspiration to move to Europe was clearly linked with the expansion of his connections via 

his brother.

In this time of increased globalisation, new connections are not only to be found through 

physical encounters. Interestingly, the importance of virtual contacts was repeatedly 

emphasised by several respondents, both inside and outside the EU (see also Hiller and 

Franz 2004; Burell 2009). While he was in Istanbul, Joseph, the young Nigerian man who 

reached Greece after an intervening stay in Istanbul, was actively searching for "entry 

points in the European system" on the Internet. I accompanied him one day to an Internet 

café and he showed me the way he had found the possibility to apply for a visa for 

Slovenia. During this visit, he also stated that he participated actively in "European" dating 

sites and chat rooms to find "a connection."148 Once he had arrived irregularly in Greece 

(and thus not in Slovenia), he continued with this connecting strategy since, as he 

commented: "We all know that the shortest route to papers is a European girl." Although 

these virtual searches for new connections resemble a kind of a lottery, they do 

sometimes create new openings, as Patrick's story illustrates:

Patrick, a young man from  Cameroon, was invited w ith five other 

young men fo r a tria l period at a Turkish football club in Antalya. Of 

this group, Patrick was the only one who managed to get a contract.

After his club dropped to a lower league, however, the club dissolved

148 As Burell (2009) has noted in the Ghanaian context, virtual travel must not only be perceived as a substitute 
for physical travel, but also as an instrument to  arrange physical travel.
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Patrick's contract. He went to Istanbul where he stayed fo r almost 

two years. At the time he entered Istanbul, he was not thinking of 

going to Europe since he was convinced that he would find a suitable 

club in Istanbul. As he said; "Europe was just not in my reach." 

However, he did not find a new club and became frustrated w ith his 

situation: "In that period, you try  everything, I even applied fo r a club 

in Tunis and I was thinking of going to Moldova. I was searching for 

different places to go to. So I spent hours on the Internet searching 

fo r a solution and in that time I met my wife on the web, I spent 

many hours chatting w ith her on the Internet. It just created love, but 

the problem was that she lived in Holland." After some period of 

time, Patrick's future wife visited Istanbul frequently and the 'love 

connection' was solidified. Five months later they were married in 

Istanbul. The marriage allowed Patrick to come to the Netherlands.

About this country he said: "I never thought of going there, it just 

never crossed my mind, but love can change your perspective, it 

changes your life."

In this shortened migration biography, a new virtual connection resulted in physical 

migration.

The above examples indicate that migrants' networks may grow (see also Wilson 

1998). The notion of the verb-like networking, however, does not mean that networks are 

only there to expand by making more 'new contacts.' It may also mean 'getting rid of' 

older and hindering contacts. Networking is not only matter of connecting, but also of 

disconnecting.

4.3.3 Disconnecting

Disconnecting may either occur according someone's wish (e.g. when initiating a divorce) 

or in an involuntary way (as in the case of the death of a friend or when unexpectedly 

confronted with a divorce). Disconnecting does not necessarily mean a total break, 

rupture, or conflict, but may also imply distancing oneself from a social contact, or 

reducing the frequency or intensity of a connection. Moreover, disconnections vary from 

being permanent and irreparable losses, such as the death of a good friend, to 

connections that can be restored, for instance a serious argument with a friend or family 

member that has been resolved after a period of time.

We have seen that Mariama had to disconnect from her "boss" in Toulouse to 

realise her aspiration to live an independent life. This social break created the possibility 

of moving forward/onward. Another Francophone African woman who migrated to France 

told me how a divorce from her husband in her home country, when she was twenty-two
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years old, was a necessary condition for her exploration of possibilities 'elsewhere.' She 

was financially supported by her mother while studying in France. After a period of study, 

she received her five-year residence permit and found a job in Paris. Through her 

employment at a French company she met a Dutch man, and they fell in love. 

Subsequently she moved to the Netherlands where she gave birth to her son, who is (at 

the time of writing) twelve years old. Because of "cultural differences" some difficulties 

developed in their marriage and, after some "dark years" she is now in the middle of 

divorce proceedings. She described the divorce as a difficult situation that, at the same 

time, created new possibilities. It made her think of moving elsewhere. She even placed 

her son in a Francophone international school because that would make an eventual move 

to another destination easier:

I knew if I had put my boy on a Dutch school that was a kind of 

obligation to stay, the French school leaves options to move open ... .

But if I decide to move, it would not be very far, maybe Belgium, or 

France, because I know my son has the right to see his father.

This African woman strategically distanced herself from her ex-husband as well as the 

Dutch society, which makes future migration possible.

Another clear example of how a disconnection can influence a trajectory comes 

from a Ghanaian man living in the eastern part of the Netherlands. Some eighteen years 

ago, he migrated to the Netherlands and married a Dutch woman. Sadly, his wife passed 

away after ten years and this had profound consequences for his social network:

Yes, it was a very difficult time fo r me because when you enter a 

country because of a person, you rely on that person. Everything you 

do, everything you learn goes w ith the help of that person. Day in day 

out. We went to birthday parties, because my wife knew these 

people. We invited people to come over, because my wife knew 

these people. And that is what disappointed me the most in that 

period. When my wife passed away, all contacts disappeared. They 

just disappeared! When I asked people to come over, they were 

busy. Of course people were sometimes asking how I was doing and 

so on, but that is not friendship when you ask it only on the streets.

That's why I le ft Hengelo, because I was very disappointed w ith the 

people.

Although this man moved only some tens of kilometres away from Hengelo, this 

disconnection illustrates how the loss of one person can impact on an entire social
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network -  and may affect a migration trajectory. In other words, people may 'drop out' of 

networks (see also Box 5).

Box 5: 'Dropping out' of a network; a personal example
In Chapter 2, I outlined my strategy to maintain contact w ith some of my respondents. Many of 

these longitudinal connections were based on regular telephone conversations. These 

communications were often reciprocal. Simply stated; some respondents called me, and I called 

them, on a regular basis. Other connections, however, had more of a one-way character; I was the 

one who initiated the contact and I did my best to maintain these contacts. However, one day I was 

(to put it informally) so stupid as I dropped my mobile phone, w ith all the contact details, into the 

washing machine w ith the fo r a PhD-student disastrous effect of losing contact w ith respondents. I 

was able to restore some of these connections by searching through my email account, checking my 

field notes and asking other respondents whose numbers were backed up. Unfortunately, as a result 

of this accident, I lost contact w ith three of my longitudinal respondents. From this accident I 

learned at least two things: 1) always make back-ups (of course!), and 2) a very small event can 

displace you from your social networks.

Besides physically losing someone or deliberately cutting a tie, people may also drop out 

of networks by losing contact details. In the context of modern communication 

technologies, many social networks are reliant on the tiny sim-cards in mobile phones (Ros 

2008; de Bruijn 2008; 2009). For the migrants on the move, these phones create 'a sense 

of place' in the migration process; family and close friends are contacted by the phone and 

migrants can be reached by the same people. It creates what one Congolese woman in 

Rabat called a "mobile address."149 In both Morocco and Istanbul, sub-Saharan Africans 

complained about losing contacts due to the theft of their mobile phones.150 Moreover, 

given the importance of mobile phones for migrants en route,151 it is not surprising that 

they are often quickly confiscated by border guards. As a Moroccan NGO representative 

stated: "Then they take them out of the network." While it is unlikely that migrants lose 

their connection with their 'strong ties' due to the loss of a phone (since people often 

carry these contact details 'in their heads'), this may well be the case for those weaker 

and/or looser ties that are considered here as vital for the continuation of migration 

journeys. In this sense, a disconnection may not only be a precondition for further 

progress, as is discussed above; it may also decelerate migration processes.

149 This Congolese woman referred to  her mobile phone when I asked her whether I could meet her at her 
current living place the next tim e I would visit Rabat. She actually responded: "I don't know, you better call me 
because my mobile is my address."

During my fie ldw ork in Istanbul one Nigerian respondent to ld  me the  anecdote how he was robbed from  his 
phone in the neighbourhood o f Tarlaba§i by the "Turkish Maffia," but how he was begging fo r his sim-card which 
he got fina lly returned by his attackers.

See Schapendonk (2009) and Schaub (2010) fo r more inform ation on the role o f the mobile phone in 
m igration journeys from  West to  North Africa.
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In the next section I focus on a particular form of networking -  the formation of 

migrant collectives during the often fragmented and dangerous overland journeys from 

West to North Africa.

4.3.4 Transient collectives 

In line with the stories of Eric and Sony, several respondents in Morocco who had made 

overland journeys through Africa stressed the importance of en route group formations. I 

came across some collectives that had existed from the very start of a migration 

trajectory. A young Ghanaian man in Oujda started his "adventure" together with seven 

friends from his home town. He told me the very moving story how he lost two of his 

friends on the "desert road." This underlines that the estimated 3700 migration-related 

deaths at 'European' borders in the last few years do not include all the casualties 

sustained during migration journeys to Europe (see also van Houtum and Boedeltje 2009; 

Chapter 1). Most of my respondents in Morocco indicated that the Sahara crossing is in 

fact much more feared by migrants than the sea crossings to Europe. To reduce their 

vulnerability to exploitation and corruption during the trans-Saharan passage, migrants 

form collectives. Brachet (2005) characterises these collectives as a specific form of 

territoriality that is based on a sense of otherness in relation to the environments they 

cross. Collyer (2006b) also points to the protective role of the migrant collectives and 

describes them as important survival strategies for migrants. They reduce the risk to 

individuals and create some level of mutual solidarity among migrants.

In Morocco, these collectives take the form of improvised camps set up for an 

undetermined period of time. A concentration of these informal camps can be found at 

"Le Fac," the university campus of Oujda. On this campus migrants construct plastic tents 

for themselves (see Figure 8).
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Figure 8: A "mobile tranquilo" in Oujda

Photo by Diachari Poudiougo

The campus is known by migrants as a "stable tranquilo;" a resting place with a fixed 

location. At the time of my visits to "Le Fac" in 2007 and 2008, there were approximately 

300 migrants living there. In the bushes surrounding the campus migrants lived in so- 

called "mobile tranquilos;"152 smaller informal camps that change location regularly in 

order to evade the authorities. Interestingly, like the 'ghettos' of Tamanrasset (Algeria) 

and Agadez (Minvielle 2006; Bensaad 2007), these transient communities are strictly 

organised along ethnic and linguistic lines. The Oujda campus is divided into Anglophone 

and Francophone sections. Within these linguistic division, migrants live in small 

communities (ten to twenty persons), based on nationality or ethnicity. Every community 

has its own "chairman," often a person with longer experience of migration or someone 

who had a high function in the home country. The community chairmen are directed by a 

national chairman, and the different national chairman are controlled by the grand 

chairman of the campus. By means of this hierarchical structure, information is shared, 

conflicts are resolved and individuals are protected. During my second stay in Oujda, I 

experienced that there exists considerable solidarity within these migrant collectives when 

it comes to sharing information. The migrants provide each other with news regarding 

security and the availability of jobs. Several respondents in Morocco said they had

152 It is interesting to  note tha t many Africans used some Spanish words to  express themselves (see also Kastner 
2010).
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received vital information about how to behave and where to go in Morocco. Kacka a 

nineteen-year old Ivorian man, commented:

I stayed in Oujda fo r two months. It is a good place, because you have 

many brothers from  your country and they assist you. In Oujda you 

hear what is the best place fo r you. My brothers told me this place 

[Rabat] is the best, they also told me about the yellow paper [of the 

UNHCR] because I come from a conflict country.

However, I also noticed that some information is not always shared by migrants. 

Information about a possibility to make the "final jump" to Europe is rather sworn to 

secrecy. This might be because sub-Saharan African migrants in Morocco fear competition 

from other migrants. Some respondents explained the following rationale; the greater the 

number of people who know about an opportunity of reaching Europe, the less chance 

you have of succeeding. I experienced this secrecy during my visit to a Cameroonian 

"mobile tranquilo" in the forest of Oujda. While I was there, one of my respondents was 

phoned by his friend who had "disappeared" a week previously. The message was that he 

had succeeded in reaching Spain. Although the inhabitants of this "mobile tranquilo" had 

not been informed about their friend's disappearance, the fact that he reached Spain was 

well celebrated.

It should also be noted that such collectives, especially in those informal camps, 

have their downsides. These collectives sometimes create power conflicts and promote 

forms of patronage, abuse and corruption. The nineteen year-old Kacka, for instance, 

described the fights that took place between Francophone and Anglophone migrants. Eric 

also experienced the downsides of being a newcomer in a migrant camp. He expressed his 

anxious moments upon arrival in the "tranquilo" of Maghnia (Algeria) by saying:

It is the worst place I have ever been. The situation there is 

comparable w ith Oujda. You have a lot of African migrants there, 

they live there w ith the ir own people in groups. But you know, when 

you enter there, they take everything, it is mafia practice. They took 

my money, they took my clothes, they abused me. They laid my head 

on the ground and they hit my ear, very hard, again and again, so, my 

other ear on the ground started to bleed! It is crazy! This place is like 

a war! Everybody who enters is a victim of these African gangs. They 

take even your shoes, so, I lost all my money there! Can you 

imagine?! I did not lose my money because of police, I did not lose 

my money because of Algerian mafia, I lost my money because of the 

Africa mafia in this place called Maghnia. That place is more than a 

prison. You try  to make money by begging, it is the only thing you can
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do, and when you have money, you have to pay the chairmen in 

Maghnia, so you lose much money.

In addition to Eric's bad experience, a representative of a local Moroccan organisation in 

Oujda mentioned kidnappings and forms of sexual exploitation of African women within 

these transient communities. He particularly emphasised the vulnerability of newly arrived 

migrants, confirming Eric's descriptions of the situation in Maghnia.

In Turkey I did not find any informal camp that is comparable with the one in Oujda. 

However, the interviews I conducted in Istanbul gave me a similar impression of the 

transient character of migrant collectives on this particular road to Europe. For instance, 

John, the Nigerian man who paid for the 'full package' to the EU, explained how a 

collective was formed during the period of detention at the Lebanese border. In the camp, 

the migrants shared contact details of their families. When someone was released from 

the camp he/she was asked to contact the families back home in order to help the 

migrants repair their passages. As John told me, this basically meant transferring the 

money needed to bribe the camp guards.

With regard to sub-Saharan African migrants' social bonds in Istanbul, a Rwandan 

man, who had lived in Turkey for sixteen years, stated that people's aspiration to move 

onwards helps to explain why there is limited community-building within and between 

different African groups in Istanbul:

W ell I told you before, there should be solidarity, but we are not 

cooperating enough. We feel that we have to have African solidarity 

here, maybe all migrants' solidarity. But then people start to think, I 

am here not fo r a long time, so why should I engage myself!? So 

many people do not engage.

During the same interview, this man also underscored that there is some kind of "transit 

solidarity" (his term) among migrants who create their own groups. My ethnographic 

research strategy helped me to gain some insight into the dynamics of migrants' transient 

collectives in this Turkish city (see Box 6 below).

Box 6: The dynamics of a Nigerian house in Istanbul
In Tarlaba§i, one of the migrant areas in central Istanbul, I met Mikel, a Nigerian man. A fter a brief 

informal talk, he invited me to the house he shared w ith four other Nigerian men: Destiny, Vincent, 

Franck and Joseph. In the course of several collective meetings and repeated individual interviews, 

the five friends discussed the solidarity among them underlining tha t they were "close brothers." 

During my last days in Istanbul I collected the ir telephone numbers and email addresses and this
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enabled me to remain in contact w ith them. In this way I was able to observe the 'outcomes' of the 

so-called 'transit phase' and the effectiveness of the ir "close brother[hood]." Here are the results at 

the time of writing (15-01-2011):

- Vincent is still living in Istanbul and has built up a business selling clothes at the African 

market in Osmambe (a neighbourhood of Istanbul).

- Joseph managed to reach Greece and is now a seasonal commuter between the Greek 

Island of Corfu and the Greek capital, Athens.

- Destiny also reached Greece and moved later to the island of Crete. He is living there 

together w ith his Greek girlfriend and he is earning money as a street vendor.

- Mikel le ft the house in Tarlaba§i in November 2008 to live in another neighbourhood of 

Istanbul. In 2009 he returned to Nigeria "because there was no progress anymore in 

Istanbul." For that reason he called tha t city "Istanblock."

- Unfortunately, I lost contact w ith Franck because he did not have any email address and 

his phone could not be reached. However, according to Vincent he is still living in Istanbul.

None of the five house-mates lived in the same house where I had met them some months earlier. 

Their geographical dispersion illustrates the transient character o f the ir 'collective.'

W hat is even more striking, however, is the fact that they are currently quite distant from 

each other, in both the geographical and social senses. Joseph and Destiny used to accompany each 

other day-in and day-out during my visit to Istanbul. But in the period they both lived in Athens, they 

seldom contacted each other. Destiny commented on this as follows: "I don't see him very often, he 

is involved in different businesses, and lives in a different area of Athens." During my stay in Greece 

(December 2010), Destiny stated that he had not heard from Joseph fo r a period of more than one 

year. Furthermore, when I told Vincent in 2009 tha t Joseph and Destiny had moved to Athens, he 

sounded quite surprised: "Is it? I did not know that. That is good news! ... . I d idn 't know that 

because I was not so engaged w ith these guys."

Thus, what appeared to be a very solid collective at the time I visited the ir 'Nigerian house,' 

was not that solid after all. However, it is my conviction tha t the transient character did not mean 

that the social links between these five young men living together in the same house were 

superficial. It points rather to the way in which social connections are subject to change in the 

dynamic world of migration trajectories.

These transient collectives are generally absent in migration literature since more 

attention is given to 'solid connections,' such as the absorption of newly arrived migrants 

into already existing migrant communities or the existence of bonding and bridging social 

capital. However, the issue of temporarily social attachments is recognised in travel 

literature, as it is well described by Eric J. Leed:

Journeys necessitate the ability both to form  attachments and to break them. The 

traveler, in having to learn how to make contingent, transient, terminable 

relationships -  which are not necessarily superficial -  "soon ... becomes accustomed 

to making friendships quickly, enjoying someone intensely, and then breaking off
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with little  sorrow." (quote from  J. W. Vogt 1978). The vulnerability of the solitary 

traveler, and the resulting fear, makes the traveler porous, needy, and alert to the 

possibilities of association.

(Leed 1991, 234)

Thus, from the perspective of the trajectory, 'close brothers' can easily become 'distant 

brothers,' both socially and geographically. At the same time, if contact is maintained, 

'close brothers' may remain 'close brothers,' regardless of the geographical distance 

between them. Especially in this era of time-space compression, social connections can be 

maintained across longer distances and communities are no longer based on proximity 

(Portes 1997; Faist 2000; Urry 2000; 2004; 2007).153 However, these geographically distant 

but socially strong connections can also lead to friction, disturbance and/or 

misunderstanding. This was explained by Eric during my visit to Prato (Italy). Eric told me 

that his good friend Jonathan (one of the 'Nigerian Crew' members), was still "suffering in 

Morocco" at that time and was "always asking for support, always asking for money." Eric 

found this frustrating and he had repeatedly tried to explain his difficult situation to 

Jonathan. Partly for this reason, Eric now possesses two mobile phones; one is for the 

numerous phone calls within Italy, the other is for his family and friends in Nigeria and his 

"brothers" in Morocco and Libya.154 In this way Eric mediates his network.

4.4 Conclusions; vulnerable passages and (un)stable bridges
This chapter has examined the facilitation of migration after migrants have left their 

places of origin. Thereby, I have focused on migration-related services as well as on 

migrants' social networks. I have started the analysis with Peters' theorisation of passages 

(Peters 2003) implying that passages, a term that refers to travel as a spatio-temporal 

practice, are never stable and therefore need maintenance and organisation, both before 

and during the actual passages.

In the case of vulnerable overland journeys through West and North Africa, we 

have seen that migrants are dependent on the trans-Saharan migration-related services. 

However, despite their dependency on third persons to overcome certain physical and 

institutional barriers, migrants are still able to make strategic choices. They are regularly in 

the position to connect different passages and they usually have a voice in terms of the 

direction and timing of travel (see also van Liempt 2007). Migrants' flexibility is 

strengthened by, among other things, their rather abstract migration goals (they may

153 See Kothari (2008) fo r an example how Senegalese migrants in Barcelona mediate the ir local and translocal 
connections to  sustain a living.
154 It also had a simple economic reason since prices for international phone calls vary greatly by diffe rent mobile 
phone companies. So Eric had one sim-card fo r his domestic calls in Italy, one sim-card fo r his calls to  Nigeria, and 
one sim-card for phone calls to /fro m  Libya and Morocco.
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easily change a route), the use of modern communication means and the lack of (in)formal 

social obligations during their journeys, such as obligations towards employers, landlords 

and co-migrants. During their overland travels, migrants seem to connect as easily as they 

disconnect with other people on the road. In this context, plans and routes are negotiable 

and fresh information about such things as transport prices and border controls can easily 

alter initial plans. For those migrants who are travelling through Africa without the right 

documents, flexibility seems to be the best strategy and hence, for them, the zig-zag 

journey is indeed he straightest (van Houtum and van Naerssen 2002).

The increasingly restrictive border controls between Niger, Mali and Algeria (a 

result of EU policy) have turned the Sahara from a zone of passage into a "holding zone" 

(Bensaad 2007). Hence, the EU's 'battle' against unwanted migration has not only an 

impact on the African-European borderlands, but also on migratory journeys some 3000 

km distant from Europe. It has even implications for the many migrants who do not aim to 

reach Europe but are aiming to work in, for instance, Libya or Algeria, for a limited period 

of time (Bredeloup 2010). These controls have increased the vulnerability of the trans- 

Saharan travellers, and, partly as a result, these controls make trans-Saharan travellers 

more dependent on migration industries.

Many of my respondents who moved to Turkey have arranged their visas and 

airplane tickets by themselves. Others made use of migration-related services to reach this 

city. Those who crossed the Syrian-Turkish border made use of unauthorised services to 

cross the land border irregularly. However, migrants who have entered Turkey directly 

from their countries of origin were mostly assisted by intermediaries that arranged valid 

visas. In almost all cases, migrants had to search themselves in Istanbul for a connection 

man that could arrange their passages to Europe, if that is what they were aspiring.

Of course, not all sub-Saharan African migrants moving towards the EU are smuggled 

across EU borders. Apart from the migration industries, migrants' social networks 

probably create the most important pathways for reaching the EU. For this reason, I would 

like to emphasise that the relative lack of attention in this chapter to the functioning of 

existing strong and weak ties does not mean that migrants' social networks (consisting of 

family, friends and via-via connections) are not important when analysing sub-Saharan 

African migration towards the EU. On the contrary, I believe that they are vital for an 

understanding of migration as a social event. I have stressed, however, that social 

networks are not just 'there;' networks are not fixed assets binding together a stable set 

of personal contacts. Instead, rather like passages, networks are maintained and mediated 

and must therefore be approached as efforts. This is why, for a better understanding of 

the dynamics of migration trajectories, one should not only focus on already established 

connections, but also on new encounters, loose ties and disconnections. As a result, the
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popular aphorism -  "it is not what you know, it is who you know" -  still applies (Woolcock 

and Narayan 2000, 225). I would, however, like to make this small adjustment: It is not 

what you know, it is who you know or get to know. Furthermore, I celebrate even more 

the notion of 'bridging social capital,' which assists people to get ahead (Woolcock and 

Narayan 2000), but I would not limit it to refer only to existing and everlasting weak ties. 

We have seen that bridges are built, but sometimes they also fall down. As I have learned 

from travel literature, this connecting/disconnecting dynamic is one of the core 

characteristics of journeys, as Leed outlines:

The force of m obility is a source of both solidarity and detachment, a cement and a 

solvent of human association.

(Leed 1991, 249)
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5. Moving, waiting and settling
Following migrants' (im)mobility

{*5a}

Eric's journey through Africa was rather fragmented, as he explained:

"I went to Kano [Nigeria] then Zinder [Niger] ... . In Zinder we [the 

Nigerian Crew] stayed not very long, jus t some days. We had to 

prepare because we knew tha t the journey through the Sahara is very 

difficult, very dangerous! ... . In Agadez [Niger] you need rest, because 

o f the desert. We stayed there fo r  three o r fo u r days, not a week ... .

We [Eric and his friend Jonathan] are here [in Morocco] fo r  one and a 

ha lf year now. We entered 26th o f May 2006. So we have been stuck 

fo r  a long time. A ll you can do is work fo r  a little  money, and many 

times you have to beg. That makes you unhappy, I am very 

discouraged about what is happening. We are stranded. ... . We 

stayed two months in Oujda, and took a train to R abat... . A fte r one 

year I tried to reach Europe fo r  the f irs t time. I paid 1250 euros fo r  a 

place on a boat in Laayoune, in the south o f Morocco. But we had an 

accident on sea, and we returned back. I still had not reached Europe, 

and the money was gone."

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about the immobile period in Morocco. 

Interviews in Rabat, January 2008 and Prato, November 2008)

/
"As a child we [Mariama and her family] were moving all over the 

country. Every three years we moved to another place, and that was 

quite disturbing fo r  a young girl, because you make friends and then 

after a while you have to leave these friends again. I lived 

everywhere, so it  was a kind o f nomadic life ." When she reached the 

age of sixteen years, Mariama went to the Canary Islands where she 

stayed fo r only three months. She went back to her country of birth 

where she was "punished with a fo rm a l house arrest" fo r leaving the 

country irregularly. About this period she commented:"It was very 

frustrating, I could not move o r say what I wanted to say, I was 

caught in my own country." Her new connection w ith the Frenchman 

helped her to leave the country again, this time to go to Toulouse.

First, however, there was a waiting period: "He promised me he 

would explore the possibilities, but these are only promises. So you 

s till don't know anything ... . I waited in uncertainty fo r  some months,
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and the answer came, i t  was positive! I took a plane to Paris, and 

there my boss picked me up and we went to Toulouse."

(Mariama, Mauritania, age 27. Discussing different periods of her 

trajectory. Interview, Nijmegen, the Netherlands, July 2009)

Sony lived "a good life "  in Nigeria fo r three years. In Nigeria he 

decided to head for 'Europe' and he crossed Benin to reach Burkina 

Faso. He worked there fo r a while to finance his journey. In Niger he 

had to stay in Agadez. He explained: "There is no work and you 

cannot continue your journey. That is why people w ithout money are 

still there, I was in Agadez fo r  too long, almost two m onths." He 

commented on his entire journey from  Burkina Faso to Morocco as 

follows: "P fff, I have travelled fo r  six months, well i t  is not only 

travelling, you work, you go, you work, you go, work, go ! ... . It is a 

long time ."Sony finally reached Morocco, and described his situation 

there: "This country is not easy to pass, people do not stay here 

because they want to, people are forced to stay ... . I am in Oujda fo r  

a year now, but sometimes I live in Maghnia [a town at the Algerian 

side of the border]. Like Christian [pointing at his friend ], he is here 

fo r  only two days to make some money. He is buying MP3 players and 

phones in Algeria and tries to sell them here in Morocco. I f  you know  

the way, i t  is very easy to cross the border, people from  Maghnia just 

come here fo r  a d a y ... but i t  is a long walk sometimes ... . I also have 

been in Rabat, only fo r  fo u r days. But you know, the situation is good 

there. You can have a house, there are some jobs and you have a nice 

bed to sleep in. But there is one im portant thing I hate about that 

place. People fo rge t where they are going to. They fo rge t about 

Europe, they fo rge t about their dreams and they lose their spirit. I 

prefer to stay here [in Oujda] because every day when I wake up I 

realise tha t I have to go. Look around you, this is not a place to stay. "  

(Sony, Cameroon, age 22. Talking about his (im)mobility in Morocco. 

Interview, Oujda, Morocco, January 2008)

^  Beauty had lived some six years in Lebanon before she went to 

J  Istanbul. During the interview she compared both places: "In general, 

/  African people have two main problems here [in Istanbul]: they don't

have a j 0b and they don't speak the language. And these two 

/  problems are interrelated. W ithout speaking the language you cannot

/  have a proper job, w ithout having a job, it  is very difficult to speak the

language. In Lebanon, i t  is different. People take you to a job  even

154



you don't speak the language. You s tart working and a fter some time, 

you start to recognise words and you speak some words too . . Here, 

i t  is impossible. Even after one year and some months I could not find  

a job  here! I w ill do everything, cleaning, and so on ... . Here people 

are suspicious about us, they think we are all prostitutes, they think  

we all are dealing in drugs . . In Lebanon, you can work, and you can 

move! In Lebanon, your children become legal citizens when they are 

born there. This kind o f thing does not exist in Turkey. Here most 

blacks are w ithout papers, and many people are blocked because they 

want to move but do not have the papers. Like me.

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Comparing life in Turkey w ith life in 

Lebanon. Interview, Istanbul, April 2008)

Arcel's migration started w ith an immobile period. A fter he told his 

father about his plans he had to wait fo r "many months" before the 

travel to Belgium was arranged. He commented as follows on his 

subsequent stay in Belgium: "We did not stay long in Belgium, two, 

maybe three months ... . We took a train to the Netherlands, I was 

afraid to be caught by the border guards, but we had no problem, 

there were no checks. I ended up in Deventer [a middle sized town in 

the eastern part of the Netherlands] and I applied fo r  asylum jus t by 

walking to the police station. Then I got replaced to Groesbeek [a 

small town in the southern part of the country]. Well life was shit 

over there. I slept fo r  three years in a caravan. In this period o f your 

life you almost fo rge t your dreams. You wait fo r  better days, but you 

sleep all day, in a caravan! When you don't have the permission to 

stay in the country, your positive feeling o f this country is lost. That 

makes you think o f moving aw ay... . But a fter a while I was replaced 

to Nijmegen, and there things got better."

(Arcel, Democratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his 

situation in the Netherlands. Interview, Nijmegen, April 2009)

5.1 Introduction
The discussions on migrants' aspirations (Chapter 3) and (dis)connections (Chapter 4) have 

provided a better understanding of how trajectories evolve in a certain direction. 

However, the movement itself and its velocity have not yet been discussed in detail. In 

keeping with the main argument of this thesis, this chapter investigates migrants' mobility 

through different phases of their trajectories. It focuses on the conditions of their mobility 

and on how they experience their mobility; it is about motions and emotions (Adey 2010). 

As with most mobility research, however, there is a tendency to become obsessed with
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movement and hence to forget about physical immobility and the experience of staying 

put (Cresswell 2010a). As the preceding snapshots demonstrate, one cannot merely focus 

on the 'moving parts' in order to grasp the dynamics of migrant trajectories (Pascual-de- 

Sans 2004). Eric felt that he was "stranded" in Morocco. Once Mariama returned from 

Spain to Mauritania, she was "caught in her own country" and her subsequent journey to 

France was preceded by a waiting period of uncertainty. Sony had lived a "good life" in 

Nigeria for three years. Once on his way to the EU, he was "forced to stay" in Morocco. 

Beauty compared her situation in Lebanon where she was able "to move" with her 

situation in Istanbul, where she was "blocked." Finally, Arcel had to wait for several 

months before he was able to begin his migration. Thus periods of rest, waiting statuses, 

blocked roads, confinements and (un)expected and (un)desired temporary or long-term 

stays in a particular place are essential elements of migration trajectories.

With this in mind, this chapter discusses the situations/periods in which migrants 

stay put, and the situations/periods in which migrants are on the move. By so doing, it 

examines the 'fast- and slowness' of migration trajectories. As in the previous two 

chapters, this chapter follows this topic during different phases of migrants' trajectories. 

Firstly, it analyses periods of coerced immobility, or waiting periods, outside EU's borders 

(Section 5.2). Subsequently, it focuses on the (im)mobility of migrants once they have 

reached the EU (Section 5.3). A distinction is made between migrants who have recently 

arrived in the EU, and migrants who appear to be settled. Thereby, particular attention is 

given to the link between migrants' (im)mobility and the shifting of their legal statuses.

5.2 The (im)mobility of migrants outside Europe
This research focuses on the dynamics of migration after departures have taken place. 

However, when discussing migrants' (im)mobility it is necessary to point out that most 

involuntary periods of immobility are not to be found in African-European borderlands or 

within Europe. In fact, it is believed that the bulk of waiting for 'Europe' occurs in the sub- 

Saharan African countries which would-be migrants wish to depart from (see also Carling 

2002; Jonsson 2008).

5.2.1 Waiting fo r  departure  

Waiting is a human condition that is inherently linked to a certain expectation or hope 

(see also Bauman 1998; Ehn and Lofgren 2010). In the context of migration, waiting is 

inherently linked to the longing for movement. However, periods of waiting in the would- 

be migrants' countries of origin do not always result in successful passages to 'the West.' 

Some of my respondents, both out- and inside the EU, described how the countless visits 

and endless waiting periods at several Western embassies frustrated them and made
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them decide to seek "other routes" to enter their Eldorado. This is illustrated by a 

statement of a Nigerian man whom I met in the streets of Istanbul:

The problem w ith Europe is that they don't give us visa; tha t is the 

whole problem. That I really don't understand and it makes me 

upset. I have been to the embassy of almost all European countries, I 

applied fo r a visa fo r the United States, but all doors are closed. So?

What is the solution? The only solution is trust in God and go to find a 

good place yourself.

This interview fragment touches upon the fact that many would-be emigrants are not in a 

position to enter the EU legally, which is an important factor in accounting for 

contemporary irregular African migration to the EU (see also Chapter 1; Carling 2002).

In cases where migrants are among the chosen few who have obtained visas to 

enter the EU, several waiting periods are nevertheless involved. To illustrate this we focus 

on Dawda's migration from the Gambia to the Netherlands.

Dawda migrated as a teenager from  his village to the capital of his 

country, Banjul, to gain a secondary education. A fter school, he 

managed to get a job at a hotel as a security guard. During this period 

at the hotel, he made a 'love connection' w ith a woman originating 

from  Nijmegen, the Netherlands. When Dawda went to the 

Netherlands to visit his girlfriend, he travelled on a tourist visa. To 

obtain the visa, frequent visits to the Dutch consulate in Banjul (the 

capital of the Gambia) were necessary. The visa allows one to stay for 

three months in a Schengen country. After this period, one has to 

leave the Schengen zone fo r at least another three months.155 

Accordingly, Dawda left the Netherlands and went back to the 

Gambia. There, he decided to make the official Dutch integration test 

to qualify fo r a residence permit. To take the test he had to travel to 

Dakar (the capital of Senegal) as there is no Dutch embassy in the 

Gambia (only a consulate). A fter he passed the test, Dawda was able 

to apply for a provisional residence perm it.156 He waited several 

weeks in the Gambia before he received this document allowing him

155 A person who is travelling on a tou ris t visa to  the Netherlands is not allowed to  apply fo r a long-term  
residence perm it in tha t lim ited period o f tim e. For this application one has to  return to  one's country o f 
residence and apply fo r a long-term  residence perm it at one o f the Dutch embassies (Source: 
http://www.indklantdienstwijzer.nl/KnowledgeRoot.aspx?knowledge_id=MW OMachtigingTotVoorlopigVerblijf, 
accessed on 02-02-2010).
156 Gambian citizens are required to  have a provisional residence perm it (the Dutch abbreviation is mvv -  
standing fo r 'machtinging to t voorlopig ve rb lijf) to  enter the Netherlands for a stay tha t last longer than three 
months.
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to travel again to the Netherlands. Only w ith this document is a 

Gambian citizen able to apply fo r a long-term residence permit, once 

(s)he has reached the Netherlands. When I met Dawda in September

2009, he was waiting for the answer from  the IND, the Dutch 

immigration authorities, to his permit application. Finally, in 

December 2009, his application was accepted and he received his 

one-year renewable permit.

To sum up, Dawda's migration from the Gambia to the Netherlands is at first sight the 

result of a single trajectory from A (Banjul) to B (Nijmegen) that only required an airplane 

flight of a couple of hours and some onward travelling in the Netherlands. However, a 

more detailed analysis shows that this trajectory is fairly fragmented and consists of back 

and forward movements to three different countries. His journey also includes months of 

waiting. As a result, the points of departure and arrival become rather vague. A 

'departure' does not happen at one time or in one specific place, but extends over a 

longer period of time and includes different places. The point of 'arrival' is also not very 

clear. One could argue that Dawda arrived in the Netherlands the first time he touched 

down on Dutch territory. Equally, one could argue that he really arrived on his second 

visit, with a long-term visa, or perhaps only at the moment he received his renewable 

permit to stay in the Netherlands (see also Figure 9).157

157 Similarly, Staring (2001) outlines tha t a considerable number o f Turkish migrants in the Netherlands has 
entered the country before actually 'settling ' there. He even presents a case in which the m igrant travelled 
between Turkey, the  Netherlands and Germany fo r a period o f eighteen years.
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After this illustration of the periods of waiting in the context of a seemingly simple 

movement from A to B, the next section focuses on those stepwise trajectories of 

migrants who did not receive the right travel documents to reach Europe, and hence were 

forced to look for other entry points.

5.2.2 Stranded and stuck in 'EU's backyard'

Involuntary immobility is a condition that is often associated with so-called 'transit 

migrants' living just outside European territory (e.g. Collyer 2006b; 2007; Papadopoulou- 

Kourkoula 2008; Collyer, Duvell and de Haas 2010). However, these periods of waiting in 

European borderlands are usually not the only periods of immobility for migrants 

travelling to the North. Many of them have stayed (in)voluntarily for considerable periods 

of time in particular places further away from the EU. This was for instance the case with 

Sony, who has lived in Nigeria for three years, and who subsequently made a stepwise 

journey through Africa for six months ("you work, you go, you work, you go").

The majority of my respondents in Morocco and Turkey, regardless their 

aspirations at the time of the interview, had experienced periods of waiting in countries 

which were not their aspired-to destinations. At the time of my fieldwork in Morocco, the 

respondents who stated that they were migrating to Europe had experienced an immobile 

period which averaged thirty months in length. The average immobile period for those 

'transit migrants' that I interviewed in Istanbul was, at the moment of my visit, 

approximately twenty months. The length of these waiting times corresponds with the 

findings of surveys conducted among much larger populations in the same research
158areas.

Partly because of the hardships migrants had experienced during the travel to the 

EU borderlands, many of them felt high levels of frustration about the impossibility of 

moving onwards to the EU (see also the snapshots of Eric, Sony and Beauty). During the 

interviews, these respondents used various expressions to describe their experienced 

immobility, such as; "being stuck," "stranded," "blocked," "imprisoned," or "caged." Their 

expressions mostly referred to the immobility in a specific migratory direction; namely 

being unable to move further northwards. In some cases, however, migrants' expressions 

referred to an inability to move in any direction. As a Congolese migrant in Morocco put it:

158 A survey among 1000 sub-Saharan African migrants in Morocco estimated an average stay o f 2.5 years 
(AMERM and CISP 2007). A smaller survey among sub-Saharan Africans in Istanbul presented a more diverse 
picture. The large majority (84 out o f 129 respondents) had stayed there fo r between three months and three 
years (Brewer and Yukseker 2006).
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We are stuck between the desert and the sea. We cannot go home, 

and we cannot move forward ... and here [in Morocco] we live in a 

hostile environment. They treat us like prisoners.

Jude, the young Nigerian man who was living in Istanbul because he was misled by his 

football agent, expressed similar sentiments:

You think of moving to Europe, but that is difficu lt w ithout money ... .

Going back?! That is not possible, I cannot go back! When you go 

back, people will ask me questions, and some people lent me money, 

you maybe know about that. I cannot go back. But tha t is not the only 

reason. This football agent kept my return ticket. So tell me how can I 

afford a ticket to Nigeria? It is not possible! You cannot save money 

here, you cannot save money if you don't have a job. It is crazy and 

tha t is why I said that it is difficu lt not to get frustrated here ... . I have 

been here fo r eight months, and if you told me eight months ago that 

this would be my life, I would never have left my country.

Even if Jude had possessed the necessary return ticket, it is not certain that he would have 

chosen to return to Nigeria due to the social pressures ("people will ask me questions") 

and the financial burdens ("some people lent me money") that migrants often experience. 

Thus, in terms of migrants' immobility we may distinguish 'stranded migrants' -  migrants 

who experience immobility in a certain direction (notably in the direction of Europe) -  

from 'stuck migrants' -  migrants who experience immobility in almost all directions as 

they cannot move onwards or backwards.

An entirely different connotation of my respondents' narratives concerning their 

immobility in so-called 'transit countries' was linked to their lack of freedom within a 

specific local and daily setting. In particular, some African women in Morocco stated to be 

forced to stay in their homes for reasons of safety (see also van Brabant 2007; Kastner 

2010). As one Nigerian woman explained me:

We cannot move ... I explained that I cannot go to the city centre 

because it costs me money. And it is too risky. I stay in the house; it is 

the safest place.

A similar comment came from a Nigerian young man living in Istanbul:

We have no freedom of movement here. Like today, my friend, I only 

go out to get some food, otherwise I would have stayed inside the
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house. This room, here we are living, if we don't need to go out, we 

don't go out!

By discussing migrants' immobilities outside the EU, it is also worth mentioning that some 

of my respondents were detained for some period of time during their journeys to EU 

borderlands. This was the case with John, who was apprehended at the Lebanese border 

and stayed for approximately three weeks in a detention camp (see Section 4.3.4).

Finally, whereas most of my respondents living near EU borders were waiting to 

move to the EU, I also met a Nigerian respondent in Istanbul with a rather exceptional 

reason for waiting:

When I le ft my country, Turkey was in the process of getting a 

member of Schengen. Turkey is still in the process, I know that, but 

there is something w ith Law 301 that Europe does not accept from 

Turkey, I th ink it has to do w ith the asylum process or something. But 

many of us are waiting until the moment that Turkey is a member of 

Schengen ... . Everybody has its own strategy, my strategy is to be 

patient and wait fo r Schengen.

This man was not waiting to physically cross the European border; he was waiting for the 

Schengen border to move.

The different forms of migrants' immobility just outside Europe have at least one thing in 

common; a feeling of frustration concerning one's inability to move. In this context 

Bauman has tellingly described 'waiting' in the globalising world: "[W]aiting is something 

to be ashamed of because it may be noted and taken as evidence of indolence or low 

status, seen as a symptom of rejection and a signal to exclude" (Bauman 2004, 109; see 

also Ehn and Lofgren 2010). Or, as he phrases it elsewhere, the (coerced) territoriality of 

people in this time of globalisation "feels less like home ground and ever more like a 

prison" (Bauman 1998, 23). However, as will be argued below, a prison-like situation may 

slowly turn into a home-like situation over time.

5.2.3 Attached and detached form s o f waiting 

In Chapter 3, the 'transit' label, and thus migrants' waiting situations in the EU 

borderlands, has been contested profoundly. In particular the assumed dichotomy of 

migrants with versus migrants without the aspiration to move onwards has been put into 

perspective. The shifting aspirations and multiple orientations of migrants make it 

methodologically difficult to distinguish 'the moving migrant' from the 'staying migrant' 

and 'the waiting migrant' from the 'non-waiting migrant.' In other words, the
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changeability of aspirations also implicates the changeability of the waiting and the non

waiting. This necessitates a closer look at the different waiting conditions.

In Morocco, there is a general distinction between, on the one hand, the immobile 

status of migrants in the self-improvised camps in the forests near the Spanish enclaves 

and around Oujda and, on the other hand, the immobility of migrants who are staying in 

urban areas like Rabat. To focus first on the situation in Oujda; there are, roughly, three 

groups of migrants living there. Firstly, there are migrants who have recently arrived via 

the overland route. It is estimated that 90% of the people who enter Morocco without 

authorisation pass through Oujda (CIMADE 2004). In my sample, twenty-six of the thirty 

interviewees in Morocco entered the country via this route. The recently entered migrants 

usually stay in Oujda for an initial period of orientation. Some try to enter European 

territory shortly after their arrival in this border city. Others will stay for a relatively short 

period of time and then move to one of the Moroccan cities, most likely Tangier, 

Casablanca, or Rabat.

The second group of migrants residing in Oujda has lived elsewhere in Morocco and 

saved sufficient money to pay for the "connection" to Europe. As several respondents 

explained, Oujda is known as a "dealer city" -  a place where migration-related services are 

concentrated. This was underscored during a conversation with two Nigerian men who 

compared the situation in Rabat to that in Oujda:

Chris: I don't like Rabat. There are too many blacks there. You know, 

too many Nigerians, I don't like that. We [he and his friend] don't 

want a house; we want to leave this country as soon as possible.

His friend: Yes, getting a house there is very easy. But people will stay 

there fo r two or three years.

Chris: Yes, we don't want to settle here, we want to go to Europe.

Maybe the people in Rabat don't want to stay, but they are staying!

Oujda is the place fo r migrants who want to leave Morocco, Rabat is 

fo r those who are staying.

Me: But here you cannot move freely, there are police controls all the 

tim e!

Chris: You cannot move freely, but when you have the money you 

pay for your connection and you can move where you want to.
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Thus, the second group of migrants in Oujda are those preparing for the "last jump to 

Europe."

A third group of people living in Oujda are expelled migrants who have been sent 

there, or across the Algerian border, by the Moroccan authorities. Many of the expelled 

migrants in Oujda would return to the city they had previously resided in. For other 

migrants, being in Oujda (again) means that they may attempt to reach Europe from
4.L. 159there.

Box 7: ‘Non-places' and 'places-to-be'

Migrant camps, whether improvised by migrants themselves as in the forests of Morocco, or set up 

by the authorities to detain migrants, are conceptualised by some authors as non-places, according 

to Augé's designation of places of 'supermodernity' (Augé 1995). The argument is that, as 

unwelcome newcomers, migrants are deliberately placed outside the normal societal geographies 

and therefore live in non-places (Davidson 2003) or nowhere-places (Bauman 2004). In this study the 

labelling of migrant camps as non-places, including migrant places created by the authorities 

(detention centres, refugee camps), is rejected fo r two reasons.

Firstly, the designation non-places is a direct denial of the presence and rights of the 

people/migrants living in these places and consequently a denial of the interactions, (transient) 

friendships, songs, writings, work and stories that occur in these places. In the case of refugee camps 

(for a critical reflection on refugee camps, see Malkki (1995)), this denial is especially sensitive since 

all asylum seekers and (potential) refugees are seeking political protection, and the ir recognition as 

people is a first step towards this. To call the ir (temporary) places non-places is therefore to take a 

step backwards. The label non-place fo r detention camps is also ethically objectionable since these 

places are completely closed to the outside world. Precisely fo r this reason one needs to emphasise, 

from  a humanitarian point of view, the presence o f these camps and erase the ‘non' linked to these 

places.

Secondly, in the case of camps informally set up by migrants themselves, the designation 

non-place undermines the agency of migrants. The place-making and territo ria lity  of migrants in so- 

called transit spaces requires a form  of self-determination; people need agency to make themselves 

invisible to the authorities. It is a misconception that 'migrants in transit' who live in forests live 

there because they are to ta lly excluded; they often choose to exclude themselves. Migrants' places 

in transit areas, whether in forests or in major cities, are of vital importance in enabling them to 1) 

find protection; 2) build contacts; and 3) eventually organise the next steps of the ir journeys. These 

places are part of what is called migrants' creative "m obility tactics" (Papadopoulos, Stephenson and 

Tsianos 2008, 166). Therefore I consider these places as places-to-be rather than excised non-places.

159 In the previous chapter we have seen how tw o  Congolese migrants were deported to  Oujda which was then 
also seen as an opportunity to  a ttem pt to  reach Europe (see Section 4.2.2).
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Oujda is not only known as a "dealer city," but also as a "police city;" it is one of the most 

strictly controlled cities in Morocco.160 Once migrants have (re-)entered Oujda, it is not 

very easy to leave the city since the most important exit point, the train station, is under 

permanent surveillance by the authorities in an attempt to reduce the dispersal of 'sans- 

papiers' across the country. Migrants wanting to leave Oujda usually walk out of the city 

secretly at night or jump clandestinely onto a passing cargo train. Partly because of the 

daily controls in Oujda, migrants are seldom in the position to find a proper job in or 

around the city. The main sources of income are begging, a practice that is often called 

"salam aleikum" by migrants (see also Kastner 2010), or working in the construction 

sector in Maghnia, the city on the other side of the Moroccan-Algerian border. In such an 

environment, the living and working conditions are precarious and the connections 

between people are rather transient (see Chapter 4). The migrant places in Oujda are not 

places where migrants create place-related attachments. Many migrants reside in isolated 

conditions in which the waiting becomes prominently present in their everyday lives. At 

the time of our conversation Sony was living in the forests of Oujda. He illustrated this 

'detached' form of waiting very well by saying:

Every day I wake up I realise tha t I have to go. Look around you, this

is not a place to stay.

In Rabat, migrants' waiting conditions are mitigated as it is easier for migrants to become 

attached to their environment. During my fieldwork, I found three factors that contributed 

to a certain level of placial attachment. Firstly, while Oujda is a place of transient social 

connections, Rabat is a place where 'waiting migrants' are more closely connected to, and 

integrate more easily with, more stable migrant communities. For example, a considerable 

Senegalese community has existed in Rabat for a long time.161 Furthermore, a group of 

Africans lives in Rabat as refugees, implying that they have the permission to stay in 

Morocco (at least for a considerable period of time), and many more migrants have 

applied for asylum .162 Finally, there are many sub-Saharan African students who come to

160 The presence o f irregular migrants is not the only reason fo r these strict controls in the city. According to  the 
local NGO representatives, the geographical closeness w ith  Algeria, a country tha t has strained relations w ith 
Morocco because o f the Western Sahara conflict, and the  fear o f te rro ris t attacks, are also im portant reasons for 
the controls and surveillance.
161 A Senegalese woman in Rabat explained the  stability o f the Senegalese community by pointing to  the 
traditional religious and trade linkages between the countries. She stated: "No I feel the same like many 
Moroccans here, we are Muslims. You know a lo t o f Senegalese have the ir business here. It has always been like 
that. For us it is no problem to  be here" (see also Alioua 2003).

The refugee population in Morocco is rather small (some 800 individuals in the year 2010). The m ajority 
originates from  Ivory Coast (36%) and Democratic Republic o f Congo (27%). Alongside this refugee population 
are people who have some institu tional protection during the ir asylum applications. Since 2005 the UNHCR in 
Rabat has received between 800 and 2000 asylum applications per year, including appeal procedures. To give an
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Rabat to study. The presence of these rather institutionally stable communities may help 

migrants to become more attached to Rabat.163

Sub-Saharan Africans seldom wait passively in the Moroccan capital (Alioua 2003; 

2008; see Ehn and Lofgren 2010 for research on people's activities during waiting). 

Migrants work as, for instance, carriers on the market, as shoe repairers on the streets, as 

car washers or as electricians. Furthermore, they create their own migrant organisations 

of which 'l'Association des Réfugiés et Demandeurs d'asile Congolais au M aroc' (ARCOM) 

and 'Le Conseil des Migrants Subsahariens au M aroc' are two of the most prominently 

present (see also Alioua 2008). Migrants also raise families and build their own religious 

institutions. With regard to the latter, Bensaad (2007) identifies the revival, or 

introduction, of African cultural practices, such as African interpretations of Christianity 

and the role of soothsayers (griots), as spectacular effects of contemporary sub-Saharan 

African migration into and through North Africa. Because the everyday lives of migrants in 

Rabat involve a variety of activities, institutions, businesses and family relations, there is 

less evidence of passive waiting -  these are 'attached' forms of staying in which the 

difference between waiting and settling gets diffuse.

The churches presented below in Figure 10 are a good illustration of the difference 

between detached and attached forms of staying in a 'transit country.' The first church is 

an improvised church created by migrants living near the university campus of Oujda. The 

place is demarcated by some stones, and the crucifix and the altar make it a church. The 

main characteristic of this church is that it is mobile and transient.164 The second church is 

an 'attached church' -  a fixed and relatively integrated place in the middle of a 

neighbourhood of Rabat. Here migrants attend worships, find protection and meet each 

other. This is a small node of transnational social spaces, as discussed in Chapter 3. 

Besides the several migrant churches in Rabat, two main churches that are prominently 

present in the city centre have been particularly important for sub-Saharan African 

communities with a Christian background: The Eglise Evangelique au M aroc  (EEAM) and 

the catholic Saint Pierre Cathedral. For several years, many migrants have found, next to 

the spiritual support, socio-economic support by organisations (e.g. Caritas165) that are 

closely linked to these churches.

impression o f the situation, in the year 2007 there were at the start o f the year 1375 applications pending, and 
1608 new applications (UNHCR 2010).
163 In 2005 alone, some 10,000 sub-Saharan Africans came to  Morocco to  study (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008)
164 One o f my respondents in Oujda to ld me how the church was destroyed by the Moroccan authorities as a way 
o f discouraging migrants from  staying in Morocco.

Caritas is one o f the largest international aid organisations w ith  a Catholic background.
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Figure 10: Two migrant churches in Morocco
1. A 'detached' church in Oujda

Photo by Diachari Poudiougo. Photo by Ralph Evers.

The latter issue overlaps with the third factor that assists migrants' attachment to the 

Moroccan society in Rabat; their greater sense of security. This is in part a result of the 

concentration of (inter)national media, NGOs, diplomatic institutions and the UNHCR in 

this city. Some migrants felt also more secure because the population in Rabat (in the 

words of a Congolese woman) has "an open mind because they are used to black people." 

A related consideration, as Alioua (2003) also notices, is that sub-Saharan Africans 

generally share their neighbourhoods with Morocco's internal migrants who have moved 

from the rural areas to the city. In some cases, a kind of shared 'migrant identity' eases 

interaction and leads to some level of social integration. A Cameroonian man commented 

as follows:

Here in Takaddoum, the Moroccan people are not that bad, they give 

us some small jobs, and when the deportation took place many 

people opposed and protested against the police. So here we feel a 

little  bit welcome.

The situation in Istanbul is comparable to the situation in Rabat. The African community 

there is a mixed group consisting of people who are waiting to travel onwards, and people 

who have got used to a long stay and get on with their 'settled' lives. Migrants who 

consider themselves to be en route  to the EU may find a job and become attached to the 

social environment of Istanbul. Many sub-Saharan Africans work as traders in the city.

166



Others have found an important economic niche in the creation of transnational business 

networks; many migrants play their role as guides for sub-Saharan African businessmen 

and direct their clients to import-export markets, arrange accommodation and act as, or 

arrange for, interpreters. Partly as a result of the more or less stable jobs, migrants' 

aspiration to move on may move to the back of their heads (see also Chapter 3). Istanbul 

is, like Rabat, a place where the states of detached waiting may transform into attached 

forms of waiting. Or, to use Sony's words, it is a place, like Rabat, where "people forget 

where they are going to."

5.2.4 Waiting on the move 

This analysis leads one to the conventional conclusion that the more a person becomes 

attached to the social environment, the less likely (s)he is to wait and the less (s)he is 'in 

transit.' However, the relationship between staying, on the one hand, and social 

attachment, on the other, is not quite so clear-cut. This becomes comprehensible if one 

reads the following account by a Rwandan man who has lived in Istanbul for sixteen years:

Migrants don't integrate because they are staying here, they just 

integrate because they need some money. If, fo r example, they 

propose me a Turkish passport, I would say yes. Then I get a legal 

residence permit, and I can find a legal job ... . But at the end, nobody 

wants to stay here. Why? Not because Turkey is one of the worst 

countries. But living here is impossible because the Turkish 

government must show a kind of invitation ... . Turkey does not invite 

us to integrate in the community. People who learn the language and 

manage to get a small job, they know that on a certain tim e they 

have an opportunity. They go to Greece, or they go to Italy.

This functionalist vision on migrant integration in presumed 'transit areas' shows that 

integration can also be seen as an instrument for onward movement. Anglophone 

migrants in Rabat, for instance, learn Arabic and French in order to improve their chances 

of finding a small job, or to improve the income gained from begging in the street. This 

enables them to finance their journeys to Europe. In other words, some level of 

integration does not have to be a good indicator for migrant's settlement; migrants who 

display some characteristics of 'settlers' may in fact remain somewhat uprooted.

Whereas some level of integration in those transit areas can be easily mistaken for 

settlement, migrants who appear to be immobile may in fact move across considerable 

distances. We have already seen that the state of "being stuck" does not necessarily mean 

a state of physical immobility. This was illustrated by the existence of the "mobile
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tranquilos," the small informal camps set up by migrants in Morocco. Their location 

frequently changes as the migrants try to evade the authorities. We have also seen that, 

although Sony felt he had been "forced to stay" in Morocco, he was actually commuting 

across the Moroccan-Algerian border. Mobility seems to be an important daily strategy on 

the part of 'waiting migrants' who have to stay out of the hands of the authorities and 

earn some money. As one Liberian respondent in Rabat put it: "You should never beg for 

money in the same place." In this respect, Brewer and Yukseker (2006) observe that many 

Africans in Istanbul are involved in small-scale economic activities known as "chabuk 

chabuk" (meaning 'do it quickly' or 'hurry up'). These instant, mobile and fleeting 

economic activities, such as carrying heavy loads on markets and construction sites, are 

close to impossible to control and are, partly for this reason, usually reserved for migrants.

During my fieldwork, however, I also came across several cases in which migrants' 

waiting outside the EU was combined with, or characterised by, geographical mobility 

across longer distances. One example is provided by a Senegalese migrant who stated that 

he was on his way to Europe. To reach his destination he was moving back and forward 

between Dakar and Istanbul:

For me it is the third time in Istanbul. In my home country [Senegal] I 

arranged a visa, the first was for three months, the second as well.

But now I have a student visa fo r one year! When my visa has expired 

and I don't reach Europe, I w ill go back, and try  again ... . I come and 

go back, come and go back.

A similar example comes from a young Nigerian man who had entered Turkey twice. On 

the first occasion he went to Ankara and applied, unsuccessfully, for admission to the 

university there. After this rejection, he went to Istanbul to prepare himself to go to 

Europe. However, his visa expired and he had to return to Nigeria to renew his visa in 

order to re-enter Turkey. On his second visit he went directly to Istanbul. When I met him, 

his visa had expired for the second time, and this was the moment for him to try "to pass" 

to Europe. In the event of failure, he would repeat his strategy and renew his visa in his 

home country, to return to Istanbul and pass to Europe.

Both examples reveal the back and forward movements of migrants. These 

trajectories resemble the trajectory of Dawda, the Gambian man who was moving 

between the Gambia and the Netherlands. However, the obvious difference between the 

situation of the two migrants in Istanbul and that of Dawda, is that Dawda was able to 

enter the EU, while the other two migrants were unable to do this. They were in fact 

moving between several countries outside the EU in an attempt to find an entry point to 

this abstractly demarcated destination.
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The final example I would like to present in order to illustrate that 'waiting 

migrants' can actually be highly mobile is Manju's case. Manju is a Congolese man who 

possessed a renewable residence permit for Morocco. Despite this permit, or perhaps 

because of it, he moved to Istanbul. With his Moroccan "carte de sejour" he was able to 

arrange a visa for Turkey, and he was hoping to reach Europe from there. According to 

him, there are "a hundred ways to reach Europe ... and from here [Istanbul] it is easier 

[than from Morocco]." His visa for Turkey was to expire within one month, and so he was 

thinking of different future scenarios:

First I w ill go back to Morocco. I don't want to lose my carte de 

sejour. The Turkish government want to see you return. And if you 

return, it is easier to apply fo r a visa in a different country, and it is 

easier to come back here ... . But, it depends. If I find a good job here 

in the time that is left, I can stay and I w ill not return to Morocco.

W ith this job I can have enough money, and then there is a chance to 

go to Europe.

Thus, while so-called 'transit migrants' are easily thought of as being 'stuck' or stranded in 

a specific country, the transit status may in fact take a highly mobile form; the waiting of 

migrants does not occur in one place only. In other words, the experienced immobility of 

migrants does not necessarily correlate with physical immobility. Migrants who consider 

themselves to be 'stranded' or 'blocked' may move between different places across 

shorter or longer distances. This may even apply to those migrants who have been 

immobilised in the most literal way, through having been detained (see also Box 8).

Box 8: A snapshot of the (im)mobility of migrants in a Turkish detention centre
In April 2008 I had the opportunity, together w ith some other migration scholars, of visiting a 

detention centre in Edirne, a Turkish city in the Evros region near the Greek and Bulgarian borders. 

This was an extraordinary event since researchers, NGO representatives and journalists are not usually 

allowed to enter these centres where irregular migrants are detained. I was able to witness the 

inhumane conditions in which 339 people were kept (the camp had an official capacity of 250 people). 

Migrants are officially detained there fo r a maximum period of six months. If the authorities are not 

able to ascertain someone's identity and/or are unable to deport him /her to a third country, the 

migrant is released w ith the obligation to leave the country within two months. According to the local 

authorities there is a sort of circular pattern: Migrants leave the camp, attem pt to cross the border to 

Greece and are returned by the Greek authorities to the same camp again. This group consisted o f an 

estimated 5000 migrants (according to the authorities).

In the detention centre, men were sitting behind closed doors and barred windows. According 

to one detainee, there were around eighty people staying in an area of approximately 200 square 

meters. The glimpse I had of the 'room ' revealed that this young man was not exaggerating. While the
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men were locked up, women were sitting outside in small groups in the open air. I started a 

conversation w ith a young East African woman. A fter a while, I asked her how long she had stayed in 

the camp for, and she answered: "I am here fo r seven days." When he heard this, the camp guard, 

sitting next to us, reacted jokingly: "Yes, seven days, but you are here also fo r the seventh time." 

Thereupon, the girl knotted her head meaningfully and confirmed the guard's statement. This, at 

least, supports the notion of the local authorities tha t migrants move back and forth between Greece 

and Turkey w ith intervening periods of detainment.

5.2 .5 Making "the final ju m p ”

After waiting for considerable periods of time, many migrants are happy with the 

opportunities in presumed transit areas, others are in the position to "make the final jump 

to Europe." We have seen in Chapter 4 that a dangerous boat passage is not the only way 

for migrants residing in EU's borderlands to enter the EU. In Morocco, some use the 'look- 

a-like' strategy, while others are smuggled across the Moroccan border with Ceuta and 

Melilla. In the Turkish context, it is known that migrants cross the Greek-Turkish land 

border. I have also shown that a successful strategy to enter Europe is to marry a 

European woman in Istanbul. Lastly, I have heard stories of migrants being transported, 

not by small boats, but by luxury yachts. The fragile boats are often caught at sea, yachts 

are not controlled very often. Nevertheless, sea passages in fragile boats are the means by 

which many migrants enter Europe unauthorised. None of my respondents described the 

experienced (im)mobility during this passage in as much detail as Destiny, the Nigerian 

longitudinal respondent whom I revisited in Greece in 2010. This was his story:

In the middle of the night you wake up in the hotel in Izmir. People 

say 'go, go, go.' Then you are brought to a container, it is very dark so 

you don't know what is happening! We enter the container with 

twenty-nine or th irty  people. They drive to a distant place. We are all 

scared, because we don't know what is happening. Then the truck 

stops, and the people tell you to be very quiet. You go out. You enter 

a place w ith rocks and swamps. The water was getting to my knees. I 

lost both of my shoes there. People tell you 'phones must be off, or 

they catch you!' and 'don 't smoke, or they catch you!' You know 

there is the light of the Greek border guards reaching this place, so if 

it approaches you have to dive. No m atter what is underneath you, 

you dive! Then you enter the sea, there is no light, so you see 

nothing, you only follow. The water was coming above my knees 

before I entered the boat. It was a very little  boat, we call it a 

'balloon' because there is air inside. We all entered with th irty  

people, and there was one white man, the captain. The boat was so 

full you couldn't move your arms. That's why you cannot bring any

170



bag w ith you, they forbid you, there is no space! Then we start 

moving, and the boat was filling w ith water. We used little  cups to 

get the water out. You cannot scream because the people te ll you to 

be silent, but I wanted to scream like a girl! I sat on the boat fo r two 

and a half hours until the light appeared. It was a boat. We thought it 

was maybe the Greek soldiers. But it was a fisher boat. When our 

balloon was approaching the boat, I saw our captain taking a knife 

from  his pocket, and he put it in the rubber -  PFFfffff! We were 

sinking! I couldn't swim, so I took some rubber to be above the 

water. The fishermen helped us one by one, and brought us to 

Samos. There you are picked up by the Greek soldiers. You pretend 

tha t you don't speak English, because you don't know what is 

happening. Then they bring you to the hospital and later to the camp.

After these 'turbulent mobilities,' many migrants finally reach Europe. At this point, 

migrants are usually placed in detention as the most literal form of immobilisation 

(Bauman 1998). They become waiting migrants again.

5.3 The (im)mobility of migrants within Europe

{*5b}

Eric reached the Italian island Lampedusa by boarding an 

unseaworthy boat in Libya. At the island he was kept in detention for 

almost two weeks. Subsequently, he was sent to a 'reception centre' 

in Crotone, southern Italy. Eric phoned me in June 2008 from  this 

place and described his uncertain situation as follows: "I am not free  

yet! But I w ill do everything to get out o f  this place. It is no good. They 

don't te ll us when we are free. They jus t say, 'hmmm fo r  some time, 

or fo r  two m onths.'" Later Eric "escaped" from  the camp. He 

described this to me during my visit to Prato: "One day, the rumours 

began; everybody was talking about possible deportations. I could not 

wait fo r  this, i t  was too risky fo r  me. A fte r all the suffering, they could 

not send me back to A frica." Eric became an undocumented migrant 

in Italy. This was not the successful life he had in mind, as he pointed 

out: 'They say Europe is a place o f freedom, but it  is a prison when 

you don't have papers. Like this, I don't want to return to my country, 

I only return with papers. Then I am sure tha t I can enter Europe 

again. I f  you cannot enter Europe again, you face the same problems, 

like the time in Morocco." However, periods of frustration alternated 

over time w ith periods of hope. Eric called me again in February 2010
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to report: "I am calling you my friend with good news. I found a girl 

and we w ill m arry soon. Her name is F. and she is from  Nigeria. She 

lives in Bologna and she has papers. I f  I m arry her, I w ill get my 

papers soon, then I can settle down, and build up a free life and visit 

you !" In June 2010, Eric was very happy to tell me that his girlfriend 

was pregnant. In October 2010, she gave birth to the ir child. This 

increased Eric's chances of regularising his stay.

(Eric, Nigeria, age 26. Talking about how his different situations in 

Italy. Interview, Prato, November 2008, and several telephone 

conversations)

When Mariama left Toulouse she was undocumented, as she 

explained: "There was another complication, my boss was so angry 

tha t he kept my passport. So in fa c t I became illegal, this made my 

train-travel to Brussels nerve-racking. I was so scared tha t the wrong 

policeman would ask me the wrong questions!" After she arrived in 

Amsterdam (via Brussels), the Mauritanian man she lived with, 

advised her to apply for asylum. Mariama commented as follows 

about this: "I needed time fo r  tha t decision, I took a month. In this 

month I seriously considered going back to Mauritania, because it  

feels so intensely strange to go to the police and say; 'here I am,' 

while you are running and hiding fo r  the police. But a t the end I 

decided this was the best idea ... . A fter tha t you start a new phase. 

They kept me in a cell fo r  two days, you fee l like a crim inal! It is 

ridiculous. A fte r these two days, they sent me to Ommen, fo r  the 

second interview. There I had to stay seven months. Now it  does not 

seem to be a long time, but a t tha t time it  fe lt  like a prison, a ll this 

uncertainty is not good. A fte r this period, I was sent a ll over the 

country, you have no stab ility ." A fter she received a refugee status, 

she could prepare herself fo r a long stay in the Netherlands. She 

decided "to check Nijmegen fo r  a weekend" because she "knew that 

there was a Mauritanian community." She has (at the time of writing) 

been living fo r nine years in this city. As she put it, she had finally 

found her "resting place." Because Mariama received her residence 

perm it she was in 2006 able to visit Mauritania fo r the first tim e since 

she had left her country fo r France. In 2010, she visited her country 

fo r the second time, and she is likely to go there more often in the 

near future.

(Mariama, Mauritania, age 27. Discussing different periods of her 

migration process in Europe. Interviews, Nijmegen, the Netherlands, 

July 2009 and February 2011)
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Although Sony was strongly motivated to reach Europe, he did not 

succeed in doing so. His life in Morocco/Algeria was too difficu lt for 

him and he finally decided to return to Cameroon. He again took the 

"desert rou te" because other ways of travelling were too expensive 

fo r him. He crossed Algeria, Niger and Nigeria and finally reached 

Yaounde -  the place he had once departed from.

(Sony, Cameroon, age 22. Information gathered from several phone 

calls)

Beauty had not physically reached Europe. However, we extensively 

discussed the issue of 'settlement' in Greece. She emphasised the 

following: " If you have something to do [in Greece], i f  you are happy, 

i t  is no use o f going out. I f  you think you can live a better life  

somewhere else, you can try  to move. Some w ill try, others w ill stay 

there. Settlement is good, as long i t  is good. It is ju s t like my situation 

in Lebanon. We stayed there until the situation changed."

(Beauty, Nigeria, age 36. Talking about eventual settlement in 

Greece. Interview, Istanbul, April 2008)

After the uncertain asylum years, Arcel went to live in Nijmegen. 

There, he received a Dutch passport. About this period he 

commented: "A t tha t time, I was happy. I had friends all around me, 

not only African friends but also Dutch friends, and I found a 

girlfriend. I thought, f ina lly  I found my stable life ."  But lately Arcel 

was again not happy w ith his situation in the Netherlands. He was 

therefore "searching fo r  opportunities" in two quite different places; 

London and Kinshasa. During another meeting w ith him, Arcel 

informed me that he actually booked a ticket to Kinshasa: "Yes! I 

travel this month to Congo fo r  the very f irs t time. I am so excited fo r  

this event, because I fina lly  see my fam ily  again. I f  i t  is possible I 

would like to buy a house there. I f  the country is really safe and I like 

the situation I come back fo r  some weeks to arrange everything here 

and live the rest o f my life in Congo ... . I can travel because I have the 

papers now."

(Arcel, Democratic Republic of Congo, age 30. Talking about his 

situation in the Netherlands. Interviews, Nijmegen, April 2009 and 

February 2010)
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5.3.1 Waiting in Europe  

Eric reached Lampedusa and was brought by the border guards to the reception centre 

that accommodates migrants for a few days, before being transferred to a different 

reception centre on the Italian mainland -  this was the usual procedure until December 

2008.166 When he reached the centre in Crotone, the maximum period for a migrant's 

detention in Italy was sixty days. This period has, however, recently been extended to a 

maximum of 180 days (see also Table 3). Eric's snapshot suggests that the migrant is not 

always given clarity regarding the length of his detention. Partly because of this 

vagueness, Eric did not wait for the outcome of this process. As "rumours" about "possible 

deportations" circulated among the migrants in the Crotone centre, he decided to 

"escape" from the camp. He only stayed there for eight days in all.167

Table 3: Maximum length of migrant's detention in Southern Europe
Country (Southern Europe) Length of detention
Greece 6 months/12 months fo r exceptional cases (2009)
Italy 180 days (2009)
Spain 40 days (2008)
Portugal 60 days (2007)
Malta 18 months (2009)
Cyprus

Country (EU-neighbourhood)

32 days (2008)

Turkey No lim it (2008)
Morocco 6 months (2002)
Libya Unclear
Mauritania No lim it (2008)

Source: h ttp ://w ww .globaldetentionpro ject.org, accessed on 19-11-2010. Additional source: Kimball (2007)

The Greek authorities have also recently extended the maximum period of administrative 

detention from three to six months; for exceptional cases the period may last up to twelve 

months (UNHCR 2009b). For Joseph and Destiny, who both reached Greece after an 

irregular journey by boat in 2008, the detention periods were considerably shorter. 

Destiny estimated his detention period as eight days, while Joseph's stay in the camp 

lasted exactly twenty-two days. The Greek authorities are often criticised for the 

conditions in their detention centres. There are obvious reasons for this, such as the 

overcrowding of detention centres, the abuse of migrants by the authorities, the 

imprisonment of unaccompanied minors and exceeding of the maximum length of a

166 A fter December 2008, migrants were detained fo r a longer period o f tim e at Lampedusa in line w ith  the Italian 
government's aim o f transferring 'economic migrants' directly to  Tunisia. One o f the humanitarian consequences 
was the overcrowding o f the  reception centres at the island (European Parliament -  GUE/NGL Group 2009).
167 The Crotone centre is an exception in the Italian system as it is an open centre for all migrants. The other 
reception centres are closed centres, meaning tha t migrants were only allowed to  leave the centres during 
daytime (Médecins sans Frontières 2010).
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migrant's detention (Pro Asyl 2007; UNHCR 2009b; Migreurop 2010).168 Nevertheless, 

Joseph had a rather pleasant entry, as the following glimpse of his border crossing from 

Turkey to Greece reveals:

Some Greek soldiers took us, they were very kind, they did no harm 

to us, they took us to a hospital and later to the camp. In the camp 

they arranged everything fo r us. We had a lawyer and a Caritas 

person. I was used to the situation in Istanbul. You know, the Arabic 

countries do not know human rights. Here this is Europe, they treat 

us well. And Joris my friend, you should have seen it, there were only 

white people in the camp. Some Iraqis, Afghanis and those Chinese 

people. Only few Africans. Can you imagine? ... . In the camp you 

have to be careful, because you cannot trust people. I was so scared 

fo r going back to Turkey. But they did not send me back, they bought 

even a ticket to Athens fo r us!

Although Joseph's entry was rather trouble-free, other conversations I had with him 

confirmed that he was quite frightened during his waiting period inside "the camp." The 

Greek authorities attempt to identify migrants' origin and transit places (Triandafyllidou 

and Maroukis 2008). If the authorities discover a migrant's identity, the migrant runs the 

risk of being repatriated. When the transit point is known, the migrant risks to be expelled 

to the transit country.169 Frequently, however, the authorities fail to do this as migrants 

have learnt to hide their identities and transit points rather well (see also Papadopoulos, 

Stephenson and Tsianos 2008). In these cases, migrants are released with a police note 

regarding registration for the asylum procedure (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008), or they 

are released with an expulsion order that requires the migrant to leave the country (see 

also Box 8). Many irregular migrants who aim to move onwards go to Patras to wait for 

the next leg of their journey -  the irregular passage to Italy. From there 'the rest of 

Europe' can be reached. In Patras, a migration bottleneck within the EU, living conditions 

are as harsh as those found in the informal camps of Morocco (see also Papadopoulou- 

Kourkoula 2008; Migreurop 2010).170

168 For similar reasons the detention centres in Spain (M igreurop 2010) and Italy (Schuster 2005b) have also been 
criticised.
169 Turkey and Greece signed a readmission agreement in 2001. Despite this, there is little  cooperation between 
these neighbouring states. As evidence o f migrants' stays in Turkey is usually missi ng, Turkey is reluctant to  
accept readm itted migrants. At the same tim e, Greece is known to  carry out informal deportations o f irregular 
migrants to, among other countries, Turkey (Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008; Papadopoulos, Stephenson and 
Tsianos 2008).
170A similar situation is found in the French m igration bottleneck Calais, where migrants w ait to  cross the Channel 
to  the  UK.

175



Compared to Italy and Greece, the period of maximum detention in Spain is 

relatively short (forty days; see Table 3). When migrants arrive by boat, medical staff of 

the Spanish Red Cross often provide the first humanitarian assistance to the migrants. 

Afterwards, the police or the Guardia Civil accompany migrants to the 'reception centres.' 

In the Spanish reception system there are two different centres; the Centro Internam ento  

de Extranjeros (CEI) and the Centro de Estancia Temporal de Immigrantes (CETI). The CEI is 

a closed centre located at the Canary Islands and on the Spanish mainland. In these 

centres, the migrants wait, for a maximum period of forty days, for the outcome of the 

investigation by the authorities. If the migrant is not expelled to his/her transit area or 

country of origin, the authorities give him/her an expulsion order requiring his or her 

departure within forty days. The other centre, the CETI, is an open centre, located in Ceuta 

and Melilla.171 Although migrants are free to move in and out of the centre, they cannot 

move very far as Ceuta and Melilla are not fully part of the Schengen agreements.172 In the 

CETI, migrants are registered as irregular migrants and in the first month they are allowed 

to request asylum. After this, the migrant may have to wait for several years for an answer 

(e.g. Migreurop 2010; Collyer 2010). If the application for asylum is rejected, migrants 

must wait to be either repatriated or returned to a transit area. Although Spain has signed 

readmission agreements with various countries,173 expulsions are frequently unsuccessful 

as they involve costly and lengthy processes.174 If migrants in Ceuta and Melilla are in the 

process of being expelled from Spanish territory, they are transferred to the Spanish 

mainland and end up in the CEI, the closed centres. If the expulsion process is not finalised 

within forty days, the migrant is released and may continue his/her trajectory in the EU.

In terms of migrants' waiting in detention in Southern Europe, Malta is an extreme 

case. Until recently Malta had no upper limit to migrants' detention periods. This changed 

with the Refugee Act (2005), which set the maximum duration of detention at eighteen 

months, which is the uppermost limit allowed under the EU rules (Texeire 2006; 

Lutterbeck 2009). In cases where migrants are granted refugee status, or have spent the 

maximum time in detention, they are transferred to the open centres where there is at 

least some freedom of movement on the Island (Texeire 2006).

171 Some CETIs are also located on the Canary Islands (Godenau and Zapata Hernández 2008).
It is highly debated whether Ceuta and Melilla are actually part o f the Schengen agreements (see for instance 

Castan Pinos 2010). As Spain maintains border checks between the  enclaves and Spanish mainland, I regard the 
enclaves as not fu lly  com m itted to  the agreements as there is no freedom o f m ovement o f people between the 
enclaves and Spain.

Spain has readmission agreements w ith  the fo llow ing African countries: Senegal, Gambia, Mali, Morocco, 
Guinea Bissau, Ghana, Mauritania, Nigeria, Equatorial Guinea, Algeria, Cape Verde (Godenau and Zapata 
Hernández 2008; Migreurop 2010)
174 It is also documented that, as in Morocco, migrants create the ir 'tranquilos ' (informal camps) in Ceuta and 
Melilla for fear o f possible repatriation (M igreurop 2010).
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Migrants who enter Southern Europe by unauthorised means are definitely not the only 

sub-Saharan African migrants who are confronted by a waiting period when they enter the 

EU. Waiting, after all, is commonly experienced by migrants during their asylum 

applications in Northern European countries (Schuster 2005b; Ehn and Löfgren 2010). To 

broaden the analysis of migrants' involuntary (im)mobility, I focus on the asylum 

procedures in the Netherlands.

As with most European asylum systems, the system in the Netherlands is designed 

to led migrants wait in detached ways. This implies that the regulations prevent asylum 

seekers from integrating into the society and impose various restrictions on their daily 

mobility during the asylum procedures.175 Migrants who apply for asylum may be detained 

at different stages of the asylum process, but this usually happens either at the beginning 

or at the end of this process in case the asylum application is rejected (Schuster 2005b). In 

the latter case, the migrant is usually required to wait in a 'departure centre' before being 

expelled.176

We have already seen that Mariama felt "imprisoned" during her asylum 

application in the Netherlands, while she was sent to different places. She was actually 

able to think carefully about her request for asylum as she was staying as an 

undocumented migrant in Amsterdam for some time. For others, however, the 

(im)mobility that is experienced during the asylum application process came as a 'flush.' 

This is how a Rwandan respondent, who entered the Netherlands together with his wife 

and two children in the 1990s, described his situation:

We arrived at Schiphol airport177 and there we applied fo r asylum.

We had to stay in prison fo r twenty-four hours, it was like a 

wastebasket, serious. Then you start to realise that this is not going 

to be easy! Once you are inside you cannot go back, once you are in 

the procedure you are a kind of stuck. You are 100% dependent on 

others, and that is a very contradicting feeling because you go on

175 From the mid 1990s, the Dutch asylum procedure has been adjusted considerably. The basic aim o f these 
adjustments has been the speeding up o f the procedures. The last amendment o f the asylum regulations (July 
2010) provides the asylum seeker a 'rest and preparation tim e ' o f six days tha t precedes the official asylum 
procedure. The firs t decision o f the authorities to  the application takes place w ith in 48 process-hours (spread 
over several days). In case the application is rejected, the m igrant is obliged to  leave the country w ith in tw en ty- 
eight days. In case the application is not rejected after the firs t investigation, the m igrant enters the next stage of 
the asylum system which may last six months (in exceptional cases the procedure is extensible to  another six 
months). See: http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/asie lbeleid-en-im m igratie/asie lbeleid/asielprocedure, 
accessed on 05-04-2011.
176 In the Dutch case the  firs t 'vertrekcentrum ' has been installed in Ter Apel (the far North-East o f the country) in 
2004. The centre is labelled as a 'vrijheidsbeperkte locatie' (location w ith  restrictions to  the freedom of 
movement). The irregular migrants (mostly rejected asylum seekers) have a requirement to  notify every working 
day and are not allowed to  leave the Vlagtwedde district, o f which Ter Apel is part.

The 'aanmeldcentrum ' at Schiphol a irport is a closed detention centre for migrants who are at the ir arrival 

rejected to  enter the Netherlands.
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your own initiative but you don't receive the right to get your feet on 

the ground on the other side. The whole procedure is like a carousel.

They bring you to this place, then to another place ... and tha t is very 

difficult. They brought us to Rijsbergen, then to Eindhoven, then to 

Venray, and now I am living in T. So you feel the price of the former 

move you have made, of a decision you have made. It has a deep 

impact on a person and a family, you lose your dignity, 

psychologically ... . You have to wait fo r years, but you don't know 

what you are waiting for, because there is always the possibility that 

you are not allowed to stay.

The experience of this man is like that of a fish in a fish trap; once inside, there seems to 

be no other option but to wait for the outcome. He used the metaphor of being "stuck" in 

the procedures that he described as a "carousel." Interestingly, these words designate a 

condition characterised by a combination of immobility and mobility. This respondent was 

'stuck' in a process that sent him to different places in the Netherlands. Indeed, one may 

experience a sense of immobility while actually being 'on the move.'178

This Rwandan man planned to go to the Netherlands to apply for asylum. Some 

other respondents in the Netherlands, however, ended up unexpectedly in the Dutch 

asylum procedure. They were expecting to move to another 'elsewhere,' but stranded in 

the Netherlands (see also Chapter 3). For instance, I met a man from Liberia, who stated 

that he was on his way to the United States to join his wife. Therefore he had to change 

airplane in the Netherlands. Unfortunately, he was picked out by some border guards at 

Schiphol airport because his travel documents were invalid. This had a profound impact on 

his life because he now found himself "trapped" in the Dutch asylum system. A similar 

example is that of a Ghanaian woman called Sisi. Sisi was travelling in the late 1980s from 

Ghana to Ivory Coast; from there she hoped to reach the United Kingdom. However, she 

was abandoned by her migration facilitator at Brussels airport. She then moved to the 

Netherlands because she "was informed that at least some Ghanaians were living there." 

She arrived in Amsterdam by train, and described her experience as follows:

I did not know what to do, I was looking fo r Ghanaians and 

fortunately I met one, I knew it because I recognised the scars on his 

face. So I approached him and asked fo r assistance. And he advised 

me to apply fo r asylum. One of his family members did the same and 

he was in Aalten [a small town in the Eastern part of the 

Netherlands]. This man helped me to buy a ticket to Aalten and the

178 Peter Adey (2010) illustrates this experienced im m obility  while being on the move by giving the example o f 
someone being fixated to  a chair in an airplane while moving at thousands o f miles per hour.
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same day I arrived there. It was already dark and very late in the 

evening. I remember that I had to change trains twice, and I was very 

nervous, but I managed to go to Aalten and there I applied for 

asylum. I d idn 't even know what the meaning was of asylum! But this 

man told me this was the best plan fo r me. So all of a sudden, I was 

an asylum seeker in the Netherlands.

In this case, a 'new encounter' led Sisi to apply for asylum. This Ghanaian woman has been 

moved several times to different locations, but the procedure for processing her asylum 

application only started officially after seven months. She waited for a year before hearing 

that her case had been rejected. Because she did not comply with the expel order of the 

Dutch authorities, she ended up as an irregular migrant in the Netherlands. She entered a 

nunnery in the eastern part of the country, and remained undocumented for two years 

before her stay was finally regularised.179 This entire period, from her entry to having her 

stay regularised, lasted for more than five years. Apart from illustrating how a migrant can 

end up rather unexpectedly as an asylum seeker in the Netherlands, this case touches on 

two issues that are explored further in the two subsequent sections. These are, firstly, 

migrants' onward mobility after they have reached the EU (she moved from Belgium to 

the Netherlands); and, secondly, the changes that may occur to migrants' legal statuses.

5.3.2 The continued mobility o f  recently arrived migrants 

To discover more about how migrants' trajectories evolve after some period of 

immobilisation, the geographical focus shifts again to the Southern European countries. 

After being detained on the Greek, Italian or Spanish mainland, rather than being returned 

to a transit or home country, migrants continue their wayfaring to a "good place to live 

in." Eric, for example, took a train to Firenze and later moved to Prato. Joseph, one of the 

Nigerians who reached Greece, applied for his 'pink card' (showing that a person has 

applied for asylum) in Athens and travelled continuously between Athens and the tourist 

island of Corfu. He explained:

Corfu is good for business, it is a tourist place, it is very good for 

business, but not fo r living. Corfu is too small, there is nothing 

happening, so nobody wants to stay there. We live in Athens and do 

business in different places, we are moving all the time.

179 According to  her, the fact tha t she was able to  finish her studies (w ith the help o f the UAF foundation which 
assists highly educated refugees to  study), was a main reason for the Dutch authorities to  give her the residence 
papers. Her relationship w ith  a Dutch partner made the procedure easier.
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Destiny, the other Nigerian man who managed to enter Greece, moved to Crete after 

residing for some months in Athens. However, he is still regularly moving to Athens to 

renew his 'pink card' and to buy goods that he is selling in Crete.

In the Spanish context, many sub-Saharan Africans who make an irregular entry 

find work in the agricultural sector soon after their arrival. Many of them go to southern 

Spain. There, the harvests are seasonal and migrants usually move synchronically with the 

harvests.180 The working and living conditions in these Spanish rural areas are harsh, as I 

witnessed during a field trip with the Red Cross in the Almeria region. The pictures below 

show the migrants' living places in the Almeria region. It concerns an abandoned farm, 

where approximately eighty migrants lived without access to water or electricity. The 

living conditions in these kinds of places were hardly any better than those in the "mobile 

tranquilos" in Morocco. Just as there is a mobile migrant population in southern Spain, an 

estimated 12,000 (irregular) migrants follow the seasonal harvests in southern Italy

(including the island of Sicily). Many of these migrants originate from sub-Saharan
181Africa.

Figure 11: Migrant living places in the Almeria region (Spain)

180 From February until June, migrants pick strawberries in Huelva and from  December until February they help 
w ith  the olive harvest in Jaén, Cordoba, Granada, Malaga and Seville.
181 See de Volkskrant, “ De Ronde van Sicilië," 15-10-2007, and Schuster (2005a).
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Apart from these seasonal movements to and within rural areas, migrants also seem to 

move frequently between different cities. For instance, several Senegalese street vendors 

in Granada stated that they had lived for a while in Barcelona and/or Madrid, mostly for 

reasons related to their street vending activities (see also Kothari 2008).182 Moreover, 

during my brief fieldwork period in the Italian city of Prato, Eric told me how some friends 

of his moved between Prato and some other Italian cities "to do business." He mentioned 

cases where friends had travelled to Bologna, Firenze, Rome and Turin. These domestic 

mobilities of migrants in Southern Europe suggest that many migrants only temporarily 

regrounds in a place, and sometimes they reground in more than just one place at the 

same time (see also Kothari 2008). Moreover, at the local level, mobility, as in the case of 

the respondents living in Morocco and Turkey, is an important strategy to sustain some 

standard of living and to avoid problems (see Box 9).

Box 9: A daily mobile business
In November 2008 I spent ten days in Prato to  re-visit Eric. Each day I went to  Eric's house and there I witnessed 

his preparation fo r his daily business, which was working as a street vendor. As he explained, the products he 

chose to  sell were carefully selected:

We sell just normal things tha t people need, we cannot sell CDs or DVDs and 

we cannot sell cigarettes because the police does not allow us. We can sell 

things like umbrellas, little  carpets and so on. [He showed me, among other 

products, cleaning rags, to ile t spray, little  mats, umbrellas]. This you buy for 

instance for six or seven euros and you sell it fo r ten. You make not much 

profit, just a little.

182 This inform ation was gained through o f numerous brie f informal talks; these are not listed in Appendix I.
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I also accompanied him to  the Chinese im port-export shops where many sub-Saharan Africans buy the ir 

products. Eric stored the products in his house and w ent out to  sell them on the street every day. As he 

explained, m obility was an im portant strategy fo r avoiding problems:

You don't go to  one place. I don 't like tha t people expect me, they can r eact 

in a bad way. So what I do is change place every day. Like this morning I went 

to  Montale, the place you stay. Tomorrow I w ill go to  Pistoia, the day after to 

Prato and so on.

So far the continued mobility of migrants within European nation-states has been 

discussed. However, I also came across many cases where sub-Saharan Africans crossed 

national borders within the EU for reasons that were linked to migration. A distinction can 

be made between, on the one hand, migrants who have travelled through different 

countries without intervening periods of immobility, and, on the other hand, migrants 

who have lived in different countries for some period of time. Box 10 below gives an 

impression of the dynamics and directions of these African migration trajectories within 

the EU.183

As the overview in Box 10 indicates, some migrants, like Jean-Louis (no. 6 in Box 

10), moved rather smoothly from south to north. He travelled through Spain and applied 

for asylum in France. Moreover, in my sample there were several migrants who stayed for 

a relatively short time in Belgium and then moved onwards to the Netherlands. However, 

not all mobility within the EU reflects this south-north pattern. In Prato (Italy), for 

instance, I met a man from Ivory Coast who had moved to France some nine months 

previously. Despite the linguistic and historical linkages between that country and Ivory 

Coast, he migrated to Italy. There he finally received refugee status, which allowed him to 

stay for three years (see no. 8 in Box 10). Similarly, during my fieldwork in Spain I met two 

Ghanaian migrants who worked in the agricultural sector in the coastal town of Roquetas 

del Mar, near Almeria. One of them (no. 4 in Box 10) had lived in Amsterdam for more 

than five years, but had recently migrated with his family to the south of Spain. The other 

one (no. 5 in Box 10) was only working temporarily in Spain and would return to the 

Netherlands (the country where he has lived for thirteen years) after some period of time. 

He was actually moving back and forward between the Netherlands and Spain. Another 

example of such back and forth mobility comes from a respondent from Ivory Coast. This 

man entered Europe via Greece and subsequently lived in the Netherlands for 

approximately one year (see no. 29 in Box 10). After a year, he had to go back to Greece,

183 The m obility tha t is represented in Box 10 is migration-related; it does not include fam ily visits, holidays, etc. It 
represents the crossings o f borders to  reside or work somewhere else. It must also be stated the box only 
presents the m obility o f migrants tha t have crossed borders w ith in  Europe. It does not take into account 
migrants' movements to  th ird  countries outside Europe. It also does not ta ke into account m obility and 
im m obility w ith in  state borders. It presents an abstraction o f my respondents' m obility across EU borders.
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the first Schengen country he had entered, to renew his visa. He received a new visa and 

returned to the Netherlands. At the time of writing, he is only allowed to stay in the 

Netherlands for another two months, after which he is obliged to turn to Greece "to suffer 

there."184 In some cases, such circular mobilities have a rather structural form. A 

representative of a Senegalese migrant organisation in Catalonia stated that there is a 

"Barcelona-Milano connection," implying that a considerable number Senegalese people 

moves regularly between these two cities (see also Kothari 2008).

Box 10: Abstract overview of migrants' mobility within Europe

Nationality (no. Appendix) Sexe Mobility within Europe

l.Senegal (Sp 1) f Italy — S pa in

2.The Gambia (Sp 2) m Greece -  Spain
3. Senegal (Sp 3) m Belgium — France — Spain

4. Ghana (Sp 5) m T h e  N e th e r la n d s  — Spain

5. Ghana (Sp 6) m The Netherlands — Spain
6. Congo (DRC) (Mo 2) m Spain — France
7. Comoros (Tu 2) m Greece — France
8. Ivory Coast (Ita l) m France — Ita ly

9. Nigeria (Ita2) f France - I ta ly

10. Nigeria (Ita4) m France — I ta ly

11. Nigeria (Ita5) m France — A ustria  — Italy

12. Senegal (NL 4) m Belgium—T h e  N e th e r la n d s

13. Sierra Leone (NL 8) m T h e  N e th e r la n d s  — u n ite d  K ingdom — The Netherlands
14. Congo (DRC) (NL 9) m B e lg iu m —The Netherlands
15. Nigeria (NL 10) m U n ite d  K in g d o m  — T h e  N e th e r la n d s

16. Ghana (NL 11) f France — Belgium  — The N etherlands

17. Guinea Conakry (NL 12) m S pa in  — T h e  N e th e r la n d s

18. Congo (DRC) (NL 15) f B e lg iu m —The Netherlands
19. Congo (DRC) (NL 18) m Belgium—T h e  N e th e r la n d s

20. Nigeria (NL 20) m The Netherlan ds — United Kingdom — The Netherlands — 

Belgium

21. Congo (DRC) (NL 22) m B e lg iu m —The Netherlands
22. Congo (DRC) (NL 25) m Belgium — T h e  N e th e r la n d s

23. Congo (DRC) (NL 26) f B e lg iu m —The Netherlands
24. Ghana (NL 27) m M alta  — The Netherlands
25. Ghana (NL 28) m G re e ce  — Sweden—The Netherlands
26. Mauritania ( NL 29) f Spain - France — Belgium  — T h e  N e th e r la n d s

184 Schuster (2005a) observed a similar dynamic, where migrants were regularised in Italy but went to  France to  
work, returning to  Italy once every tw o  years to  renew the ir permits.
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27. Ghana (NL 31) f Belgium -  The Netherlands
28. Ghana (NL 32) m Germany -  The N etherlands

29. Ivory Coast (NL 33) m G re e ce  -  T h e  N e th e r la n d s  -  Greece -

The N etherlands

29. Togo (NL 35) m Belgium -  The Netherlands
30. Congo (DRC) (NL 36) m Belgium -  T h e  N e th e r la n d s

Legend
C ountry  = stay o f a period  be tw een 0 -  1 m onth

Country = stay o f a period between 1 -  6 months

C oun try  = stay o f a period be tw een 6 m on ths -  3 years 

C o u n try  = S tay  o f  a p e r io d  b e tw e e n  3 -  10  y e a rs  

Country = Stay of a period longer than 10 years

These exam ples a t least illu s tra te  th a t a m ig ran t's  cou n try  o f arriva l in th e  EU is no t 

necessarily th e  cou n try  w h e re  he o r she w ill se ttle  (see also Bang Nielsen 2004; Schuster 

2005a; G rillo  2007; Lindley and van Hear 2007; Kothari 2008; van L iem pt 2010). M uch o f 

th is  m o b ility , as it  is shown in th e  fo llo w in g  section, is re la ted  to  th e  legal sta tus o f 

m igrants.

5.3 .3 M igrants' (im)mobility and the shifting o f legal statuses 

P articu la rly  in the  con tex t o f  con tem po ra ry  m ixed m ig ra tion  to w a rd s  and in to  the  EU, a 

crucia l e lem e n t o f m ig ran ts ' tra je c to rie s  seems to  be th e ir  changing legal statuses. As w e 

have seen, a m ig ran t m ay e n te r a cou n try  unau thorised , b u t m ay ge t access to  asylum 

procedures, w h ich  change the  legal pos ition  in a specific coun try . If th e  asylum request is 

re jec ted , a m ig ran t fa lls  back in to  th e  general ca tegory o f 'illegal m ig ra n t.' For th is  reason, 

som e researchers ap p ro p ria te ly  claim  th a t legally categorical lines are easily crossed by 

m ig ran ts  (Castles 2000; King 2002). In S ou thern  Europe in pa rticu la r, th e  lives o f recen tly  

a rrived  m ig rants are largely shaped by th e ir  ( tem po ra ry  and insecure) legal statuses and 

by w o rk  pe rm its  o f sho rt du ra tio n  (Schuster 2005a; P apadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). In 

th is  con tex t it  is in te res ting  to  exam ine th e  re la tio n  be tw een th is  sh ifting  o f statuses and 

m ig ran ts ' ( im )m o b ility .

The figu re  be low  presents th e  sh ifting  o f legal statuses o f th e  five  m ig rants w e are 

fo llo w in g  th ro u g h o u t the  book. The blue d o tte d  line th a t s tarts  in 2006 ind ica tes the  

's ta tus tra je c to ry ' o f  Eric. As an ECOWAS citizen, Eric was a llow ed to  cross th e  bo rde r w ith  

Niger. Technica lly, he becam e an irregu la r m ig ran t by crossing th e  N igerien-A lgerian 

bo rde r. He re ta ined  th is  sta tus u n til he reached th e  Ita lian island o f Lampedusa. There he 

fou nd  h im se lf in a ra th e r grey zone, w h ile  his case was exam ined by th e  Ita lian 

im m ig ra tio n  au tho rities . He subsequently  "escaped" th is  grey zone and becam e an 

undocum en ted  m ig ran t in Prato. There he w e n t to  a law yer and he applied fo r  asylum
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(entering the grey zone again). When his application was rejected he fell back once more 

into the category of an irregular migrant. However, the fact that he had become a father 

increased his chances of regularising his stay.

Figure 12: The trajectories of migrants' legal statuses

The fragmented red line represents the shifting legal status of Mariama. She was initially 

not allowed to leave Mauritania. As is the case with many migrants (van Liempt 2007), her 

exit from her country of origin was in fact irregular. After a brief stay in Spain, she 

returned to Mauritania and remained there for a while. Her subsequent migration to 

France was legal as her employer made all the arrangements. Mariama only became an 

undocumented migrant when she left Toulouse since her boss, acting out of anger, kept 

her passport. In the Netherlands, she remained undocumented for one month and ended 

up in the grey zone of the asylum application procedure. Finally, she became a Dutch 

citizen.

Sony's migratory process is represented by the fragmented purple line. It was not 

clear to me whether Sony was, technically speaking, an irregular migrant in Nigeria. 

However, the border between Cameroon and Nigeria is generally not seen as a hindrance 

to the movement of people (Konings 2005). For this reason, I have indicated in Figure 12 

that he only became an irregular migrant once his 'social status' changed from that of a 

regular traveller to a clandestine migrant, as a result of his involvement in the trans- 

Saharan passage (see also Chapter 4). He only lost his irregular status by returning to 

Cameroon in 2009.
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Beauty (represented by the green line) went to Lebanon in 2000 on a legally 

acquired visa. She became an irregular migrant by crossing the Lebanese-Syrian border in 

2006. As far as I know, she still has an irregular status in Istanbul.

Finally, Arcel (represented by the orange line) travelled in 1996 to Belgium with a 

valid visa, but with someone else's passport. His entry into Belgium, and subsequently into 

the Netherlands, was therefore irregular. He applied for asylum in the Netherlands. 

Because he was an unaccompanied minor, he received a permit to stay until 1998, the 

year he turned eighteen. At that time he entered the grey zone of the asylum procedure. 

He had to wait until 2002 before receiving his residence permit for the Netherlands. In 

2002 he became a citizen of the Netherlands, with a Dutch passport.

This brief analysis of these five respondents illustrates how statuses shift rapidly 

over time (see also Cwerner 2001; Schuster 2005a). Some individuals, however, seem to 

wait endlessly for their status to change (see Box 11).

Box 11: Endless limbo

During my research activities in the Netherlands I met Mohammed, a young man from  Benin who 

arrived in the Netherlands in 2003 as an unaccompanied minor aged sixteen. When he was eighteen 

years old, the Dutch immigration authorities started to process his asylum application. The outcome 

was that Mohammed was obliged to return to his home country. At that time, Mohammed decided 

to comply w ith this decision. However, when I met him in the summer 2009, he was still living in the 

Netherlands w ithout any formal permission. The reason fo r this was the fact that the embassy of 

Benin (located in Brussels) had blocked his return by refusing to provide the required 'laissez- 

passer,' a temporary travel document. As a result, Mohammed had literally been living in-between 

two nation-states fo r four years; he was stuck in a place where he was not allowed to stay. As he 

explained during one of the many meetings w ith him:

Yes, I am in transit here. I am waiting here to get some clarity. I just 

need a place to rest my head, do you understand? In this situation I 

cannot have rest! It is really in my head all the time. It frustrates me, I 

am willing to go back, but I cannot go back. I am willing to stay, but I 

am not allowed to stay, so what can I do?

At the time of writing (March 2010), I was meeting Mohammed on a regular basis, and he has 

become a good friend. Although the immigration authorities are considering giving Mohammed a 

residence permit, there is still no definite answer. This living in limbo is a personal disaster fo r him, 

since he has one prominent goal in his life; to find his brother and sister, w ith whom he had lost 

contact after the violent incident in his village in northern Benin.

It is striking that the altering of statuses becomes important when migrants enter a 

country that borders on the EU, or when they enter the EU itself. I do not claim that
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irregular migration is non-existent in sub-Saharan Africa,185 but it is safe to state that 

'illegality' becomes a major issue as migrants approach the EU. As a representative of the

German NGO Pro Asyl form ulated it: "The closer you get to Europe, the more illegal you
i „186 become."

These shifts in legal statuses shape the conditions of migrants' (im)mobility and 

hence affect the evolution of their trajectories. W e have already seen how the grey zone 

(entering a detention camp or asylum procedure) means a sense of immobility for several 

migrants. In the context of irregular migration to the EU, it is argued that the  

deregulations of labour markets create conditions in which migrants can make their way 

as flexible workers because they have few er rights and obligations with regard to  housing 

and conditions of em ploym ent (Jordan and Duvell 2002). Irregularity can be seen as a 

condition in which migrants can be highly flexible and thus highly mobile. The other side of 

this coin, however, is insecurity -  a consequence of migrants' precarious socio-economic 

positions and the constant fear of getting caught by state officials. This double-sided 

condition (flexibility/insecurity) is characteristic o f the age of 'turbulent migration' 

(Papastergiadis 2000) in which tw o main processes occur simultaneously, namely; the 

growing demand for flexible and tem porary labour in post-Fordist economies and the 

increasingly hostile geo-political climate which destabilises the lives of many migrants. 

Both processes imply that mobility becomes more central to the life-worlds of migrants.

At the same tim e, the lack of papers was often perceived by my respondents as an 

obstacle to moving to other, more favoured, destinations. Eric compared Europe to a 

prison because he lacked any capacity to move due to  his irregular status in Italy. 

Therefore, in line with Schuster's findings (2005a), we may state that migrants' insecure 

living conditions, consisting of a combination of financial difficulties, precarious social 

position and the lack of a legal status, place 'hurdles' on migration trajectories. These 

hurdles hinder migrants to travel onwards to other possible destinations. M oreover, they 

make it also close to impossible for migrants to move to their countries of origin. In fact, 

these factors prevent migrants from 'getting ahead in life.' This points to the link between  

social (im)mobility and spatial (im)mobility (Hage 2005; Kaufmann, Bergman and 

Dominique 2004; Kaufmann 2010).187

In the next section, I focus on w hat happens to migrants' (im)mobility when these 

institutional hurdles are removed. W ith this section I emphasise that, even with a mobile 

analytical fram ework, settlem ent must not be overlooked as a migrant condition.

185 The construction o f a fence between South Africa and Zimbabwe, for instance, indicates tha t irregular 
m igration has become increasingly politicised on the  African continent (see also Nyamnjoh 2006).

This NGO representative made this remark during the conference '(Irregular) Transit M igration in the 
European Space: Theory, Politics, and Research Methodology,' Istanbul, 18-20 April 2008.

The general rationale is tha t people's higher position on the social ladder is accompanied w ith  a greater 
potential o f m obility in space.
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5.3 .4 (Im )m obility and settlem ent in the Netherlands 
Mariama found her "resting place" in the Dutch city Nijmegen, where she has been living 

for nine years, at the time of writing. Similarly, Arcel has been a Dutch citizen for eight 

years. They both speak the Dutch language and work for Dutch employers. Mariama found 

her place in the Mauritanian community in Nijmegen, while Arcel had a "stable life" partly 

as a result of his relationship with a Dutch girl. This social factor was the reason why many 

interviewees in the Netherlands considered themselves to be settled. Common 

formulations were: "I found my place because I married my beautiful w ife;" "when the 

people understand you, you create a sense of belonging;" "the people around me gave me 

the strength to stay;" and: "I have my work and my contacts here, that makes me 

integrated."

For some migrants, however, this social attachment was experienced as a heavy 

load. This becomes clear from the case of Oko, a Ghanaian migrant who arrived in the 

Netherlands in the year 2002. He commented as follows:

I have the feeling that my [Dutch] girlfriend is keeping me here. I am 

always trying to go out, to go to Ghana. I go to Ghana at least twice a 

year, sometimes fo r two weeks, sometimes fo r two month. It drives 

my girlfriend crazy ... . Of course I feel responsibility to my children, 

but that does not stop me moving.

Oko seems to commute between 'two homes;' the one in Ghana and the one in the 

Netherlands. During my interviews in the Netherlands I noticed that many 'settled people' 

were involved in similar back and forward movements. Some Congolese migrants returned 

to their country of origin on a yearly basis. Even Mariama, who had previously stated that 

there was nothing to go back to in her country of origin for, returned to Mauritania to visit 

her family and friends. Her first visit was in 2006; some four years after she had found her 

"resting place" in Nijmegen. This relation between some level of institutional 

embeddedness and mobility was articulated by a Congolese woman who had lived in the 

Netherlands for almost a decade:

In a way, yes, I am settled, I speak the Dutch language and I am living 

here fo r some years. But, in fact I am not settled, why should I be 

settled? Since I have a house here, since my children live here? No 

that does not make me really settled. As you know, the Dutch 

nationality eases travel. That is an important reason fo r Congolese 

nomadism. Because they CAN move back and forwards, they move.

You know that you can return to a place that you have left, that eases 

travel.
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Thus, we may argue that settlement, here, does not mean spatial fixity. Settlement rather 

implies some institutional embeddedness which enables the person to move back and 

forwards. This notion is in line with insights of the debate on migrants' transnationalism. 

As it is argued by several scholars, it is mainly the 'settled migrant' who lives in the 

conditions that enable him/her to construct their transnational lives; their lives between 

'here' and 'there' (e.g. Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995; Portes 1997; Baas 

2009). In these transnational lives, settlement and movement are two sides of the same 

coin. Hence, it is not by definition fixity, integration and implacement that a migrant 

strives for; (s)he may in fact strive to sustain a mobile lifestyle (Baas 2009; Daswani 2010), 

or what I call (im)mobile lives. After all, migrants' stable grounds (immobility) facilitate 

their (transnational) mobility.

The relationality of settlement and movement is not only present with regard to 

mobility between the receiving and sending side of migration. Finding a place, and 

achieving some level of institutional embeddedness may also ease onward movements to 

third countries.188 A clear example of this dynamic is the recent onward movement of 

many Somalis from the Netherlands and Denmark to the United Kingdom (van den Reek 

and Hussein 2003; Bang Nielsen 2004; Lindley and van Hear 2007; van Liempt 2010).189 

These Somali migrants generally move after having gained citizenship or having received a 

residence permit in the Netherlands or Denmark. They often have waited for years to 

receive these permits. From my own fieldwork, a good illustration of such (eventually) 

onward movement to the UK and the relation with settlement comes from the Rwandan 

man we have met in this chapter. After the hectic asylum years he gained refugee status in 

the Netherlands. He stated the following about his situation at the time of the interview:

Migration does not stop, never! If you made the first step, you always 

make more steps. I have been away from  Africa fo r twelve years now, 

and I have lived in many different countries. I started to think of 

going to England recently to do a full English master, so now I have 

contact w ith Leeds University. So you see how it works? Perhaps I w ill 

stay there fo r a while ... . You just try  to create a positive dynamic and 

you try  to take care of your family. That is why T. [a small village in 

the Netherlands] is now a basis, a home, but it is a basis from  where I 

can make new plans.

188 It is interesting to  remember the reader tha t some level o f migrants' integration in so-called transit areas just 
outside the EU is not necessarily a good indicator for migrants' settlement.
189 According to  Van den Reek and Hussein (2003), the Somali migrants went to  the  United Kingdom because of 
m ultip le factors. The most im portant were the restrictive socio-economic environm ent and the  lack o f 
opportunity w ith  regard to  cultural and religious participation in the Netherlands.
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Another remarkable example of this relation between institutional integration and onward 

mobility comes from Terry, a man from Sierra Leone who had left his country because of 

violent conflict in the 1990s. He went to the capital of Liberia (Monrovia), but left the city 

again because of the outbreak of violence in that country. He entered the Netherlands in 

1993, and in 1998 he received his permanent residence paper. After Terry lost his job at a 

factory in the early 2000s, he was searching for the metaphorical greener pastures. This is 

illustrated by the following interview fragment:

Terry: I had no job and I was telling myself that I should try  

somewhere else. So I went to London for two or three months. I had 

to check whether I could build up a life there, and spoke to many, 

many people about the advantages and disadvantages of that 

country ... . It was a trial and error. Sometimes in life you have to see 

things w ith your own eyes, you cannot believe all stories. But I also 

went to America.

Me: You did?

Terry: Yes, fo r the same reason, just to check!

Me: Just to check!?

Terry: Yes, I was there as a tourist fo r some weeks and I spoke to a lot 

of people, fo r the same reason. I considered staying there. That was 

the plan, but again, you have to decide, there are some advantages 

of life there, but also some disadvantages. For example, if I had the 

same situation there with my eye [at the time of the interview he had 

an eye injury], I was in big trouble. There is no back up there, there is 

no social service. So I decided that Holland was the best place.

Me: I heard about a kind of trial and error migration, but I never 

heard about that somebody was going to New York or England just to 

check.

Terry: [Laughs] Yes I visited these places fo r my own orientation. I 

had some contacts there who were saying that life was far more easy 

and so on, so I just checked it, and this was easy because I knew I 

always could return to Holland.

Whereas the receiving state would expect a migrant to integrate -  to be 'one of us' -  the 

migrant may use this position as a basis for making new plans. In this way, permanent
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residence status gives someone indeed the luxury of deciding whether to stay 

permanently or only temporarily in a specific country (Baas 2009). Or, as one Ghanaian 

man living in Amsterdam put it: "People ask for a P [passport], they get a P, and they go!" 

This notion was also confirmed by a Ghanaian pastor who has been living for sixteen years 

in the Dutch capital:

People think tha t the Ghanaian community in the Bijlmer is stable. In 

a way these people are right. By looking at the figures, they see that 

there are around three or four thousand people from  Ghana in the 

Bijlmer. These people are there, so, they are right. But what these 

people do not see is that the number is constant but the faces are 

changing all the tim e ... . It is similar to the university. You know that 

a group of people, like the professors, is stable, and that the other 

group, the students, is constantly moving in and out. The people who 

stay provide the infrastructure, the other people use the 

infrastructure fo r a while and go! Out! Move! ... . So if you ask me 

who from the Ghanaian community is moving today, it is ironically 

the Dutch citizens. Some are moving w ithout noticing, they keep the 

addresses here.

What I attempt to argue here is that, in the context of migrants' trans-worlds, 'settlement' 

loses much of its sedentary connotations. As Ahmed et al. (2003; 1) argue "being 

grounded is not necessarily about being fixed." Having found one's place often means that 

one has found a place from which one can move back and forwards, or onwards, without 

many restrictions.

I would like to put forward two metaphors that suit this notion of (im)mobile lives. 

Firstly, there is the metaphor of 'migrant anchorage.' This term suggests that someone 

may be institutionally and socially embedded in a specific country. However, it 

deliberately lacks any connotation of finality or permanence. An anchor can be raised and 

then grounded in a different place. The second useful metaphor is the term 'safe haven.' 

This denotes a stable, secure place from which incoming and outgoing movement is 

facilitated. Such relational conceptualisations of settlement prevent us from holding 

deterministic, and possibly assimilationist, perspectives on settlement. Indeed, settlement 

never becomes permanent (Skeldon 1997) and dwelling is never without movement 

(Casey 1993; Urry 2000; Simone 2003).
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5.4 Conclusions; the speed of migration and grounded mobilities
This chapter has focused on migrants' mobility and immobility in order to get an in-depth 

understanding of the velocity of contemporary migration trajectories from Africa to 

Europe. Whether it concerns a direct flight from the Gambia to the Netherlands (as in the 

case of Dawda), or a fragmented overland journey through North Africa and the EU (as in 

the case of Eric), we may conclude that the journeys of sub-Saharan Africans to the EU are 

characterised by a certain slowness. It may take months to overcome the institutional 

barriers of European visa regimes and even years to negotiate the procedures for 

requesting asylum .190 Moreover, we have seen that many sub-Saharan Africans 'on the 

road to Europe' need to stop over to rest, to replenish their financial resources and/or to 

reorganise disturbed passages. Many of these migrants run out of money and are 

confronted by impermeable borders once they reach EU's borderlands. They become 

"stuck, "stranded," "blocked" and "waiting migrants." Thus, periods of involuntary 

immobility are integral parts of the 'mobility phase' of migration to the EU. I have 

illustrated in this chapter, however, that periods of involuntary immobility do not only 

occur just outside EU borders. Many sub-Saharan Africans have to wait before they depart 

and others fall 'in transit' after reaching the EU (as in the case of Mohammed, see Box 11). 

Many are sent to detention or asylum centres. These centres are important policy 

instruments for regulating and decelerating the mobility of migrants (Papadopoulos, 

Stephenson and Tsianos 2008). Consequently, the power geometry of globalisation 

(Massey 1994) is not only reflected in access to contemporary global flows and the 

freedom to travel (Sager 2006; 2008), but also in the speed of journeys (Bauman 2000). 

Some migrants are able 'to get there quickly' by choice, which is a sign of exclusivity, while 

others are destined to wait (Ehn and Lofgren 2010) or to undertake slow and fragmented 

journeys (see also Bauman 1998; Adey 2006; Cresswell 2010a; Collyer 2010).

At the same time, however, I have shown that the immobile status of migrants 

along their trajectories is often rather ambiguous and does not imply absolute immobility 

(Adey 2006). Firstly, through the discussion of attached and detached forms of waiting, we 

have seen that coerced immobility may transform into (semi)-voluntary settlement. 

Secondly, I have illustrated that migrants' experienced immobility (a sense that one's 

movement is blocked) does not necessarily harmonise with their physical (im)mobility. 

Migrants who appear to be 'stranded' in the EU borderlands may be 'on the move' across 

smaller or longer distances. In addition, migrants may feel restricted in their mobility 

during asylum applications, while they are sent to different places in a particular country. 

Thirdly, we have seen that physical immobility does not necessarily mean non-migration.

190 Although it is im portant to  remind the reader tha t the Dutch government has been 'speeding up' the asylum 
procedures, which raises another concern, namely tha t o f accuracy o f the asylum procedures.
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Eric received important information during his stay in the Italian detention camp, which 

made him decide to move to Firenze. Mariama decided to apply for asylum during her stay 

in Amsterdam and Sony sought work in Tamanrasset in order to be able to travel to 

Morocco. Beauty is not literally migrating from Istanbul (in the physical sense), but 

mentally she is still 'on the move.' Finally, the fact that Arcel is institutionally embedded in 

the Dutch society enables him to travel to various places to "check out [new] 

opportunities." Altogether, the distinction between mobility and immobility and migration 

and non-migration becomes blurred.

In order to make sense of the blurred notion of (im)mobility, I return to two 

theoretical discussions within the mobilities debate. The first discussion concerns the 

relationality of mobility and immobility (e.g. Urry 2000; 2003; 2007; Sheller and Urry 2006; 

Cresswell 2010a; Adey 2006; 2010). The general argument is that mobility and immobility 

must not be regarded as unconnected opposites but rather as interrelated effects. 

Mobilities are facilitated by immobilities, as the airport facilitates the coming and going of 

airplanes and the immobile phone mast facilitates the functioning of mobile phones. The 

other way around, airports and phone masts would not survive without the mobilities that 

are attached to them (Adey 2006; 2010). This chapter has illustrated that such 

mobility/fixity conceptualisation fits also the less materialistic (trans-)worlds of migrants. 

We have seen that restless mobilities strengthen the longing for stability and the security 

of belonging. Migrants' feeling of "getting stuck," on the other hand, may trigger physical 

movement (Hage 2005; see also Chapter 3). I have also underlined that institutionally 

'settled' migrants may sustain (im)mobile lives. The suggested metaphors of 'migrant 

anchorage' and 'safe havens' are useful to understand this (im)mobility. The first 

metaphor designates the possibility of being rooted in different places, and the second 

metaphor points to the back and forward mobility of migrants to and from their current 

and former places of residence.

With this relational notion in mind, we are able to revisit the argument of Jordan 

and Duvell (2002) that irregular migrants are mobile figures because of the deregulation of 

labour markets and irregular migrants' limited obligations with regard to housing and their 

employers. Their argument still stands, but only to a limited extent. It is correct with 

regard to the mobility of irregular migrants within national borders, as we have discussed 

the mobility of migrants in Greece, Spain and Italy. When it comes to 

international/transnational mobilities, however, the integrated and/or settled migrant has 

essentially better conditions to sustain his/her mobility across borders than the irregular 

migrant.

The second discussion I would like to return to is that concerning the meanings that 

are attached to mobilities (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Adey 2006; 2010; Kesselring 

2006; Cresswell 2006; 2010a). The discussion is based on the principle that mobilities
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mean different things to different people in different situations. Some mobilities are more 

stressful than others, just as some immobilities are more frustrating than others. 

Obviously, the conditions, and particularly the legal conditions, which affect migrants' 

(im)mobilities matter a great deal. The mobility of irregular migrants within EU countries, 

as described by Jordan and Düvell (2002), has little to do with being free. The situation of 

these migrants is characterised by social insecurity, so that mobility is a necessary strategy 

to avoid problems. In these circumstances, mobility can become stressful. Mobilities that 

are 'grounded' (Blunt 2007; Urry 2007) through some kind of institutional integration, are 

more likely to be comfortable mobilities. In this sense, the right to move is indeed 

inherently linked to the right to stay (Sager 2008). In fact, it is the right to stay somewhere 

that provides the ideal conditions for the navigation of one's movements.
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6. Conclusions

This study has aimed to give the lines on maps that intend to represent sub-Saharan 

African migratory journeys to Europe more substance, more meaning, than only some 

paths that link points of departure with points of arrival. Therefore, we have moved away 

from the maps with straight, unidirectional arrows that present migration as a smooth, 

straightforward movement through time and space, to maps with various zig-zag and 

multidirectional lines that attempt to do some justice to the complexities of individual 

migration processes. From these maps, we have moved to an in-depth analysis of the 

dynamics of migration trajectories by the means of a 'trajectory ethnography' (see 

Chapter 2). The empirical focus on migrants' trajectories was further grounded in the 

argument that the journeys of migrants, as with most mobilities, have been perceived by 

social scientists for too long as a given; as a residual in-between space between a place of 

origin and a destination.

To formulate an answer to the main question -  How do migration trajectories o f 

sub-Saharan African migrants towards the European Union evolve and what factors affect 

migrants' (im)mobility? -  I have operationalised migration trajectories by distinguishing 

three general components of journeys; the motivation of journeys (migrants' aspirations), 

the facilitation of journeys (migrants' connections) and the velocity of journeys (migrants' 

(im)mobility). We have followed the different components during different periods of 

migrants' trajectories. By so doing, we have seen in Chapter 3 that migrants may move to 

abstract destinations (e.g. 'Europe,' 'Schengen,' 'the West') and often have multiple 

motivations for being on the move. Moreover, by following the logic of the trajectory -  a 

logic of process and change -  I have stressed that destinations can best be regarded as 

moving targets. Some aspired-to destinations are unreachable, new destinations emerge 

en route, old destinations lose their attractiveness, transit places transform into home-like 

places and home-like places become departure places. By paying attention to shifting 

scenarios as well as to migrants' ambivalences and uncertainties during different phases 

of their trajectories, I have emphasised that it is not only migrants who are on the move -  

so too are their aspirations.

In Chapter 4, I have discussed how sub-Saharan African migrants make use of 

migration facilitating services in order to reach intermediate or aspired-to destinations. 

These services consist not only of exploitative smugglers but also of conventional 

transport businesses, sports agents and other helpers. We have also seen that migration 

facilitators may mislead migrants by bringing them to unexpected places, in the process
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affecting individual trajectories dramatically. In general, migration industries become 

more obviously present in sub-Saharan African migration to the EU, mainly as an effect of 

the EU's restrictive migration policies. I have also paid attention to migrants' social 

networks as probably the most important facilitators of the various journeys of migrants 

who are heading North. I have shown that social networks are constantly mediated by 

migrants' (and other persons') connecting, disconnecting, and re-connecting. This 

approach perceives social networks as relational efforts, instead of static assets, and 

hence prevents one from falling into certain network-determinist explanations of 

migration. Networks are not simply structures that facilitate migration from departure to 

arrival; they are constantly made and re-made 'along the way' and it is exactly this making 

and re-making that helps one to understand how migrants' trajectories evolve in certain 

directions.

Chapter 5 has concentrated on the velocity of migration. Through an in-depth 

analysis of migrants' (im)mobility, I have indicated that different legs of trajectories have 

different speeds. Migration is accelerated when migrants make the right connections, but 

at the same time many policy measures are designed to decelerate migrants' movements. 

With the same analysis, I have shown that the apparently mobile phase of migration -  the 

journey -  may go hand in hand with physical (as well as experienced) immobility, while the 

apparently immobile phase of migration -  migrants' settlement -  may be accompanied by 

actual or potential movement. This finding puts into perspective the settler/sojourner 

discussion that has been prominent in migration literature (e.g. Piore 1979; Chavez 1988; 

see also Riccio 2001; Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995). This dichotomy 

becomes blurred as 'sojourners' -  who search their way to several destinations -  may stay 

put, and settlers may be on the move. Finally, by discussing migrants' waiting statuses in 

different places, I have illustrated that migrants are not only 'in transit' when 

waiting/residing in European borderlands. Many sub-Saharan Africans have to wait before 

they depart; others fall 'in transit' after reaching the EU. Some others wait in uncertainty 

before they are able to return to their countries of origin. By taking these dynamics into 

account I suggest to relate the term 'transit' more accurately to migrants' experiences, 

instead of pinning it down to certain geographical areas (see also Duvell 2010) or 

presenting it as the abstract in-between phase between departure and arrival 

(Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008).

The remainder of this concluding chapter builds on these findings, and consists of three 

parts. Firstly, I use the main analytical starting points of the mobilities debate to arrive at a 

better understanding of migration trajectories as a research object. Secondly, I reflect 

critically upon the debate on transnational migration that has enriched our general 

understanding of migration as a social phenomenon in a globalising world. With these
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reflections I hope to contribute to a further cross-fertilisation of mobilities studies with 

migration studies, especially with regard to the debate on transnationalism (see also 

Fortier and Lewis 2006; Blunt 2007; Baas 2009). Finally, I use my main findings to briefly 

discuss the impact of (physical) barriers on migration trajectories.

6.1 Understanding migration trajectories; relating mobilities and places
It is worth emphasising that the components that are separately analysed in the three 

empirical chapters are in fact closely interlinked. I have shown that a state of forced 

immobility often triggers the aspiration to move, whereas being restlessly on the move 

contributes to migrants' motivation to seek stable grounds. In addition, a connection with 

a successful migrant who departed some years previously is for many people a factor that 

motivates them to migrate themselves. Moreover, I have also shown that migrants' 

networking skills affect the speed of their journeys. The question then is: How to make 

sense of the interconnectedness of these three components? Or, in other words: How 

best to approach migration trajectories as a research object?

To answer this question, it is helpful to follow the mobilities turn, evident in the 

argument that social life can be better understood if we analyse more carefully the 

interdependent mobilities that produce it. John Urry (2007) distinguishes in this respect 

five sorts of mobility (see also Introduction). These are: 1) The corporeal travel of persons; 

2) the physical mobility of objects; 3) the imaginative travel of people, facilitated by print 

and visual media; 4) virtual travel that transcends geographical and social distances; and 

5) communicative travel through person-to-person messages. Following Urry's line of 

thought, migrants' trajectories can be approached as complex assemblages of these 

interdependent mobilities. They connect with, and are the result of, these other 

mobilities. The corporeal mobility of today's migrant is, for instance, a product of a chain 

reaction set in motion by a previous movement of yesterday's migrant. The mobility of a 

migrant can also be triggered by the mobility of tourists visiting the migrant's place of 

origin. However, it is crucial to note that the mobilities of various persons do not lead to a 

cumulative increase in mobility. The mobility of one person (for example the emigration of 

the eldest son of a family) might affect the mobility of other persons in a negative way 

(the other children may be forced to remain behind because the family's resources were 

spent on the eldest son's migration project) (Adey 2006; 2010; see also Introduction). In 

addition to the mobility of people, the mobility of information and money across places is 

also vital to an understanding of the courses of migration trajectories. At the same time, 

migrants' motivations to move are strongly influenced by imaginative travel through 

exposure to visual media. I have underlined this in Chapter 3 by applying Appadurai's 

'scapes' of cultural globalisation to the analysis of migrants' aspirations (Appadurai 1996).
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Finally, objects are not only sources for migrants' inspiration (e.g. the mobility of luxury 

goods), but they also help migrants to move in a practical sense (e.g. cars, the mobile 

phone, the false passport). With regard to the latter, several mobilities scholars argue that 

agency derives from the complex interconnections of humans with material objects (Urry 

2000; Law and Urry 2004; Adey 2010; see also Introduction).

It has already been stressed that these interdependent mobilities always relate to 

relative fixities (see Introduction and Chapter 5). There are relatively fixed infrastructures 

that make the different mobilities possible. I have specified that certain places are 

important for the facilitation of migration journeys such as harbours, airports and 

'migration hubs' (e.g. Tamanrasset, Oujda, and Istanbul) (see Chapter 4). For virtual and 

communicative travel, phone houses and Internet cafés are examples of another type of 

relatively fixed place that is important in the analysis of migration trajectories. This brings 

me to the central debate in human geography regarding the relation between mobility 

and place. My study builds on the notion that place matters in the story of movement. 

This contrasts with the argument that mobility is the 'enemy' of place in the sense that 

more mobility leads to a certain loss of identity and function of place -  to a certain 

placelessness (Augé 1995; Cresswell 2004; Urry 2007; B^renholdt and Granas 2010). This 

study has shown how places function as access points for migrants to travel onwards, 

largely because places are the meeting points for social interaction.191 In other words, 

places are important for an understanding of migrants' mobilities because they are the 

nodes where people's trajectories come together (for different durations) (Amin 2002), 

where social networks meet (Massey 2005) and, hence, from where journeying becomes 

possible (Casey 1993).

It is widely acknowledged, however, that the relation between mobility and place 

works both ways. Places facilitate mobilities, but mobilities also give meaning to places 

(Casey 1993; Massey 1994; 2005; Sassen 2001; B^renholdt and Granas 2010). The (re- 

)emergence of 'migration industries' and 'migration hubs' in the Sahara desert, as a result 

of the increasing number of sub-Saharan Africans travelling northwards, is perhaps the 

most convincing illustration for this argument in the framework of this study. The 

continuous passing by of migrants has renegotiated businesses, authority controls and 

neighbourhoods in Saharan places (Brachet 2005; 2007; Bredeloup 2010). The EU's geo

political expressions of its territoriality (by, for instance, the building of higher fences in 

Ceuta and Melilla) in Afro-European borderlands is also an example of how sub-Saharan 

African mobilities have (indirectly) contributed to the transformation of particular places. 

Thus, although I relate the concept of place to some sense of fixity, they must certainly

191 Places can indeed be seen as a "throwntogetherness" of social relations (Massey 2005, 149; see also 
B ^renho ld t and Granas 2010).
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not be regarded as stable, fixed and locatable. They are constantly mediated by 

movements from far-away and always exist in relation to other places (Massey 2005; Amin 

2002).192

At first sight, this 'mobilities lens' that relates mobilities to places is very much in line with 

migration system approaches which see migration as a result of interlinkages between 

different locations (e.g. Fawcett 1989; Massey et al. 1998). However, it is important to 

note that the points of departure differ considerably in terms of their level of abstraction. 

System approaches start from the system which explains human movement. The risk here 

is that migrants' trajectories are again seen as the mechanical effects of interactions 

between a selection of locations. From such an analytical starting point, migrants' 

trajectories are easily reduced to straight, point-to-point lines.193 The mobilities lens I 

advocate, however, starts with the dynamics of migrants' trajectories and asks researchers 

to analyse how different places and mobilities merge together in -  and influence -  these 

trajectories.194 In a way, this suggested mobilities lens puts emphasis on the intersecting, 

overlapping and altering of so-called migration systems which results in, and is in turn 

affected by, individual trajectories. From this viewpoint, individual migration trajectories 

are not confined within a system consisting of a selection of places, but are connectors of 

different systems and, moreover, they are themselves motors for broader system 

changes. Thus, as previously outlined, trajectories are approached as expressions of 

various interactions between people, places and mobilities that help to constitute space 

(Massey 2005). In this context it is interesting to note that the institutional landscape of 

Morocco has slightly altered as an effect of the long-term presence of (more or less 

transient) sub-Saharan African communities in the country. The European Commission has 

financed Moroccan institutions in order to stem the 'migration pressure' from the South. 

International organisations, such as the IOM and UNHCR, have been installed in Morocco 

and their activities have expanded in recent years. Furthermore, local NGOs all over the 

country are nowadays also dealing with migration issues. And, not the least important, we 

have seen in Chapter 5 that sub-Saharan African migrants have created self-organisations 

in the country. Nowadays these organisations are a prominent part of a transnational civil 

society striving for migrants' rights and just border politics. In the same chapter, I have

192 The relational or open sense o f place put forward by, among others Doreen Massey and Ash Amin, must also 
be understood in a historical sense. Places are simultaneities of trajectories 'so far;' it brings together people, 
thoughts, earlier trajectories and place histories (Massey 2005; Amin 2002).
193 In tha t sense, Cresswell's critique o f migration theory, tha t it has mainly explained movement from  the 
position o f fixed points (the d ifferent locations and the ir interactions), still applies to  migration system 
approaches (Cresswell 2006; see also Introduction).
194 In this context it is interesting to  take into account the discussion on the  difference between a multi-sited 
ethnography (designed to  investigate world systems) and a translocal ethnography (designed to  investigate 
trajectories) (Chapter 2).
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illustrated that sub-Saharan African migrants have brought about socio-economic changes 

in Turkey as well. In Istanbul sub-Saharan African migrants work as street vendors and are 

involved in instant economic activities known as "chabuk chabuk." Others act as guides for 

African businessmen and direct their clients to import-export markets, arrange 

accommodation and act as interpreters. In other words, sub-Saharan African migrants in 

Istanbul, regardless of the duration of their stay, play their roles in emerging economic 

activities that link different places and different actors. These examples of Morocco and 

Turkey support the notion that migration is always embedded in, and a forerunner to, 

broader socio-spatial transformations. This constant transformation of places affects, on 

its turn, the courses of migration trajectories.

6.2 Mobilities and transnationalism
Migration studies with a transnational perspective have been crucial to the field of 

mobilities studies (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006). As has been argued, the notion of 

transnationalism has profoundly undermined conceptualisations of migration as a once- 

off movement from a state of fixity at the place of origin towards another state of fixity at 

the destination (see Introduction). With their dynamic perspective on migration, 

positioning migrants as both part of the societies 'here' and 'there,' transnational scholars 

have paid more attention to mobility as a vital aspect of social life. With the insights 

gained from my study, I advance two critical arguments that may contribute to a further 

theorisation of transnational migration.

Transnationalism, as defined by Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton (1995, 48) is 

"the process by which immigrants forge and sustain simultaneous multi-stranded social 

relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement."195 Although this 

definition is often taken as a starting point, the conceptualisation of transnationalism 

varies widely across different studies. Some scholars attempt to reduce the phenomenon 

to concrete and observable interactions between a country of origin and a country of 

destination -  these are considered as the narrow conceptualisations of transnationalism 

(e.g. Portes, Guarnizo and Landolt 1999; Maas 2011). Other scholars approach 

transnationalism as a more comprehensive phenomenon that includes less tangible 

engagements across borders, such as everyday social practices, communications, 

emotional attachments, and transnational identities (e.g. Snel, Engbersen and Leerkes 

2006; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Gielis 2009).

My first argument applies to the rather narrow conceptualisations of 

transnationalism in which the phenomenon is reduced to concrete and observable

195 These authors stress later in the  same article tha t migrants may live the ir lives "across national borders and 
respond to  the  constraints and demands o f tw o  or more states" (Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton 1995,
54; emphasis added). They thus do not define transnationalism as s trictly a bipolar phenomenon.
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interactions across borders. In this regard, it is worth noting that transnational studies 

tend to overlook the fact that the road leading towards transnational lifestyles can be very 

long and 'bumpy.' In other words, migrants may aspire to live transnational lives, enabling 

them to be simultaneously members of the societies 'here' and 'there,' but the harsh daily 

realities block many of the interactions that are subsumed under the heading of 

transnationalism. I have shown that migrants' physical movements to their communities 

in their countries of origin are blocked in cases where they lack the proper travel 

documents. One could also argue that migrants' transnational activities in the economic 

domain remain limited in cases where the preferred destination has not (yet) been 

reached. This also applies to situations where migrants have only marginal opportunities 

to upgrade their socio-economic status upon reaching their preferred destinations. In fact, 

migrants on their way to better places may sometimes be the receivers of family money 

rather than the senders of remittances. The situation changes when migrants are in a 

position to build comfortable lives for themselves. As a result, if we accept the narrow 

definition of the 'transmigrant' as the person who structurally binds together the country 

of origin and the country of destination, we have to be aware that this 'transmigrant' is an 

ideal type. The label fits far from all migrants in this age of turbulent migration in which 

insecure living conditions are the daily reality for so many migrants (Papastergiadis 2000).

I therefore argue that transnational research would be enriched were it to take better 

account of the conditions in the 'here' and the 'now' that restrict migrants' to live 

(im)mobile lives (see Chapter 5). In this respect, it is useful to link transnationalism more 

to the 'ups' and 'downs' of migrants' trajectories through time and space. We may come 

to think of 'transnational careers' in which the transnational engagements of migrants 

vary over time and depend in part on conditions in their current living places.196

With this argument in mind, I stress that insights from the mobilities debate can 

add value to studies on transnational migration. After all, the mobilities approach does not 

simply emphasise that mobility is central to migrants' daily lives and that all facets of 

social life have become more (or sometimes less) mobile. This strand of literature also 

explicitly advocates that we need a better understanding of how mobilities involve politics 

(see Introduction). This politics of mobilities implies that some mobilities encounter little 

opposition, while other mobilities are traced, slowed down or blocked. It also implies that 

the mobility of some have consequences for the mobilities of others (Adey 2006; Cresswell 

2010a). Even the ideal version of the 'transmigrant' does not live in a frictionless space in 

which bodies can move freely (Mitchell 1997). When we have a better understanding of 

the qualitative dimension of the mobilities that constitute migrants' trans-worlds -  by

196 It is good to  remind the reader tha t a considerable number of respondents in the Netherlands did not express 
the  aspiration to  return to  the ir countries o f origin, which also puts into perspective the importance of 
transnationalism as the observable movements between the countries 'here' and 'there ' (see also Chapter 3).
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empirically investigating how, and under what conditions, some information, capital, 

goods and persons travel more easily than others -  we may arrive at a better 

understanding of migrants' transnational activities, their opposing forces, and the impact 

of transnationalism on various places. In other words, to investigate the qualitative 

dimension of the 'trans,' we have to differentiate more carefully the mobilities that 

constitute the 'trans' and we have to take more account of the factors that create 

differences in speed and accessibility.

However, as indicated, the previous argument applies to a rather narrow understanding of 

transnationalism. It is important to realise that migrants who have not (yet) reached the 

ideal status of the 'transmigrant' are certainly not isolated from all forms of attachment 

and connectedness beyond the 'here' and the 'now.' On the contrary, by means of new 

communication means that are easily utilised by migrants, everyday communication 

between migrants and their families or friends in different places plays an important part 

in the everyday lives of migrants who are on their way to better places. If we move away 

from the narrow conceptualisation of transnationalism and regard the 'transmigrant' as 

someone who is continuously transcending geographical, cultural and political boundaries 

(Grillo 2007; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Ernste, van Houtum and Zoomers 2009) and 

challenging the notion of propinquity as a condition for social and placial attachments 

(Urry 2004; 2007), then we can conclude that all migrants I have met in the course of this 

research can be seen as 'transmigrants,' regardless of the stage of their trajectories or 

their legal statuses. Thus, transnational communications, sensibilities, connections and 

identities are not only reserved for privileged migrants who visit their home countries 

several times a year (Riccio 2005b; Kothari 2008).

Following this broader notion of transnationalism, my second argument to the 

transnational debate is that we only get a better notion of the 'trans' if we move beyond 

the bilocal version of most transnational conceptualisations (e.g. Vertovec 2004a, see also 

Introduction). If there is one myth that this study has empirically debunked, it is the myth 

that migration consists of a single unidirectional movement from A to B. Many of my 

respondents have 'multiple roots,' in the sense that they have lived in more than two 

places for considerable periods of time (see also Grillo 2007). We have also seen that the 

most direct journeys of migrants from a place of origin to a particular destination may 

involve more than one location, and may require more than one movement (see for 

instance the trajectory of the Gambian man, Dawda, in Section 5.2.1). Moreover, in cases 

in which migrants have lived in only two places, their social contacts are likely to be spread 

over multiple places. The mobility of migrants and the mobility of the people migrants feel 

connected to result in multipolar transnational spaces. Thus, where the earlier argument 

stresses that transnational research should not neglect the friction that occurs within
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transnational spaces, my second argument is that, if we accept a broader definition of the 

'trans,' the world seems to be even more mobile than is often assumed by transnational 

scholars. In other words, there is still much 'trans' to explore if researchers of 

transnational migration move away from their bilocal viewpoints and follow more 

accurately migrants' mobilities and their connections.

6.3 Mobilities and barriers
In the period during which this research has been conducted, the picture of sub-Saharan 

African migration towards the EU has changed considerably. Former routes have been 

blocked, new routes have been created and new entry points have emerged. The public 

'invasion' discourse in the EU, however, has remained unchanged. In this respect, public 

attention has shifted in the course of 2010 from the western and central Mediterranean 

routes to the situation in the Turkish-Greek borderlands. The Turkish-Greek land border in 

the Evros region is now seen as the last 'hole in the wall' of EU's outer border system. As 

we have seen in Chapter 1, in 2010 the European Commission has installed a FRONTEX 

'Rapid Border Intervention Team' (RABIT) in the Evros region to plug this last hole. 

Equipped with the most modern surveillance systems, this mobile team of European 

border guards assists the Greek authorities to control its borders. It seems, however, that 

the Greek authorities found the RABIT intervention to be insufficient. In January 2011 they 

namely proposed a new plan to combat illegal migration; building a 12km fence along its 

land border with Turkey.197

Thus, despite persistent messages from academia, NGOs and international 

organisations, stressing that there might be much to gain (for the different states involved 

as well as for migrants and their communities) if barriers to human movements are 

lowered,198 national governments still come up with new initiatives to erect or strengthen 

physical barriers. This reinforces the notion of the turbulence of migration (Papastergiadis 

2000) that points to the friction that results from an increasingly globalising world, which 

is at the same time characterised by the politics of barriers to human mobility.

Physical barriers may prevent migrants from entering through a particular gateway. 

If we return to Ceuta and Melilla today, we do indeed notice a substantial reduction in the

197 BBC News, 03-01-2011, "Greece plans Turkey border fence to tackle m igration ,"  
h ttp://www.bbc.co.uk/news/m obile/world-europe-12109595, accessed on 04-01-2011.
198 See fo r instance the 2009 Human Development Report of the  United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), tha t proposes to  lower instead o f heighten the  barriers fo r movement. This report particularly 
recommends, strikingly in contrast w ith EU policies, to  increase the number o f visas fo r low-skilled migrants. It 
fu rtherm ore proposes to  strengthen the  rights o f the movers, at the  assumed destination, but also during the ir 
journeys (UNDP 2009).
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number of sub-Saharan Africans entering the enclaves since 2005. In this particular 

region the heightening of fences has certainly had an effect and one may expect 

something similar to take place in the Evros region in case the Greek fence is built, which 

remains to be seen at the time of writing. However, the effect will be limited to a 

particular region as we realise that migrants, with help of their facilitators, have always 

found their ways into the EU by creating new entry points and new routes for others to 

follow. Thus, fences have rather small effects on the broader picture of irregular migration 

from sub-Saharan Africa to the EU. This becomes even more obvious when we take into 

account the fact that unauthorised entries form only a fraction of the total picture of 

irregular migration to the EU (de Haas 2007a; Chapter 1). We have seen that crossing the 

EU's southern border is one of a number of strategies used by migrants and their 

facilitators to reach the EU irregularly. We have also seen that African migrants may enter 

the EU in accordance with the law, but become 'illegal migrants' once their travel 

documents have expired or their asylum applications have been rejected.

The building of fences is also a rather ineffective measure to control African 

migration to the EU since it ignores the fact that sub-Saharan African migration is 

profoundly interwoven with broader processes of globalisation (see Chapter 1). If one 

aims to control migration, one rather has to think of policy measures that isolate a society 

from all kinds of globalisation processes. This would include policy initiatives that are 

essentially unethical, unfeasible and undesirable, such as the ban of European tourism to 

African countries, the prohibition of TV broadcasts of European football matches in Africa, 

the termination of all development aid, the total control of Euro-African trade relations 

and, yes, the prohibition of love between African and European citizens.

Furthermore, the politics of barriers can be criticised for its assumptive undertone 

implying that, if we do not build up barriers, 'hordes' of migrants will enter the EU. I stress 

that this is an odd assumption from an African viewpoint since only a minority of the 

international migrants in sub-Saharan Africa leave for Europe. Most African migrants move 

to other African countries. Thus, in fact, South-South migration instead of South-North 

migration is the dominant migration pattern here. Moreover, in the framework of 

diversifying destinations, Morocco and Turkey are certainly not simply 'transit countries.' 

They are destinations in their own right as many sub-Saharan Africans are happy with the 

possibilities they have found in these places they initially aimed to pass. Many others are 

migrating to these countries without the initial aspiration of moving onwards to the EU. 

Altogether, when we take a look at the barriers and fences from 'the other side,' we 

conclude that they are very difficult to justify.

199 In 2010 the  to ta l number o f irregular entries in Ceuta and Melilla was 1567, much lower than the 5566 arrivals 
in 2005. See: http://www.la-m oncloa.es/ID I0MAS/9/Gobierno/News/2011/19012011Imm igrants2010.htm , 
accessed on 17-02-2011.

199

204

http://www.la-moncloa.es/IDIOMAS/9/Gobierno/News/2011/19012011Immigrants2010.htm


Finally, I question the politics of physical barriers simply because this can only 

increase the friction of the trajectories of migrants who are searching for a brighter future. 

Barriers make migrants' travelling to their aspired-to destinations all too often a lengthy 

and risky undertaking. This, however, does not only apply to the migrants who are 

heading 'North.' To illustrate this, I return for the last time to the same physical barriers 

my thesis started with; the fences of the Spanish enclave Ceuta:

On the 31st of January 2011, the Spanish Guardia Civil intercepted a 

Malian migrant who tried to climb the fences of Ceuta.200 His aim, 

however, was not to reach 'Europe' via the Spanish enclave. He 

actually climbed the fences in 'reverse direction' -  from Spain to 

Morocco. This man stated to be tired of waiting for a better life in 

'Europe.' For this reason, he wanted to return to Mali. However, the 

fences obstructed his homeward journey.

Indeed, even simple 'homeward' journeys may appear to be rather turbulent trajectories.

The original message concerning this particular Malian migrant appeared in a local newspaper o f Ceuta. See: 
http://www.elfarodig ital.es/ceuta/sucesos/35893-la-historia-de-om ar-.htm l, accessed on 18-02-2011.
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Appendix I
Overview respondents

Code Name Nationality Sexe Age Location 'Route' (simplified versions)
(pseud.) interview

Sp 1 Fatou Senegal F 35-40 Mataró (Spain) Senegal -  Italy - Spain
Sp 2 Patrick The Gambia M 50 Mataró (Spain) The Gambia -Greece-Spain
Sp 3 Ali Senegal M 20-25 Barcelona (Spain) Senegal-Belgium-France-Spain
Sp 4 Kumba Guinea Bissau M 25 Madrid (Spain) Guinea Bissau - Cuba - Spain
Sp 5 Anthony Ghana M 25-30 Roquetes del Mar 

(Spain)
Ghana -  The Netherlands - 
Spain

Sp 6 Mike Ghana M 35-40 Roquetes del Mar Ghana -  The Netherlands -
(Spain) Spain

Mo 1 Clement Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

M 46 Rabat (Morocco)
Longitudinal
methods

Democratic Republic o f Congo- 
Congo Brazzaville- Central- 
Africa - Cameroon -  Nigeria -  
Niger -  Algeria -  Morocco -  
Spain - Morocco

Mo 2 Jean-Louis Democratic M 36 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Longitudinal Congo Brazzaville -  Cameroon -
Congo methods Nigeria - Benin- Mali -  Algeria 

-  Morocco -  Spain - France
Mo 3 Luc Democratic 

Republic of 
Congo

M 29 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -  
Congo Brazzaville -  Cameroon -  
Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria - 
Morocco

Mo 4 Kingsley Nigeria M 28 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Morocco

Mo 5 Johnston Nigeria M 25 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria - 
Morocco

Mo 6 Jonathan Nigeria M 25 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Morocco

Mo 7 Franck Cameroon M 38 Rabat (Morocco) Cameroon -  Nigeria -  Niger -  
Algeria - Morocco

Mo 8 Precious Nigeria F 27 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Morocco

Mo 9 April Nigeria F 25-30 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria - 
Morocco

Mo 10 Vincent Guinea M 18 Rabat (Morocco) Guinea Conakry -  Ivory Coast -
Conakry Mali -  Algeria - Morocco

Mo 11 Kacka Ivory Coast M 19 Rabat (Morocco) Ivory Coast -  Mali -  Algeria - 
Morocco

Mo 12 Honorata Democratic F 34 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Congo Brazzaville -  Mali -
Congo Algeria - Morocco

Mo 13 Agnes Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

F 25-30 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo - 
?? -  Mali -  Algeria -  Morocco

Mo 14 Jules Democratic M 30 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Amersfoort, Congo Brazzaville -  Cameroon -
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Congo Nunspeet (the Nigeria -  Mali -A lgeria -
Netherlands) Morocco -  the Netherlands
Longitudinal
methods

Mo 15 Sylvie Senegal F 27 Rabat (Morocco) Senegal-Mauritania-Morocco

Mo 16 Ali Senegal M 18 Rabat (Morocco) Senegal -  Mali -  Algeria -
Morocco

Mo 17 Nana Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

F 30-35 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -  
Congo Brazzaville -  Cameroon -  
Nigeria -  Burkina Faso -  Mali -  
Algeria - Morocco

Mo 18 Friday Nigeria M 36 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Morocco -  Spain -  Morocco

Mo 19 Eric Nigeria M 26 Rabat (Morocco), 
Prato (Italy) 
Longitudinal 
methods

Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -  
Morocco -  Algeria -  Libya - Italy

Mo 20 Jonathan Nigeria M 29 Rabat (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Longitudinal
methods

Morocco -  Algeria -  Niger - 
Nigeria

Mo 21 Francos Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

M 43 Rabat (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -  
Morocco

Mo 22 George Liberia M 22 Rabat (Morocco) Liberia -  Nigeria -  Niger-
Algeria- Morocco

Mo 23 Togan Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

M 30 Oujda (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo - 
?? - Algeria -  Morocco -  Spain 
-  Algeria - Morocco

Mo 24 Hallelujah Nigeria M 29 Oujda (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -
Longitudinal
methods

Morocco -  Spain -  Nigeria -  
Niger -  Algeria -  Morocco -  
Spain -  France -  Nigeria -  Niger 
-  Algeria - Morocco

Mo 25 Gabriel Nigeria M 24 Oujda (Morocco) Nigeria -  Niger -  Algeria -  
Morocco

Mo 26 Sony Cameroon M 22 Oujda (Morocco) Cameroon - Nigeria -  Benin-
Longitudinal
methods

Burkina Faso -  Niger- Algeria -  
Morocco -  Algeria - Morocco

Mo 27 Christian Cameroon M 21 Oujda (Morocco)
Longitudinal
methods

Cameroon -  Nigeria -  Niger - 
Algeria -  Morocco/Algeria

Mo 28 Julien Democratic M 40-45 Oujda (Morocco) Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Morocco -  Algeria -  Morocco
Congo

Mo 29 Anthony Ghana M 26 Oujda (Morocco) Ghana -  Senegal -  Mali -  
Algeria - Morocco

Mo 30 Carlos Guinea Bissau M 18 Rabat (Morocco) Guinea Bissau -  Mali -  Algeria -
Morocco

Se 1 Bada Togo M 25 Dakar (Senegal)
Longitudinal
methods

Togo -  Ghana -  Burkina Faso -  
Niger -  Mali -  Algeria -  
Morocco -  Senegal -  Mali- 
Burkina Faso-Togo-Burkina Faso 
-  Mali - Senegal

Tu 1 Roger Rwanda M 44 Istanbul (Turkey) Rwanda - ?? - Turkey
Tu 2 Said Comoros M 42 Istanbul (Turkey) 

Marseille (France)
Comoros -  Egypt -  Syria -  
Comoros- Syria -  Lebanon -
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Longitudinal Turkey -  Greece - France
methods

Tu 3 Mikel Nigeria M 25 Nigeria -  Turkey -  Nigeria
Tu 4 Destiny Nigeria M 31 Istanbul (Turkey)

Heraklion
(Greece)
Longitudinal
methods

Nigeria -  South Africa -  Nigeria 
- Turkey - Greece

Tu 5 Owen Nigeria M 22 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Turkey
Longitudinal
methods

Tu 6 Frank Nigeria M 22 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Turkey
Tu 7 Joseph Nigeria M 27 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Turkey - Greece

Longitudinal
methods

Tu 8 Amanita Senegal F 39 Istanbul (Turkey) Senegal -  France -  Senegal -  
Turkey -  Senegal -  Turkey

Tu 9 Jude Nigeria M 24 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria - Turkey
Longitudinal
methods

Tu 10 Laye Senegal M 28 Istanbul (Turkey) Senegal -  Turkey -  Senegal -  
Turkey -  Senegal - Turkey

Tu 11 Vieux Senegal M 40-45 Istanbul (Turkey) Senegal -  Turkey -  Senegal -
Turkey

Tu12 Abu Somalia M 24 Istanbul (Turkey) Somalia -  Turkey
Tu 13 Viviane Ivory Coast F 30-35 Istanbul (Turkey) Ivory Coast - ?? -  Turkey -

United States
Tu14 Edoison Ivory Coast M 30-35 Istanbul (Turkey) Ivory Coast - ?? - Turkey
Tu15 Victor Nigeria M 26 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Cameroon -  Nigeria -

Turkey
Tu16 Sam Nigeria M 28 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Turkey -  Nigeria - 

Turkey
Tu 17 Fidel Democratic M 33 Istanbul (Turkey) Democratic Republic o f Congo -

Republic of Turkey
Congo

Tu 18 Rose Nigeria F 34 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Lebanon -  Syria -  
Turkey

Tu 19 Saed Somalia M 29 Istanbul Somalia -  Turkey
(Turkey

Tu 20 John Nigeria M 25 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -Lebanon -  Turkey
Tu 21 Mohamed Sudan M 30-35 Istanbul (Turkey) Sudan -  Lebanon -  Syria -

Turkey
Tu 22 Amir Comoros M 22 Istanbul (Turkey) Comoros -  Morocco -  Comoros 

Syria - Turkey
Tu 23 Manju Democratic M 34 Istanbul (Turkey) Democratic Republic o f Congo -

Republic of Morocco - Turkey
Congo

Tu 24 Isac Burundi M 23 Istanbul (Turkey)
Longitudinal
methods

Burundi -  Turkey -  Burundi - 
Turkey

Tu 25 Beauty Nigeria F 36 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Syria -  Lebanon -
Syria - Turkey

Tu 26 Caroline Nigeria F 40-45 Istanbul (Turkey) Nigeria -  Lebanon -  Turkey
Tu 27 Henry Cameroon M 28 Istanbul (Turkey) Cameroon - Turkey
NL 1 Dawda The Gambia M 29 Nijmegen (the 

Netherlands)
The Gambia -  The Netherlands 
-  The Gambia -  Senegal -  The
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Longitudinal Gambia -  The Netherlands
methods

NL 2 Patrick Cameroon M 28 Roermond (The Cameroon -  Turkey -  the
Netherlands) Netherlands

NL 3 Stella Sudan F 20 Utrecht (The 
Netherlands)

Sudan -  Kenya -  The 
Netherlands

NL 4 Aly Senegal M 37 Amsterdam (The Senegal -  Mali -  Senegal -
Netherlands Niger -  Senegal -  Belgium -  

Senegal -  Belgium -  The 
Netherlands

NL 5 Amma Sudan F 28 Amsterdam (The 
Netherlands)

Sudan -  Zambia -  The 
Philippines -  Sudan -  Egypt -  
the Philippines -  The 
Netherlands -  Ghana -  The 
Netherlands

NL 6 Mohammed Benin M 23 Nijmegen (The Benin -  The Netherlands
Netherlands
Longitudinal
methods

NL 7 Carole Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

F 35-40 Veenendaal(The 
Netherlands)

Democratic Republic o f Congo -  
Belgium - The Netherlands

Ita 1 Didier Ivory Coast M 36 Prato (Italy) Ivory Coast -  France -  Italy
Ita 2 Christy Nigeria F 23 Prato (Italy) Nigeria -  France -  Italy
Ita 3 Stanly Nigeria M 28 Prato (Italy) Nigeria -  Niger -  Libya - Italy
Ita 4 Francis Nigeria M 30 Prato (Italy) Nigeria -  France -  Italy
Ita 5 Chidi Nigeria M 26 Prato (Italy) Nigeria -  France -  Austria - Italy
NL 8 Peter Sierra Leone M 35-40 Nijmegen (The 

Netherlands)
Sierra Leone -  Liberia -  The 
Netherlands -  United Kingdom 
-  The Netherlands -  United 
States -  The Netherlands

NL 9 Landry Democratic M 49 Utrecht (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Netherlands) Belgium -  The Netherlands
Congo

NL 10 Austin Ghana M 52 Amsterdam (The 
Netherlands)

Ghana -  Nigeria -  United 
Kingdom -  The Netherlands

NL 11 Marian Ghana F 43 Amsterdam (The Ghana -  France -  Belgium -
Netherlands) The Netherlands

NL 12 Louis Guinea
Conakry

M 63 Nijmegen (The 
Netherlands)

Guinea Conakry -  Senegal -  
Mali -  Guinea Conakry - Spain -  
The Netherlands

NL 13 Andre Ghana M 52 Amsterdam (The Ghana -  Nigeria -  Ghana -  The
Netherlands) Netherlands

NL 14 Saef Sudan M 30 Nijmegen (The 
Netherlands)

Sudan -  The Netherlands

NL 15 Célia Democratic F 55 Heerlen (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Netherlands) Belgium -  The Netherlands -
Congo Democratic Republic o f Congo -  

The Netherlands
NL 16 Terry Nigeria M 38 Tilburg (The 

Netherlands)
Nigeria -  The Netherlands

NL 18 Arcel Democratic M 30 Nijmegen (The Democratic Republic o f Congo-
Republic of Netherlands) Belgium -  The Netherlands
Congo Longitudinal

methods
NL 19 Pierre Democratic M 26 Tilburg (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
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Republic o f Netherlands) Uganda -  Ethiopia -  The
Congo Netherlands

NL 20 Victory Nigeria M 39 Tilburg (The Nigeria -  Ghana -  Nigeria - The
Netherlands) Netherlands -  United Kingdom 

-  The Netherlands -  Belgium -  
The Netherlands

NL 21 Alphonse Guinea
Conakry

M 27 Nijmegen (The 
Netherlands)

Guinea Conakry -  The 
Netherlands

NL 22 Thierry Democratic M 45-50 Amsterdam (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Netherlands) Belgium -  The Netherlands
Congo

NL 23 Dina Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

F 30 Tilburg (The 
Netherlands)

Congo -  Uganda -  The 
Netherlands

NL 24 Evrard Rwanda M 44 Arnhem (The Rwanda -  France -  Rwanda -
Netherlands) Senegal -  Rwanda -  Democratic 

Republic o f Congo -  Tanzania -  
The Netherlands

NL 25 W illy Democratic 
Republic of 
Congo

M 40 Nijmegen (The 
Netherlands)

Democratic Republic o f Congo -  
Morocco -  Democratic Republic 
o f Congo -  Belgium -  The 
Netherlands

NL 26 Estelle Democratic F 32 Nijmegen (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Netherlands Belgium -  The Netherlands
Congo

NL 27 Anthony Ghana M 55 Enschede (The 
Netherlands)

Ghana -  Libya -  Malta -  The 
Netherlands

NL 28 Joshua Ghana M 59 Enschede (The Ghana -  Nigeria -  Libya -  Syria
Netherlands) -  Japan -  Singapore -  Greece -  

Sweden - The Netherlands
NL 29 Mariama Mauritania F 27 Nijmegen (The 

Netherlands)
Mauritania -  Spain -  
Mauritania -  France -  Belgium 
-  The Netherlands

NL 30 Sisi Ghana F 41 Enschede (The Ghana -  Ivory Coast -  Belgium
Netherlands) -  The Netherlands

NL 31 Oko Ghana M 36 Breda(The 
Netherlands)

Ghana -  Togo -  Ghana -  
Germany -  Ghana -  Togo -  
Benin- Nigeria -  Ghana -  The 
Netherlands

NL 32 Agnes Ghana F 44 Amsterdam (The Ghana -  France -  Belgium -The
Netherlands) Netherlands

NL 33 Jerry Ivory Coast M 32 (The Netherlands) Ivory Coast -  Burkina Faso -  
Ivory Coast -  Greece -  The 
Netherlands -  Greece -  The 
Netherlands

NL 34 Richard Liberia M 42 Nijmegen (The Liberia -  United States -  Liberia
Netherlands) -  The Netherlands

NL 35 Abou Togo M 55 The Hague (The 
Netherlands)

Togo- Ghana -  Togo -  Belgium 
-  The Netherlands

NL 36 Lucien Democratic M 25 Nijmegen (The Democratic Republic o f Congo -
Republic of Netherlands) Belgium - The Netherlands
Congo

Fr 1 Cherolle Comoros F 20 Marseille (France) Comoros -  France
Gr 1 Moussa Senegal M 20-25 Heraklion Senegal -  Turkey -  Greece

(Greece)
Gr 2 Jack Nigeria M 28 Heraklion Nigeria -  Turkey -  Greece
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Gr 3 Michelle Nigeria F
(Greece)

30 Heraklion Nigeria - Turkey -  Greece
(Greece)

Country o f origin Number of 
respondents

Nigeria 30
Democratic Republic o f 
Congo

22

Ghana 11
Senegal 9
Cameroon 5
Ivory Coast 5
Sudan 4
Guinea Conakry 3
Comoros 3
The Gambia 2
Rwanda 2
Liberia 2
Guinea Bissau 2
Somalia 2
Togo 2
Benin 1
Mauritania 1
Burundi 1
Sierra Leone 1

Total 108
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Appendix II
Overview expert interviews

This list contains the interviewed experts and visited organisations during my first 

fieldwork trip together with David van Moppes in 2007. In some instances, we only knew 

the first names of the interviewees. The list also includes some expert interviews in Turkey 

and the Netherlands.

Name
Albert Terrones 
Nynke de W itte 
Lorena
Xavier Ferrer Gallardo 
Eva 0stergaard-Nielsen 
Omar and Alana

Ana
Sonia Parrella 
Marc 
Papa Sow 
Luis Rubio
Antonio Díaz de Freijo and Camilo
Consuelo, Josefine and Iliane
Fernando
Samira Oukhiar
Sandra Sanz

Paloma

Ana K. Burbano and Ana Villavicencio Vivanco
Mbuye Kabunda
Estella

Mari-Luz
Julia, Abu, Saoud and José 
Mame Mbargane Thiam 
Ibrahima
Juan Antonio Miralles Ortega 
Yussef
Carmen Egea Jiménez 
Aurora Alvarez Veinguer 
Paolo de Mas 
Isabel van Brabant 
Laura Lungarotti 
Johannes van der Klaauw

Organisation
Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona
Universidad Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona
SOS Racismo, Barcelona
Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona
Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona
Associació Catalana de Residents Senegalesos (ACRS),
Barcelona
Fundación San Joaquim, Mataró 
Civic Centre Rocafonda, Mataró 
SAIER, Barcelona
Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona
Casc Antic, Barcelona
GERAFRICA, Barcelona
Ayuntamiento de Madrid
Karibu, Madrid
Comrade, Madrid
UGT Madrid
IBN Batuta, Madrid
Acogida Temporal y Atención a Personas de Origen 
Subsaharaiano, Madrid
Oficina de Información de Atención al Inmigrante, 
Madrid
Aecuatorie, Madrid 
Universidad Autónoma de Madrid.
Ayuntamiento de Almería, departemento de la
Empadronamiento
Subdelegación del Gobierno, Almería
Cruz Roja, Almería
ADESEAN, Almería
ATAESRO, Roquetas de Mar
Almería ACOGE, Almería
UGT, Almería
Universidad de Granada
Universidad de Granada
NIMAR, Rabat
University o f Ghent
IOM, Rabat
UNHCR, Rabat
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Papa Badieye Ngom 
Abdu Salem Fall 
Jan Kok 
Ancel Kats 
Nicholas Reader 
Jerry Niati

Laurent de Boeck 
Yolande Diteweg 
Fenda Soumane & Djibril Gueye 
Mr. Daouda Diagne

Expert interview in Turkey
Deniz Yükseker

ABCDS, Oujda
CEI Protestant Church, Oujda
Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos de Andalucía
CREPOS, OSIWA, Dakar
IFAN Institute, Cheikh Anta Diop University o f Dakar 
CSA, Dakar
IFAN Institute, Cheikh Anta Diop University o f Dakar 
Dutch Embassy, Dakar 
UN-OCHA, Dakar 
IRIN, Dakar
International Federation o f Red Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, Dakar
IOM, Dakar
UNHCR, Dakar (email)
NGO ANAFA, Saint Louis 
Saint Louis

Koç University, Istanbul

Expert interviews in the Netherlands
Dr. Amadou Sow Stichting Mondiale Samenleving/Radboud University,

Nijmegen
Dr. July Ndaye Africa Studies Centre, Leiden
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Summary

In the last decade, images of sub-Saharan African migrants attempting to reach the 

European Union (EU) have been widely disseminated in the European media. These 

images often focus on the most spectacular moments of migrants' journeys: The moments 

when they jump from fences, arrive exhausted in unseaworthy boats at European islands, 

or hide in fully packed cargo trucks. These glimpses of migration journeys tend to 

reproduce the public perception of African migrants as desperate invaders or poor victims 

of smuggling networks. This study critically reviews the general assumptions that are often 

linked to the journeys of sub-Saharan Africans who are moving to the EU. It attempts to 

gain a better empirical understanding of how, and under what conditions, sub-Saharan 

African migrants travel northwards.

In the Introduction, I argue that migration research has generally focused on 'departures' 

and 'arrivals.' On the one hand, using various voluntarist and structuralist frameworks, 

migration researchers have examined the question: Why do people move in the first 

place? On the other hand, in the context of discussions on integration and the economic 

effects of migration, much emphasis has been placed on the effects of migration after 

migrants have arrived at their destinations. The journeys of migrants have generally been 

overlooked as an important study object. Although the literature on transnationalism, the 

facilitation of migration, and transit migration puts the 'rooted' conceptualisation of 

migration into perspective, I argue that we have so far gained only fragmentary insights 

into the question of how migrants actually move. To sustain this argument, I present the 

emerging field of mobilities studies as the analytical starting point of this study. The 

'mobilities turn' pleads for a movement-driven social science, but without forgetting 

about fixity and permanence. In fact, it approaches mobilities as being inherently related 

to immobilities. With this theoretical starting point, mobilities scholars investigate how 

mobilities are facilitated, experienced and differentiated.

With mobility as the analytical point of departure, I define the unit of analysis of 

this study as the migration trajectory of sub-Saharan African migrants. Whereas the 

journey points to a movement between two places, the trajectory is a broader definition 

that (possibly) includes various movements that reach multiple points and go in several 

directions. The trajectory is further operationalised by distinguishing three main
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components of journeys; the motivation  behind journeys, the facilitation  of journeys and 

the velocity of journeys. Each component is the main topic of each of the empirical 

chapters. Since these different components are analysed from the perspective of the  

migrant, this study is presented as a w ritten  version of the road movie that follows its 

central actor. However, as with the road movie, the central actor is certainly not the only 

actor that matters for a better understanding of the journey. This study therefore includes 

other (f)actors, both proximate and distant, that influence the course of trajectories. All 

this leads to a central question: How do migration trajectories o f sub-Saharan African 

migrants towards the European Union evolve and w hat factors affect m igrants' 

(im)mobility?

Chapter 1 contextualises the research and is mainly inspired by the concept of the 

'turbulence of migration' (Papastergiadis 2000). This refers to  the multi-causality of 

contemporary migration, the multi-directionality of today's migration patterns and the  

friction that results from the fact that we live in an increasingly mobile world in which 

nation-states still a ttem pt to control the mobility of people. For these reasons, the  

m etaphor of turbulence is seen as a welcome alternative to the often used metaphors of 

flow s  and waves, which suggest that migration patterns are unidirectional, possibly 

invasive and encounter little resistance. The chapter goes on to provide a detailed outline 

of the turbulent character of sub-Saharan African migration. I discuss the diversity of 

African mobilities as well as the social meaning of mobility on the African continent (and 

beyond). Moreover, I examine the development of the various policy initiatives of the EU 

and its individual member-states, in their attem pts to  stem or control migration from sub- 

Saharan Africa. I conclude that contemporary migration from Africa to Europe can best be 

regarded as forming a continuum with older cultures of mobility in Africa that link with  

processes of globalisation in the contemporary world. These cultures of mobility contrast 

profoundly with European policy initiatives which aim to stop migrants (in the first place) 

and/or fixate them through integration policies.

The methodological design of this study is outlined in Chapter 2. M y methodology is 

presented as a translocal ethnography (or a trajectory ethnography) that differs 

somewhat from a multi-sited ethnography. W hereas a multi-sited ethnography requires 

the researcher to move physically and /or analytically between a selection of places in 

order to understand the emergence of world-systems, a translocal ethnography invites 

the researcher to travel along more accurately with the research object to capture better 

its movements through, and in-between places. I explain that after an exploratory fieldtrip
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to Spain, Morocco and Senegal, the main collection of date started at three access points: 

Morocco, Turkey and the Netherlands. In these different countries, I have collected 

migration biographies of sub-Saharan Africans. As a result of choosing these specific 

access points, the research population was based on information from tw o groups of 

respondents; migrants who appear to be 'on the road' to Europe (those migrants in 

Morocco and Turkey) and migrants who have apparently  'settled' (those migrants in the  

Netherlands).

The translocal design of my research is mainly characterised by the longitudinal 

elem ent of my fieldwork. By using telephone calls and Internet conversations as 

complem entary methods, I have maintained close contact with a number of my 

respondents. This strategy helped me to gain further insight into the progress of individual 

trajectories. It also enabled me to visit some of my respondents in different places. This 

enriched my research with information on migrants' changing aspirations, social 

connections and experienced (im)mobility in different places. Because the socio-political 

environments in Morocco and Turkey are rather hostile to sub-Saharan African migrants, I 

also reflect upon my role as a researcher. I explain my informal way of approaching 

migrants and elaborate on my strategies to  create and maintain trust-relationships with  

my informants. Finally, this chapter contains a 'traveller's guide' for the reader that 

outlines the structure of the empirical chapters. It explains that the trajectories of five 

individuals are central to the empirical chapters. Each new chapter and at each new turn  

within a chapter then provides a series of snapshots of these five trajectories. The 

'traveller's guide' also informs the reader that (s)he can take different routes throughout 

the empirical chapters. The reader may follow the them atic storyline of each chapter, but 

(s)he may also link different snapshots in different chapters that belong to one and the 

same migrant in order to understand the dynamics of one specific trajectory.

Chapter 3 is the first empirical chapter and focuses on the motivation of migration 

trajectories. In the first section I conceptualise this motivation as the migration aspiration. 

Migration aspirations are not directly linked to w hat is possible or practical. However, they  

shape and give certain direction to migration projects in the abstract and geographical 

sense. The second section shows that many migrants who are living in European 

borderlands have abstract destinations in their head (such as 'Europe,' 'Schengen,' 'a good 

place to live in'), instead of concrete destinations (such as 'my family in Madrid,' 

'Germany,' or 'Amsterdam'). 'Europe' can be understood as a collectively shared promised 

land, an Eldorado, for migrants who have not (yet) reached it. Some explanations are 

found by linking the internal logics (the different cultures of migration) with processes of
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cultural globalisation. 'Europe' is certainly not only the aspired-to destination for 

economic reasons, it rather implies membership to a globalising world. I also outline that 

'Europe,' as an abstract destination, did not appear very often in the interviews with 

migrants in the Netherlands. At the same time, the Netherlands (as a more clearly 

demarcated destination) was also not very often mentioned by migrants when they 

discussed their aspirations at the time they first left their country of origin. In fact, half of 

my respondents migrated not to any European country, but to another African country. 

Another group of migrants, aimed to move to a third destination but stranded in the 

Netherlands. Finally, there was a group of migrants who had no idea in what direction 

they were moving at the time they left their countries of origin. This suggests that, in most 

cases, the 'elsewhere' that my respondents were moving to changed at some point during 

their trajectories. The third section explores this changeability of destinations in greater 

depth. I emphasise that the aspirations of migrants who appear to be on their way to 

'Europe' are constantly shifting between possible destinations -  mainly suggesting some 

uncertainty over whether to stay or to move on. It also provides some evidence that some 

presumed transit places have in fact become migrants' destinations. In addition, I outline 

that some migrants do not necessarily have the clear-cut plan of moving to the EU, but 

keep this option in reserve for times when their socio-economic position may become 

insecure.

The fourth section discusses the dynamics of migration aspirations once migrants 

have reached the EU. It touches upon 'non-geographical destinations' by outlining the 

importance of regularisation of migrants who have recently entered the EU by 

unauthorised means. I go on to describe the aspiration of migrants who appear to have 

settled in the Netherlands. Many respondents expressed the wish to return one day to 

their countries of origin (this wish is often described in the literature as a 'myth'), others 

wished to reach third destinations. But I also stress that some migrants expressed no 

aspirations whatsoever to move in any direction. Instead, they emphasised their wish to 

integrate into the Dutch society. However, what becomes very clear is that aspirations (in 

presumed transit places as well as in presumed destination areas) are usually 

characterised by ambivalence, multiplicity and uncertainty, and are therefore subject to 

change. In the concluding section I explain this changeability of aspirations by linking 

together the temporal and spatial components of migrants' trajectories. The temporal 

component points to the fact that people have different aspirations at different periods of 

their lives. The spatial component suggests that being 'here' may strengthen the longing 

for reaching 'there,' and once one has arrived 'there,' another 'there' may emerge -  or the 

longing to return to 'here' may assert itself. To support this argument I refer to travel
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literature that emphasises that the appearance of different (and possibly opposed) 

longings is a common characteristic of 'the journey.'

In Chapter 4  the focus is on the facilitation of migration. The first section starts with an 

outline of two im portant research strands: Studies of migrants' social networks and 

studies of 'migration industries' or smuggling practices. Drawing on Peters' theory of 

passages (Peters 2003), I stress that journeys (or passages) do not only need coordination 

at their beginnings; they may also need some coordination and 'repair' during the actual 

travel. Building on this notion, the second section discusses the involvement of migration- 

related services in the unstable passages of migrants who are moving to Morocco and 

Turkey. It describes the different services on offer. The migration-related services vary 

from conventional mobility systems to exploitative services that regularly mislead 

migrants. I also discuss the factors that help migrants to stabilise their passages. By 

showing the fragm ented character of the migration-related services, the analysis provides 

a different perspective to that offered in the European media, which disseminate 

messages about the involvement of large-scale smuggling networks in sub-Saharan African 

migration to Europe. In fact, this section emphasises that migrants are mainly in the  

position to connect themselves different services in order to be able to continue their 

journeys.

The third section pays attention to migrants' social networks as probably the most 

im portant facilitators of migration. Here I move away from fixed and grid-like 

conceptualisations of networks consisting of weak and strong social ties. By accentuating 

the role of new encounters and disconnections in migrants' trajectories, I emphasise 

instead the constant making and remaking of social networks, all of which helps to explain 

the courses of different trajectories. I stress in the concluding section that the empirical 

findings concerning migrants' network ing have not led me criticise the fundaments of 

network theory (i.e. that social capital helps migrants 'to get ahead' and that bridging 

social capital might be more helpful in this respect than bonding social capital). Rather, 

the findings have encouraged me to add a dynamic aspect to network approaches.

By concentrating on migrants' (im)mobility, Chapter 5 discusses the velocity of migration 

trajectories. The first section points out that one should not only focus on mobility if one 

aims to gain a better understanding of the dynamics of migration trajectories. Periods of 

rest and (in)voluntary immobility are also vital aspects of migrants' trajectories. In the  

second section, I discuss migrants' (im)mobility outside the EU. I highlight the fact that 

most waiting probably takes place in the migrants' countries of origin while they wait,
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seemingly endlessly, for responses to their visa applications. I also emphasise that even an 

apparently direct and linear journey from a place of origin to a particular destination may 

consist of more than one movement to more than one place, and may involve various 

periods of immobility. I then discuss the waiting statuses of migrants living in so-called 

transit spaces. I distinguish the situations of 'stranded migrants' (who experience some 

sense of immobility in a specific migratory direction) from the situations of 'stuck 

migrants' (who experience some sense of immobility in almost every migratory direction -  

including in the direction of their countries of origin). Furthermore, I differentiate 

between detached forms of waiting (meaning that migrants live in relatively isolated 

conditions) and attached forms of waiting (meaning that migrants' contacts and activities 

are more integrated with the socio-economic spaces they live in). With attached forms of 

waiting, the difference between 'waiting' and 'settling' becomes blurred or unclear. By 

providing a detailed description of migrants' (im)mobility, however, I actually complicate 

the previous analysis. I demonstrate that some experienced immobility (i.e migrants' 

waiting) does not necessarily correspond with physical immobility. Some migrants who 

appear to be in transit (mostly seen as a state of immobility) may actually move across 

shorter and longer distances; they sometimes even move across borders. I also show that 

some level of integration is not always a good indicator of migrants' settled status. 

Migrants may deliberately seek some level of integration (e.g. by learning the local 

language) in order to accelerate their journeys.

In the third section, I discuss the (im)mobility of migrants who have reached the 

EU. I reflect upon detention conditions in various EU countries and I discuss how migrants 

continue to move after their detention periods. I also investigate the relation between 

migrants' physical (im)mobility and their changing legal statuses. Finally, I discuss 

'settlement' as a (migrant) condition that should not be overlooked, not even from the 

mobile perspective of this study. I emphasise, however, that settlement is not equal to 

spatial fixity. By giving empirical examples, I show that settlement in a specific country is 

the ideal condition in which one is able to navigate its movements (across borders). In the 

final section I conclude that the difference between migration and non-migration is rather 

blurred; the apparently mobile phase of migration -  migrant's journey- is full of 

immobility while the apparently immobile phase -  migrant's settlement -  is full of (actual 

or potential) mobility.

The conclusions are presented in Chapter 6. After listing the main findings in the first 

section, I argue that the three components of journeys that are analysed separately are in 

fact closely interlinked. With this in mind, I suggest in the second section that we may
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arrive at a better understanding of migration trajectories (as a research object) if we 

approach them as complex assemblages of different (interdependent) mobilities involving 

human beings, information, capital, objects and imaginations. In keeping with the 

relationality of mobilities and immobilities, I link these interdependent mobilities to the 

geographical concept of place. Inspired by a relational understanding of place, I consider 

places as nodes where people's trajectories come together (for different periods of time), 

where social networks meet and, hence, from where journeying becomes possible. I stress 

at the same time that mobilities affect, and give meaning, to places and this influences the 

direction of future trajectories.

In the third section, I attempt to contribute to the further cross-fertilisation of 

mobilities studies and migration studies by raising two arguments that are relevant to the 

debate on transnational migration. The first argument relates to my observation that 

scholars engaged in transnational studies have paid relatively little attention to the friction 

that emerges in transnational social spaces and seldom take into account the variation in 

transnational engagements throughout migrants' spatio-temporal trajectories. I stress 

that insights from the mobilities debate can add value to studies of transnational 

migration since mobilities scholars are accustomed to differentiating mobilities more 

carefully. The second argument concerns the bias towards bilocal research designs in 

research on transnationalism. This study has empirically refuted the myth that migration 

consists of a single, unidirectional movement from A to B. Many migrants have 'multiple 

roots' and where migrants have lived in only two places, their social contacts are likely to 

be spread over multiple places. For this reason I propose to go beyond the bilocal 

conceptualisation of transnationalism and instead follow migrants' connections in, and 

their mobilities to, multiple places more carefully.

Finally, I conclude with some reflections on the politics of barriers (i.e. the EU's 

attempts to raise physical barriers in the hope of controlling migration). Based on this 

study I argue that these policy measures may have a regional effect, in the sense that 

barriers may decrease the numbers of unauthorised entries through certain gateways. 

However, I question the effectiveness of these barriers by pointing out that (with the help 

of their facilitators) migrants have always generated new entry points and created new 

routes for others to follow. Moreover, I remind the reader that contemporary migration is 

closely linked to processes of globalisation, which render physical barriers ineffective. If 

one aims to control migration, one would have to implement policies to isolate a country 

or region from all kinds of processes of globalisation. This seems to be both impossible 

and undesirable. I also criticise the politics of barriers for generating a discourse that 

suggests that 'hordes' of migrants would enter the EU if there were no physical barriers. I
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point out that this is an odd assumption from an African viewpoint, since only a minority 

of the international migrants in sub-Saharan Africa actually travel to Europe. Most 

international migration takes place between African countries, and 'Europe' is just one of 

many extra-continental destinations for sub-Saharan Africans (see Chapter 1). In the 

context of diversifying migration patterns, Morocco and Turkey are not simply 'transit 

countries' but must be regarded as destinations in their own right for African migrants. For 

these reasons, I conclude that the politics of barriers is difficult to justify, when we have a 

look at these barriers from 'the other side.' Finally, I question the ethics of a politics of 

barriers by pointing to its humanitarian consequences. Barriers make the travel of 

individual migrants in search of a better future both lengthier and riskier. This may even 

apply to those migrants who aspire to enter destinations other than the EU. This is 

illustrated by a final snapshot of the trajectory of a particular Malian man who attempted 

to climb the fence of Ceuta 'in reverse direction' (from Spain to Morocco) in order to 

move 'homewards' -  a physical barrier made this trajectory rather turbulent.
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Samenvatting

In het laatste decennium zijn in verschillende media regelmatig beelden verschenen van 

sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten die de Europese Unie (EU) proberen te bereiken. Deze 

beelden vangen in de regel de meest spectaculaire mom enten van de reizen van sub

Sahara Afrikaanse migranten: De momenten dat zij van hoge hekken springen, uitgeput 

aanspoelen op Europese stranden, of als verstekeling de grens oversteken in vol bepakte 

vrachtwagens. De bijbehorende berichtgevingen (re)produceren al snel het algemene 

beeld van de migrant als 'de wanhopige indringer' of als 'het armzalig slachtoffer van 

criminele smokkelnetwerken.' Deze studie w erpt een kritische blik op de assumpties die 

over het algemeen ten grondslag liggen aan dergelijke berichtgevingen. H et tracht een 

beter empirisch beeld te geven over hoe, en onder welke omstandigheden, sub-Sahara 

Afrikaanse migranten richting het 'Noorden' reizen.

In de Inleiding beargumenteer ik dat migratieonderzoek zich voornamelijk geconcentreerd 

heeft op de uiteinden van migratie -  het 'vertrek' en de 'aankomst' van migranten. 

Enerzijds hebben migratieonderzoekers m et zowel voluntaristische als structuralistische 

benaderingswijzen zich bezig gehouden m et de vraag: W aarom  verlaten migranten hun 

oorsprongsgebieden? Anderzijds hebben zij, bijvoorbeeld m et het integratiedebat, veel 

nadruk gelegd op de effecten van migratie in de periode nadat migranten zich gevestigd 

hebben in hun bestemmingsgebied. Ik concludeer dat de reis van migranten in de regel is 

overgeslagen als analyseobject. M e t andere woorden: Er is veel aandacht voor de roots 

van migratie, het ontwortelen van migranten en het w eer vestigen van migranten, en 

weinig aandacht voor de routes van migratie. Deze algemene kritiek op migratieonderzoek  

m oet echter genuanceerd worden vanwege de opkomst van het debat over 

transnationalisme. Dit debat geeft een veel dynamischer beeld van migratie dan louter 

een kwestie van vertrek en aankomst. Verder hebben enkele, m eer empirische, 

onderzoeksvelden, zoals onderzoek naar transitmigratie, sociale netwerken en 

mensensmokkel, wel degelijk de 'tussenfase' van migratie als analyseobject. Tegelijkertijd 

blijft de kritiek bestaansrecht houden om dat het debat over transnationalisme weliswaar 

aandacht schenkt aan de beweging van migranten, maar zich hierbij voornamelijk 

concentreert op bewegingen tussen het bestemmingsgebied en het herkomstgebied 

nadat een migrant zijn/haar bestemming bereikt heeft. Daarnaast heeft het onderzoek
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naar de 'tussenfase' van migratie slechts to t fragmentarische inzichten geleid over de 

manier waarop de reis van migranten verloopt. Om deze kritiek kracht bij te zetten heb ik 

ervoor gekozen om de 'mobilities turn ' als theoretisch uitgangspunt te nemen in dit 

onderzoek naar sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migratie. Dit mobilities-debat vraagt om meer 

aandacht voor m obiliteit in zowel het conceptuele denken over sociaal wetenschappelijke 

vraagstukken als in de methodologische uitvoering van sociaal wetenschappelijk 

onderzoek. De onderzoekers in dit veld hebben echter niet alleen oog voor het alsmaar 

mobieler worden van de mondiale samenleving, maar richten zich vooral op de vraag hoe 

m obiliteit in verhouding staat to t vormen van immobiliteit. Vanuit een relationeel 

perspectief houdt mobilities-onderzoek zich bezig m et vragen als: Hoe komen mobiliteiten  

to t stand? Hoe verhouden verschillende mobiliteiten zich tot elkaar? Hoe worden 

verschillende vormen van m obiliteit verschillend ervaren door mensen? En: Hoe worden  

mobiliteiten politiek en discursief gedifferentieerd?

M e t m obiliteit als het analytisch startpunt van het onderzoek definieer ik het 

migratietraject als analyseobject van deze dissertatie. W aar de migratiereis de beweging 

van migranten tussen tw ee plaatsen omvat, is het m igratietraject een breder begrip 

w aartoe ook het doorreizen naar meerdere plaatsen, alsmede het rusten, onvrijwillig 

blijven steken, en periodes van (tussentijdse) vestiging behoort. Het m igratietraject is 

geoperationaliseerd in drie algemene componenten van het reizen: de m otivatie  van de 

reis, de fac ilitatie  van de reis, en de snelheid van de reis. Elk component staat in een van 

de drie empirische hoofdstukken centraal. Om dat de dynamiek van de verschillende 

componenten uitgelegd w ordt vanuit het perspectief van de migrant, kan deze studie het 

best begrepen worden als een geschreven versie van een road m ovie. N et als in een road  

movie w ordt de actor gevolgd gedurende zijn reis. Als men deze m etafoor echter uitdiept, 

w eet men ook dat de actor zelden de enige persoon/factor is die het verloop van de reis 

bepaalt. Om deze reden m oet men een open en bredere kijk hebben op trajecten om het 

verloop te kunnen begrijpen. De aandacht moet dus tevens uitgaan naar 

personen/factoren die (zowel van dichtbij of verder weg) de trajecten mede vormgeven. 

Deze uiteenzetting heeft geleid to t de volgende centrale vraag van deze studie: Hoe 

verlopen migratietrajecten van sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten richting de Europese 

Unie en welke factoren beïnvloeden de (im )m obiliteit van migranten?

In Hoofdstuk 1 is deze studie verder afgebakend. Dit hoofdstuk is voornamelijk gebaseerd 

op het idee van de turbulentie van m igratie  (Papastergiadis 2000). Deze turbulentie  

refereert aan de multi-causaliteit van hedendaagse migratie, de m ulti-directionaliteit van 

migratie en de frictie om trent migratie gezien de tendens van een alsmaar globaliserende
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(en dus mobielere) wereld waarin natie-staten nog steeds erg veel nadruk leggen op het 

beheersen van menselijke mobiliteit over landsgrenzen. In dit licht is turbulentie  een 

welkom alternatief voor de veelgebruikte m etaforen in het beschrijven van migratie die 

suggereren dat migratie slechts één richting kent, overspoelend kan werken, en zonder al 

te veel weerstand plaats vindt (zoals golven en stromen). Vervolgens geef ik in dit 

hoofdstuk een gedetailleerde schets van het turbulente karakter van sub-Sahara 

Afrikaanse migratie. Ik bediscussieer in het eerste gedeelte van de analyse de diversiteit 

van Afrikaanse m obiliteit alsook de sociale betekenis van m obiliteit op het Afrikaanse 

continent (en daarbuiten). In het tw eede gedeelte van de analyse ga ik in op de 

beleidsontwikkelingen van de EU en haar individuele lidstaten op het gebied van 

migratiebeheersing. Tenslotte concludeer ik dat hedendaagse migratie van Afrika naar 

Europa beschouwd dient te worden als een continuüm van oudere mobiliteitsculturen in 

Afrika die tegenwoordig verbonden zijn m et globaliseringsprocessen. Deze Afrikaanse 

mobiliteitsculturen staan in sterk contrast m et Europese beleidsinitiatieven die het 

stoppen van migratie (grensbeleid) of het fixeren van migratie (integratiebeleid) als doel 

hebben.

Het methodologisch raam werk van deze studie is uiteengezet in Hoofdstuk 2. Ik 

presenteer de methodologie als een translokale etnografie die haar basis heeft in de 

multi-lokale etnografie. Toch verschilt mijn aanpak enigszins van het multi-lokale ontwerp. 

Het multi-lokale ontwerp vraagt de onderzoeker namelijk om (fysiek en /o f conceptueel) te 

bewegen tussen een selectie van plaatsen om de ontwikkeling van zogeheten 

'wereldsystemen' beter te begrijpen. De centrale vraag is dan: Hoe beïnvloeden ideeën, 

menselijke actie, etc., in één plaats, de ideeën, menselijke actie, etc., in andere plaatsen? 

Het translokale ontwerp van deze studie nodigt de onderzoeker uit om niet zozeer tussen 

een gering aantal plaatsen te bewegen om plaatselijke interactie te begrijpen, m aar vraagt 

de onderzoeker nadrukkelijker mee te reizen m et het analyseobject, ongeacht de richting 

die het opgaat, teneinde de beweging naar en tussen plaatsen beter te vangen. Naast een 

uitvoerige uitleg van het methodologische ontwerp ga ik in op mijn veldwerkactiviteiten. 

Ik bespreek de explorerende reis naar Spanje, Marokko en Senegal om vervolgens in te 

gaan op de keuzes van drie startlocaties voor het analyseren van migratietrajecten: 

Marokko, Turkije en Nederland. In deze landen heb ik migratiebiografieën verzameld. De 

keuze voor deze startlocaties heeft to t een tweedeling van mijn respondenten geleid. Op 

de eerste plaats bevat deze studie respondenten die ogenschijnlijk op weg zijn naar 

Europa (sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten aan de randen van de EU -  Marokko en Turkije).
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Op de tweede plaats bevat deze studie respondenten die zich ogenschijnlijk gevestigd 

hebben in Europa (sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten in Nederland).

Het translokale karakter heeft voornamelijk vorm gekregen door middel van het 

longitudinale element van mijn veldwerk. Door het gebruik van telefoongesprekken, 

internetconversaties en e-mailcontacten ben ik nauw in contact gebleven met een aantal 

migranten. Deze strategie heeft mij geholpen om een beter inzicht te krijgen in het 

verloop van hun trajecten. Het heeft ook mogelijk gemaakt dat ik verschillende 

respondenten op verschillende plaatsen heb kunnen bezoeken. Door het gebruik van 

etnografische methoden op verschillende plaatsen ben ik meer te weten gekomen over de 

veranderlijkheid van aspiraties, ontstane nieuwe sociale connecties, en de veelzijdige 

ervaringen van migranten.

Omdat veel migranten aan de randen van Europa in moeilijke sociaaleconomische 

omstandigheden leven, reflecteer ik in dit hoofdstuk ook op mijn rol als onderzoeker. Ik 

leg mijn informele interviewbenadering uit en ga nader in op mijn strategie die een 

bepaalde vertrouwensband met mijn respondenten heeft gecreëerd. Tenslotte bevat het 

hoofdstuk een 'reisgids voor de lezer.' Deze reisgids bespreekt de structuur van de 

empirische hoofdstukken. Het legt uit dat de rode draad van de hoofdstukken gevormd 

wordt door vijf migratietrajecten die gedurende de drie hoofdstukken worden gevolgd. Elk 

hoofdstuk, en elk nieuw onderwerp in een hoofdstuk, wordt ingeleid door een serie 

snapshots van de vijf centrale migratietrajecten. De reisgids informeert de lezer ook dat 

hij/zij verschillende leesroutes kan kiezen. De lezer kan de thematische verhaallijn van elk 

hoofdstuk volgen, of kan kiezen om verschillende snapshots van één migrant aan elkaar te 

knopen om zo een beter beeld te krijgen van de dynamiek van een specifiek traject.

Hoofdstuk 3 is het eerste empirische hoofdstuk en richt zich op de motivatie van de 

migratiereis. De motivatie van migranten heb ik in het eerste gedeelte geconceptualiseerd 

als de migratieaspiratie. Aspiraties zijn niet direct gerelateerd aan de concrete 

haalbaarheid van een plan of droom, maar geven migratieprojecten een abstracte en 

geografische richting. In het tweede gedeelte bespreek ik de bevinding dat veel migranten 

die aan de randen van Europa leven, abstracte bestemmingen hebben (zoals 'Europa,' 

'Schengen,' 'een goede plek om te leven') in plaats van concrete landen, regio's of steden. 

'Europa' kan gezien worden als het collectief ingebeeld beloofde land -  een Eldorado -  

voor migranten die het (nog) niet hebben bereikt. Deze bestemming kan niet verklaard 

worden zonder de sociale dynamiek van migratie te erkennen. Om deze reden heb ik de 

abstracte bestemmingen van migranten uitgediept door de 'interne' dynamiek van 

verschillende mobiliteitsculturen te verbinden met huidige globaliseringsprocessen.
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Vervolgens geef ik aan dat de meerderheid van mijn respondenten in Nederland niet 

direct naar Nederland is gemigreerd. Velen hebben in een Afrikaans land gewoond, 

anderen in een Europees land, alvorens naar Nederland te reizen. Een andere groep 

migranten was op weg naar een derde bestemming, maar is om verschillende redenen in 

Nederland blijven steken. Tenslotte is er een groep migranten vertrokken met geen enkel 

idee in welke richting het migratietraject op ging. Dit alles impliceert dat niet alleen de 

migrant in beweging is, maar ook zijn bestemmingen.

De derde paragraaf is een verdieping van de veranderlijkheid van 

migratiebestemmingen. Ik benadruk dat de aspiraties van veel migranten die 

ogenschijnlijk op weg zijn naar Europa constant verschuiven tussen de wens om te blijven 

in het vooraf beschouwde transitgebied en de wens om verder te reizen naar Europa. Ik ga 

ook in op het feit dat een vooraf beschouwde transitplaats de uiteindelijke bestemming 

kan zijn voor migranten. Daarnaast bespreek ik de dynamiek dat sommige migranten niet 

zozeer het concrete plan hebben om naar Europa te gaan, maar dat wel als optie 

beschouwen indien hun sociaaleconomische situatie in respectievelijk Marokko of Turkije 

verslechtert.

In de vierde paragraaf bediscussieer ik de dynamiek van migratieaspiraties van 

migranten die de EU hebben bereikt. Ik geef aan dat voor veel ongedocumenteerde 

migranten regularisatie de eerstvolgende 'bestemming' is. Vervolgens beschrijf ik de 

aspiraties van migranten die zich ogenschijnlijk gevestigd hebben in Nederland. Velen van 

hen maakten mij deelgenoot van hun aspiratie om ooit terug te keren naar het 

herkomstland. Anderen gaven aan juist door te willen migreren naar een derde (of vierde) 

bestemming. Tegelijkertijd zei ongeveer de helft van mijn respondenten in Nederland 

geen enkele aspiratie te hebben om nog eens te migreren. In plaats daarvan benadrukten 

zij de aspiratie om een leven (verder) op te bouwen in Nederland.

In de analyse wordt voornamelijk duidelijk dat aspiraties nooit rechtlijnig en 

eenduidig zijn. Dit geldt voor migranten die zowel ogenschijnlijk onderweg zijn als voor 

migranten die zich ogenschijnlijk gevestigd hebben. Aspiraties worden gekarakteriseerd 

door ambivalentie, meervoudigheid (verschillende aspiraties op hetzelfde moment) en 

onzekerheid. Daarnaast veranderen aspiraties bij verschillende toekomstscenario's. In de 

conclusie van dit hoofdstuk leg ik de veranderlijkheid van aspiraties uit door het 

temporele en ruimtelijke element van elk traject aan elkaar te verbinden. Het temporele 

element houdt in dat migranten in verschillende levensfasen verschillende aspiraties 

hebben. Het ruimtelijke element betekent dat het 'hier zijn' het verlangen naar het 'daar 

zijn' kan oproepen. Wanneer men eenmaal 'daar' is, kan er een nieuwe 'daar' ontstaan, of 

het verlangen naar 'hier' kan weer prominent worden. Om dit argument kracht bij te
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zetten refereer ik aan reisliteratuur waarin benadrukt wordt dat verschillende (en mogelijk 

tegenstrijdige) verlangens een vanzelfsprekend onderdeel is van 'de reis.'

In Hoofdstuk 4 ga ik in op de facilitatie van migratie. De eerste paragraaf vangt aan met 

een uiteenzetting van twee belangrijke onderzoeksvelden; studies naar de werking van 

sociale netwerken in migratie en studies naar zogenoemde migratie-industrieën of 

smokkelnetwerken. Ik haal Peters' theorie van de passage aan om te duiden dat reizen (of 

passages) niet alleen vooraf coördinatie en organisatie vergen, maar ook tijdens de reis 

zelf. Voortbordurend op dit uitgangspunt, bespreek ik in de tweede paragraaf de rol van 

migratie-industrieën. Ik laat de verschillende services zien waarvan migranten gebruik 

maken om naar Marokko of Turkije te reizen (om al dan niet daarvandaan de EU te 

bereiken). Sommige services maken deel uit van conventionele mobiliteitssystemen, 

andere hebben een meer irregulier en uitbuitend karakter waarbij de migrant vaak het 

slachtoffer is van misleidingen. In dit kader bespreek ik ook enkele factoren die de migrant 

helpen om de eventueel verstoorde passage/reis te 'repareren.' Door het belichten van 

het gefragmenteerde karakter van de verleende diensten, beargumenteer ik dat de 

migrant in de meeste gevallen zelf de actor is die verschillende passages aan elkaar moet 

verbinden. Deze bevinding is in lijn met ander wetenschappelijk onderzoek dat de huidige 

publieke opinie over grootschalige migrantensmokkel kritisch benadert.

De derde paragraaf gaat in op de rol van sociale netwerken als de waarschijnlijk 

meest belangrijke facilitator van migratietrajecten. Met de dynamiek van de reis als 

startpunt bekritiseer ik de rasterachtige conceptualisering van netwerken bestaande uit 

min of meer gefixeerde sterke en zwakke sociale verbindingen. Door het belang van 

nieuwe ontmoetingen alsmede het belang van sociale ontkoppelingen te benadrukken in 

migratietrajecten, kom ik tot een meer dynamische conceptualisering van sociale 

netwerken. In plaats van een gefixeerd raster, beschouw ik netwerken als zijnde constant 

gevormd en hervormd. Ik vervang het zelfstandig naamwoord 'het netwerk' door het 

werkwoord 'netwerken.' In de conclusie van dit hoofdstuk geef ik aan dat mijn 

bevindingen niet zozeer het fundament van sociale netwerk theorieën bekritiseren -  

begrippen als bonding ties en bridging ties zijn nog steeds onontbeerlijk -  ik 

beargumenteer echter dat migratietrajecten beter te begrijpen zijn wanneer wordt 

afgestapt van een statische conceptualisering van het netwerk.

In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt de snelheid van migratietrajecten bediscussieerd door middel van 

een gedetailleerde analyse van de (im)mobiliteit van migranten tijdens hun trajecten. In 

de eerste paragraaf geef ik aan dat, indien men de dynamiek van migratietrajecten wil
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begrijpen, men naast mobiliteit ook aandacht moet schenken aan vormen van 

immobiliteit. In de tweede paragraaf beschrijf ik de (im)mobiliteit van migranten buiten de 

EU. Ik benadruk dat het meeste wachten (een vorm van onvrijwillige immobiliteit) in 

migratieprocessen plaatsvindt in de herkomstlanden van migranten (het eindeloos 

wachten op visumaanvragen). Daarnaast geef ik aan dat de meest directe migratiereis 

naar Europa meerdere momenten van bewegen bevat alsook meerdere wachtmomenten. 

Vervolgens ga ik in op de situaties van migranten die overwegend in verband worden 

gebracht met een vorm van wachten -  de zogenoemde transitmigranten aan de randen 

van Europa. Ik maak daarbij onderscheid tussen de 'gestrande migrant' (zij die een vorm 

van immobiliteit ervaren in een specifieke migratierichting, vaak 'het Noorden') en de 

vastzittende migrant (zij die een gevoel van immobiliteit ervaren in elke richting -  inclusief 

de richting van het herkomstland). Bovendien geef ik in mijn analyse het verschil aan dat 

bestaat tussen geïsoleerde wachtvormen in zogenoemde transitgebieden (migranten 

maken dan geen deel uit van de sociaaleconomische omgeving waarin zij leven) en 

hechtende wachtvormen in dezelfde gebieden (migranten zijn dan meer geïntegreerd in 

een bepaalde sociaaleconomische omgeving). In deze hechtende wachtvormen verandert 

een transitsituatie al snel in semivrijwillige vestiging. Ik compliceer echter de voorgaande 

analyse enigszins door aan te geven dat de immobiliteit, die door migranten ervaren 

wordt (in verschillende wachtvormen), niet gelijkstaat aan daadwerkelijke, fysieke, 

immobiliteit. Sommige migranten die aangeven immobiel te zijn, bewegen over kleine en 

grotere afstanden -  in veel gevallen bewegen zij zelfs over landsgrenzen. In dat geval is 

het wachten van migranten niet altijd plaatsgebonden. Daarnaast geef ik aan dat enige 

vorm van integratie van een migrant niet altijd gelijk staat aan een toekomstig langverblijf 

in Marokko of Turkije. Voor sommige migranten is lokale integratie (bijvoorbeeld het leren 

van de taal) juist een manier om hun reis naar Europa te versnellen.

In de derde paragraaf bespreek ik de (im)mobiliteit van migranten die de EU 

hebben bereikt. Ik ga allereerst in op de verschillende detentieperiodes van migranten. 

Vervolgens bespreek ik de voortgang van hun trajecten nadat ze door de autoriteiten zijn 

vrijgelaten. Daarbij heb ik tevens aandacht voor de relatie tussen de (im)mobiliteit van 

migranten en hun legale status. Tenslotte analyseer ik het daadwerkelijk vestigen van 

migranten in Nederland. Ik stel dat vestiging een belangrijke status is voor veel migranten 

dat dus niet over het hoofd mag worden gezien, zelfs niet met een mobiel analytisch kader 

zoals in deze studie het geval is. Ik benadruk echter dat settlem ent niet gelijk is aan 

ruimtelijke vastigheid en absolute immobiliteit. Met enkele empirische voorbeelden 

beweer ik dat settlem ent de ideale conditie is waarvandaan men weer kan bewegen, 

eventueel over landsgrenzen heen. Deze lijn volgend, concludeer ik in de laatste paragraaf
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dat het bestaande onderscheid tussen migratie/non-migratie en mobiliteit/immobiliteit 

niet zo eenduidig is. Immers, we hebben gezien dat de schijnbaar mobiele fase van 

migratie -  de migratiereis -  evenwel gekenmerkt wordt door immobiliteit, terwijl de 

immobiele fase van migratie -  het vestigen van migranten -  gepaard gaat met 

(daadwerkelijke en potentiële) mobiliteit.

De conclusies van dit proefschrift zijn gepresenteerd in Hoofdstuk 6. Nadat de 

belangrijkste bevindingen op een rij zijn gezet, beargumenteer ik dat de drie 

componenten van migratiereizen die apart geanalyseerd zijn in de empirische 

hoofdstukken sterk gerelateerd zijn aan elkaar. Met dit in ogenschouw, suggereer ik dat 

het migratietraject (als een onderzoeksobject) het best te begrijpen is als we het 

beschouwen als een complex assemblage van verschillende en onderling afhankelijke 

mobiliteiten die mensen, informatie, kapitaal, objecten en verbeeldingen met elkaar 

verbinden. In lijn met de relationaliteit tussen mobiliteit en immobiliteit, die in mobilities- 

onderzoek centraal staat, verbind ik de verschillende mobiliteiten aan het geografische 

begrip 'plaats.' In lijn met de relationele kijk op 'plaats,' beschouw ik 'plaatsen' als de 

knooppunten waar verschillende trajecten bij elkaar komen, waar sociale netwerken 

elkaar ontmoeten, en, waardoor reizen dus mogelijk wordt. Tegelijkertijd geef ik aan dat 

verschillende mobiliteiten betekenis geven aan plaatsen waarmee zij in verbinding staan. 

Dit maakt dat plaatsen altijd onderhevig zijn aan verandering van buitenaf. De constante 

verandering van plaatsen, die mede tot stand komt door migratietrajecten, zorgt ervoor 

dat migratietrajecten van richting blijven veranderen.

In de derde paragraaf van de conclusie tracht ik een bijdrage te leveren aan een 

verdere kruisbestuiving van het migratiedebat met het mobilities-debat door twee 

argumenten te formuleren die relevant zijn voor het debat over transnationalisme. Het 

eerste argument betreft mijn observatie dat wetenschappers in dit onderzoeksveld zelden 

aandacht hebben voor de frictie die bestaat in transnationale ruimtes. Het feit dat zij 

weinig oog hebben voor de veranderlijkheid van transnationale interacties gedurende het 

migratietraject van individuen staat hiermee in verband. Ik onderstreep daarbij dat het 

mobilities-debat van toegevoegde waarde kan zijn voor het transnationalistische debat, 

omdat dit onderzoeksveld nadrukkelijker verschillende vormen van mobiliteiten 

differentieert. In andere woorden, mobilities-onderzoek geeft beter inzicht in de 

politisering van verschillende mobiliteiten. Mijn tweede argument bekritiseert de neiging 

om binnen het debat over transnationalisme de transnationale leefwerelden van 

migranten te beperken tot een bipolair gegeven (het leven tussen het herkomstland en 

land van aankomst). Dit onderzoek heeft immers empirisch onderbouwd dat veel
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migranten op meerdere plekken hebben geleefd voor aanzienlijke periodes. Migratie 

verloopt zelden van A naar B. Indien migranten maar op twee plekken hebben geleefd, is 

het bovendien aannemelijk dat hun contacten verspreid zijn over meerdere plaatsen. Om 

deze reden stel ik dat het onderzoek naar transnationalisme verrijkt kan worden als men 

de bipolaire kaders verlaat om zo meer oog te hebben voor connecties en mobiliteiten die 

meerdere plaatsen met elkaar verbinden.

Aan het einde van mijn proefschrift reflecteer ik kort op de huidige Europese 

politiek van barrières, aan de hand van het voorbeeld dat de Griekse autoriteiten van plan 

zijn om een hek van twaalf kilometer te bouwen om transitmigratie vanuit Turkije tegen te 

gaan. Gebaseerd op deze studie geef ik aan dat deze barrières inderdaad effectief kunnen 

zijn in het afremmen, en zelfs stoppen, van migranten. De effectiviteit beperkt zich echter 

tot een bepaalde regionale doorgang. Migranten (met de hulp van migratie-industrieën) 

zullen altijd nieuwe ingangen vinden en nieuwe wegen creëren die andere migranten 

weer kunnen volgen. Dus het opwerpen van regionale barrières heeft slechts een geringe 

invloed op de totale immigratie naar de EU. Bovendien herinner ik de lezer aan het feit dat 

hedendaagse migratie nauw in verbinding staat met globaliseringprocessen. In dit kader 

heeft het opwerpen van fysieke barrières logischerwijs weinig invloed op het verloop van 

migratie. Als men daadwerkelijk ambieert om migratie tegen te gaan moet men eerder 

denken aan beleidsmaatregelen die een land (of regio) onttrekken aan 

globaliseringprocessen. Dergelijke maatregelen lijken niet alleen ongewenst en onethisch, 

maar zijn tevens nagenoeg onhaalbaar. Ik bekritiseer ook de politiek van barrières 

vanwege de onderliggende assumptie dat indien we geen hekken zouden plaatsen 

'hordes' van ongewenste Afrikaanse migranten de EU binnenkomen. Vanuit een Afrikaans 

standpunt is een dergelijke aanname merkwaardig, omdat slechts een minderheid van de 

internationale sub-Sahara Afrikaanse migranten richting de EU migreren. De meeste 

migranten bewegen tussen Afrikaanse landen. Bovendien is Europa slechts één van de 

extracontinentale bestemmingen voor Afrikaanse migranten. In het kader van 

diversificatie van migratiepatronen moeten ook Marokko en Turkije niet simpelweg als 

transitlanden bestempeld worden. Deze landen zijn net zo goed bestemmingen voor veel 

Afrikaanse migranten. Dus, wanneer we een blik werpen op de barrières vanaf de 'andere 

kant van de grens,' blijken de barrières moeilijk te rechtvaardigen. Tenslotte keur ik de 

huidige politiek van barrières af omdat het de trajecten van individuen die op weg zijn 

naar een beter leven turbulent maakt. Barrières maken de migratiereizen riskanter en 

langer. Dit laatste geldt overigens niet alleen voor migranten die denken een beter leven 

op te kunnen bouwen in Europa. Dit illustreer ik door te eindigen met een laatste 

snapshot van een Malinees die de hekken van Ceuta trachtte te beklimmen, maar dan 'de
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andere kant op' (van Spanje naar Marokko). Deze man zag weinig perspectief in het 

wachten op een beter leven in Ceuta. In plaats daarvan wilde hij terugkeren naar Mali -  

een hek stond hem echter in de weg om deze aspiratie te realiseren.
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