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Abstract

This article explores the different memorial strategies of the civil society associations
and the public authorities in Mali through various practices and discourses of the
International Migrant Day around the stinging reality of migrants’ shipwrecks in the
Mediterranean. Against the backdrop of the progressive externalization of European
borders, the Libyan coast has become a hecatomb for young Malian migrant
‘adventurers’. In 2015, around 360 young people from the region of Kayes, in the
Southwest of Mali, lost their lives. Under the pressure of civil society associations, the
government of Mali decreed days of National Mourning in memory of the
shipwrecked. Simultaneously the transnational network Afrique-Europe-Interact in
collaboration with representatives of the city of Kita, organized a politically ritualized
ceremony to carry out sacrifices honoring the deaths. Based on an ethnography of
this mourning ceremony, the article shows how civil society actors denounce the
appropriation of the tragic events by a state that “expels” its citizens incapable to
develop and the European Union that “kills” by externalizing borders. A short media
analysis of the government’s celebration serves as a contrast to the civil society
engagement. Through these competing memorial strategies, the article presents the
antagonistic but overlapping positionings between the public authorities with their
northern partners condemning irregular migration, and the bereaved populations
and the civil society considering migration as a normal strategy for a better life and
cultural heritage. Our analysis reveals that the celebration of the International
Migrants Day and the National Day of Mourning have led to the construction of
alternative discourses on ‘irregular’ migration that call to account externalization and
neoliberal policies and the risk-taking attitude of migrants in migratory tragedies
embedded in very localized mourning practices.

Keywords: International migrant day, Commemoration, Shipwreck, Externalization,
Mali, EU
Introduction
For more than two decades, the Mediterranean Sea has been one of the deadliest pas-

sages on the planet (see Albahari, 2015). The political crisis in North Africa and the
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effects of the externalization policies of the European Union (EU) have made the cross-

ing of the Mediterranean particularly deadly for undocumented sub-Saharan migrants.

Since 2011 shipwrecks occur on an almost daily basis (Lemberg-Pedersen, 2017). Sub-

Saharan migrants used the collapse of political regimes in North Africa as an opportun-

ity to access Europe, particularly through Libya, which had been exercising rigorous

control over the EU’s maritime borders. The deaths of migrants have been recorded

since 1993, with the loss of 34,500 lives up until 2017 (Dubuis, 2017).1 The post-

Gaddafi period, however, was one of the deadliest with 13,545 alone lost at sea (see

“Missing Migrants Project", n.d.). When on July 27, 2014, between 82 and 87 young

Malians drowned off the coast of Tripoli, the presence of Malian migratory adventurers

(see Bredeloup, 2008) on these dilapidated and overloaded boats (Alvarez, 2016) be-

came a subject of public debate in the country (Coulibaly, 2014). The death of 800

people on April 19, 2015, including 184 Malians, eventually set off the ‘refugee crisis’ in

Europe. These migratory tragedies resonated badly, and became the object of various

appropriations, e.g. from the parents affected by the deaths of their children2 likewise

the Malian public authorities and civil society organizations. The Malian government

used the fatalities to denounce the dangers of ‘irregular’3 migration, detentions, expul-

sions and repatriations of Malians, and to advocate for creating alternatives to youth

emigration (Dao, 2015). This tragedy coincided with the adoption of the National Mi-

gration Policy (MMEIA, 2014). One of the major goals of this new policy was to secure

and protect Malian migrants and to promote legal migration (see Koné, 2015). These

tragedies grafted on to a global debate on the management of migrants and diasporic

communities that for Mali was led by migrant associations denouncing the lack of pro-

tection of migrants by the State despite their contribution to the national economy.4

While the affected parents provided public testimonies on the valued economic roles of

the shipwrecked on different occasions, state public discourses continued considering

them as ‘irregular’ migrants. Effectively, the shipwrecks put the populations and public

authorities to test giving place to various forms of taking charge of these shipwrecks,

and eventually for antagonistic positions towards the management of ‘irregular’ migra-

tions. These became particularly visible in celebrating the International Migrants Day5

in December 2015 in Kita and in Bamako. The latter built on a National Day of

Mourning the Malian government had decreed in April, immediately following the

massive shipwreck, prompted by harsh criticism by the civil society.

The argument of this article is that the celebration of the International Migrants Day

and the National Mourning Day in the memory of the fatalities of the Mediterranean

constitute arenas and a pretext for affirming the antagonistic, even if sometimes over-

lapping, positions of the different actors on migration management in Mali. The article
1The figures of shipwrecks in the Mediterranean are often vague, thus rather indicative for the actual
number of fatalities. The blog “Fortress Europe” offers an unofficial estimate of the number of missing
persons in the Mediterranean since 1988.
2Here it refers to those parents participating in the celebration of the International Migrant Day in Kita by
providing testimonies on the migrants’ roles for everyday life.
3We use the terms ‘irregular’, “‘illegal’ or ‘clandestine’ migration as subject of a critical investigation, while the
development and migrant associations in the region of Kayes prefer “forced emigration”.
4The remittances of the Malian diaspora were estimated at one billion US dollars in 2017 (KNOMAD,
2018, p. 33).
5The International Migrants Day recalls the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All
Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families of the United Nations (A/RES/55/93). Since 2003, in Mali,
it serves for debates and festivities organized by the MMEIA and migrant associations.
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is set within the debate on the politization of the “backstage” of externalization reflect-

ing “the current play and tragedy between borders and migrants” in the Mediterranean

from “behind the scenes” (Gaibazzi, Bellagamba, & Dünnwald, 2017, p. 4) by highlight-

ing the actors, their discourses and actions from there. Focusing on the ‘deadly other

side’ of externalized borders it is thus set within a debate on the practices of “governing

migration through death” (Squire, 2016; see Albahari, 2015) which builds on Foucault’s

work on “biopolitics”, what Mbembe calls “necropolitics” (Mbembe & Meintjes, 2003)

and Agamben’s concept of “bare life” (Agamben, 1998). Such is encountered, as the art-

icle shows, by mobilization of the different actors, not least through a “politics of

mourning” (Alonso & Nienass, 2016; Rygiel, 2016; von Bieberstein & Evren, 2016).

Methodologically, the article thus takes the perspective of an ethnography of mourning

(Klass, 2006; Rosaldo, 1988) of the migrant fatalities, that is to say a ‘commemoration

in the absence of bodies’ (see Bolt, 2018). This is contrasted with a short media and

interview analysis of the government’s ceremony to adequately grasp the antagonisms

of the different actors on the ways to approach and to deal with irregular migrants.

Through this twofold approach, the article sheds light on very specific, yet barely

known elements of the concrete and contextualized effects and reactions to

externalization and the politics of mourning, in particular, involving a variety of actors

and their different positionings.

The data presented derives from our doctoral research on involuntary return migra-

tion in Mali. Within this context we participated in and observed the commemoration

of the shipwrecked migrants in Kita in December 2015. Further, we followed the paral-

lel and previous (media) debate and events in Bamako related to the deaths and the dis-

cursive constructions against irregular migrations and spoke to some of the actors (e.g.

civil society, activists, parents of shipwrecked, former deportees, government and local

authorities). Kita was chosen as a research site as it had received a significant number

of expelled migrants from Mauritania, Morocco, Spain, and since 2002, repatriates from

Côte d’Ivoire, likewise from Libya, particularly around 2011. In 2015 it continued to be

a place of high-frequency migration and consequently considerable numbers of ship-

wrecked. Over the course of 2015, 360 of a total of 372 shipwrecked estimated the

same year, originated from the region of Kayes, where Kita is located. The article, first,

shows the course of the Migrant Day 2015 and the interventions of the various actors,

initiated by the Malian section of Afrique-Europe-Interact (AEI)6 and the Malian Asso-

ciation of Deportees (AME) in Kita, further the government’s activities in Bamako deal-

ing with alternative ways to keep young people in place. Secondly, it contextualizes the

effects of and reactions to externalizing migration policies against the background of

self-evident “cultures of migration” (Hahn & Klute, 2007) and ‘migratory cultural heri-

tage’. Finally, the article analyses the different commemoration strategies along their

political, symbolic, and economic meanings in form of a sacrifice for the shipwrecked,

the dead migrants’ ‘martyrization’ and the particular role of ‘irregular’ migration herein.

Externalization thus creates a frame and pretext for action, while generating deeply lo-

calized dimensions of contestation and ritualization simultaneously.
6AEI is a transnational network of activists, deportees and migrants from Mali, Togo, Germany, Austria, the
Netherlands, created in 2010. It aims at denouncing EU migration policy, and drawing attention to the
structural causes of migration while demanding a just and self-determined development.
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In the field: faces of “solidarity”
On December 18, 2015, we left with the AEI delegation from Bamako to Kita. The fol-

lowing day was planned as a day of reflection and commemoration of the missing mi-

grants in the Mediterranean. This commemoration took place as part of the celebration

of the International Migrants Day. Simultaneously, in the capital Bamako, Aminata

Dramane Traoré, a renowned Malian intellectual, activist and former politician, orga-

nized a forum to which she invited the Malian government, the IOM, a representative

of the United Nations and the International Bank of Mali. This forum aimed to exam-

ine the negative social impacts of irregular migration and to ignite the possibilities of

retaining young people to stay (Daou, 2015). On the other hand, the activists’ departure

from Bamako for the ceremony in Kita was set by the organizers on Friday afternoon, 1

day before the event. Being closely related to some of the activists and not least for

methodological precautions, we, the two authors, travelled in the same bus also accom-

panied by other travelers. The lull in the car of Mandé-Trans, one of the main compan-

ies operating between Kita and Bamako after the shutdown of the Trans-rail passenger

train, was constantly disturbed by the slogan “solidarity” and heated discussions be-

tween activists:

First activist: Solidarity! Solidarity! Second activist: You do not see that you are

disturbing others; we are not the only ones in the bus. First activist: No, no! We fight

for all Malians, who are worthy of this name. In my understanding, there is not a

single family in Mali, not affected in one way or another by shipwrecks in the

Mediterranean (Dialogue between activists, fieldnotes, 18.12.2015).

Although there was a diverse audience in the bus, the two associate spokespersons

meant to mark their presence by resorting to the rhetoric of “solidarity” in the name

of all Malian shipwrecks and their affected families. They seemingly had found a new

slogan to legitimize, even nationalize their fight for a “just and borderless world”,

using the disturbing context of the shipwrecks, which was charged with emotions. In

Kita, the proposal to commune with the bereaved families through such an event was

received very favorably. Not in the least because this initiative was accompanied by an

attempt at making Europe and the Malian State responsible for the tragedies. The use

of the rhetoric of “solidarity” was supposed to share with the mourning families the

sorrow over the missing migrants as economic pillars and supporters of their families.

Moreover, the ceremony provided a space for the people in Kita to exchange experi-

ences and emotions of the fundamental ruptures caused by the deaths of community

and family members, but also of the almost everyday and still shameful deportations

and expulsions. Eventually, this reflected on the effects of restrictive migratory pol-

icies in a locality of ‘limited’ economic resources. While an involuntary return implies

at least the chance for some kind of continuation, the wreck of a young breadwinner

can mean the loss of social status for an entire family and the impossibility of achiev-

ing the economic goals expected from the migratory project (see Bredeloup, 2017;

Koenig, 2005).

For the commemoration, parents of the shipwrecked assembled with a large

number of repatriates and deportees; further deputies of the administrative author-

ities in Kita and transnational activists. This created “a new community” (Stierl,
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2016) in grief and honoring the dead (Rygiel, 2016, p. 557). The local AEI repre-

sentatives had mobilized widely over the previous weeks. Several local radio spots

broadcasted the event. The celebration started early in the morning with the sacri-

fice of an ox for the deaths through the city’s principal imam. Some founding fam-

ilies of Kita and a local representative of AEI were allowed to participate in the

ceremony. Even if it was invisible for most participants, this ritual element of sacri-

fice was of central symbolic significance for commemorating the dead bodies,

which were absent. The sacrifice of an ox sets the dead into the ‘normal’ order a

of a funeral practice to symbolically ‘allow their rest and salvation’. In the absence

of wrecked migrant bodies, the codified religious service helps parents to feel con-

nected to the deceased (Klass, 2006), eventually mourn in a dignifying and relieving

way (cf. Bolt, 2018; Squire, 2016). This enables symbolically recovering some of the

great loss caused by the politically externalized borders. The idea of the sacrifice

had popped up several weeks before, when the Malian section of AEI had been or-

ganizing the event. Their Kita counterparts had even travelled to Bamako for the

meetings. This meant a four to five hour drive over a paved, but bumpy, road, to

share high emotions and heated discussions. This pro-activist attitude could relate

to an urgency to partake and gain something, widespread among the often-

precarious civil society organizations in Mali. Furthermore, as the activists in the

bus exclaimed, it was a “fight for all Malians” which made everybody affected by

the migrants’ deaths and obliged to commemorate.

The introductory speeches of the local authorities during the main commemoration

in Kita harshly denunciated the attitude of the Malian government regarding the

treatments of Malians abroad. Here, the diverging opposition rather blended from

the local to the national level instead of from official authorities to civil society. It

underlines a connectedness of the local actors, including authorities, in being af-

fected by the migrants’ fatalities, thus collectively calling authorities at the national

level to more responsiveness. In addition, the declaration of the Malian section of

AEI set the EU in the center of responsibility in denouncing the political, eco-

nomic inequalities of restrictive border protection policies, and their corollaries, the

extinction of many migrants’ lives (Afrique-europe-interact, 2015). Several of the

parents burst out in tears when offered to share their testimonies describing the

difficulties they faced. It seemed an appropriate space of expression on the popula-

tion’s exceptional and daily worries, deeply engrained through migratory practices

and their current effects.

Beyond the sacrifice, the religious services and the call for resistance and “solidarity”,

the civil society appealed to the State for more support of peanut cultivation. The Head

of the principals of the different districts in Kita, a dignified and honorable person, put

it as follows,

Before, we only knew emigration to Libya. Without emigration, however, the world

will not be better. We congratulate those who had the idea to organize this ceremony.

We need to start enhancing the culture of certain crops so that our children can stay

here. I ask the State to revitalize the peanut cultivation. If development projects

support the financing of maize and peanut crops, our children will not migrate. They

will be busy in doing something. (fieldnotes, 19.12.2015, Kita)



Sylla and Schultz Comparative Migration Studies             (2020) 8:4 Page 6 of 17
Young people are seen as ‘forced’ to leave. A valorization of the agriculture

through the government, however, would guarantee to retain “the valid arms on

the spot” (fieldnotes, 19.12.2015). This discourse resembles the one of the govern-

ment and the forum organized by Aminata Dramane Traoré. Otherwise, this seems

to paradoxically ‘devalue’ the role of migrations through staying by promoting to

abandon established migratory practices. Beyond the social importance of peanut

processing in Kita, the demand of local actors for more public efforts could be part

of a resource capture strategy benefiting the development of migrants’ communities

of origin. Since a reorientation in the EU’s cooperation with Mali within the Global

Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM) in 2005 and the recent implementa-

tion of the Valetta Process, the development of migrants’ “home” territories

through “the return to the land” (Gary-Tounkara, 2008) has become a new eco-

nomic opening for these actors, above all the diaspora. Apart from this global

framework that links migration with development and empowers local actors in

their community development, the argument raised does not completely stand up

to a critical analysis of the economic situation. Kita, unlike most districts in the

Kayes region, still benefits from relatively favorable climatic and soil conditions for

the diversification of crops. Nevertheless, the cultivation of cotton introduced by

the Malian State in compensation for destructing the groundnut sector is

denounced by the civil society. The speakers do not put this relatively bright agri-

cultural situation in Kita in perspective. It is possible that these appeals to the

State are rather symbolic and nostalgic acts on the pretext of the Migrants Day,

like trying to explain the ‘irregular’ migration of young people and their deadly

consequences.

Contrariwise, the International Migrants Day celebrated in Bamako under the leader-

ship of Aminata Dramane Traoré, with close involvement of the Ministry of Malians

Abroad, stood in continuation of the National Mourning Day as decreed by the govern-

ment for 30 April 2015. This day had already served to denounce ‘irregular’ migration.

Over the course of a 3 days celebration of the Migrants Day in Bamako, former and po-

tential migrants, artists and intellectuals, and mothers having lost their children, could

share their experiences and work on solutions (Programme “Migrances 2015”, 2015;

interview with diaspora representative, 18.01.2016). The Ministry representative adver-

tised to fight ‘irregular’ migration, but also to provide “an employment policy to retain

the young candidates from emigrating” and “to valorize the emigrants already abroad

and their economic contributions” (Dembélé, 2016). The main slogan circulated was

“Never again! That’s enough irregular immigration! Mali is our El Dorado” (“Célébra-

tion de la Journée internationale des Migrants,” 2015). Even if the two parallel celebra-

tions of the International Migrant Day in Bamako, as a continuation of the National

Mourning Day in April, and the commemoration in Kita included partially similar ac-

tors and seemingly overlapping rhetoric, the event in Kita created a distinct opposition

to the State, harshly accusing it as responsible for the shipwrecks together with the EU.

While both events address alternative ways to the deaths through migration, the calling

to accounts differ. At the very center stands a diverging view of and approach to

‘irregular’ migration as to be demonstrated in the following. The stances on the roles of

migrants and their counter-effects build on a broad debate on migration management

in Mali. Firstly, we will provide the relevant context of migration and politics in Mali.
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Politics of (irregular) migration in Mali between management, contestation
and protection
Mali is considered a country providing ‘irregular’ migrants and a transit country for

sub-Saharans to the North. It is said to be the critical place for the development of his-

torical and contemporary migratory circuits linking the two banks of the Sahara (Bre-

deloup & Pliez, 2005), thus displaying of a true cultural heritage of migration.7

It was in 1996 that former migrants expelled from different European and African

countries formed the AME to support other deported and to denounce the “inhumane”

migration policies from the Global North and South. Since then, the involvement of

migrant associations and other civil society actors around the migration issue have

become of paramount importance in the Malian public debate, influencing the formation

of political institutions (Siméant, 2014). The funds and public attention raised parallel to

the progressive externalization of EU borders facilitated this process. With the shooting of

migrants in Ceuta and Melilla in 2005, and unprecedented media coverage (see Stock,

Üstübici, & Schultz, 2019 and Tyszler, 2019 in this issue), a new type of response to the

EU had been emerging at the level of migrant-sending countries through the activism of

migrant associations supported by European civil society groups (Dünnwald, 2017). This

political and institutional setting in Mali also favored the formulation of alternative

discourses on the migration management. Under the pressure of migrant associations, the

Malian government is said to have twice refused signing readmission agreements with

France in 2009 (Soukouna, 2012) and with the EU in 2016/17 (Traoré, 2016).

Mali is at the forefront of the externalization policies of the EU (Dünnwald, 2017, p.

89). Unlike Morocco or Libya (under Gaddafi) with genuine technologies for border

management and the control of migrants (Coutin, 2014), Mali applies a policy of

“double interest” and “double discourse” (Dünnwald, 2017, p. 96), resulting in a rather

ambivalent approach to managing ‘irregular’ migration. In 2008, the EU established the

Center for Information and Migration Management (CIGEM) with an overall objective

to support the development and implementation of a Malian migration policy with par-

ticular emphasis on “migration and development” (European Commission, 2011). At

the end of the CIGEM project, in February 2015, the impression of AME representa-

tives and EU officials in Bamako was that the center had “flopped” in achieving its ob-

jectives (field interviews, Bamako, 22 and 24.10.2014). The basic criticism was that it

served for receiving deportees instead of creating jobs and promoting legal migration as

previously announced (Feldman, 2012). Following the virtual failure of a pioneering ex-

perience in managing migration in sub-Saharan Africa, the EU decided to remove mi-

gration as an area of intervention in the document of its strategic agenda 2014–2020

for Mali (European Commission, 2015). However, with the ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, the

EU has given a new impetus to its political orientation on migration in the region. This

followed the establishment of the PONAM; in its primary form one of the concrete

outcomes of CIGEM, the directives of the Valetta summit and the EU focus “to readmit

deportees and contain (potential) migrants” toward the North (Korvensyrjä, 2017, p.

193). This renewed EU interest in migration inaugurated an ever more intense phase of

externalizing its borders in response to the established migration governance in Mali. It
7‘This builds on “cultures of migration” as “….complexes of cultural representations” (Hahn & Klute, 2007,
p.11), the related lifestyle and historical background legitimating migration.
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consisted of the collaboration among international actors (i.e. the French Office of Im-

migration and Integration, Technical Co-development Unit, the Spanish, Italian, Swiss,

German representations, the IOM, other United Nations entities) and Malian state ac-

tors, including the Ministry of Malians Abroad and African Integration (MMEIA,

2014), and the Agency for the Promotion of Youth Employment (fieldnotes, 2017). For

two decades, such attempts of externalization have been theorized as “policing at a dis-

tance” (Bigo & Guild, 2005) or “borderscapes” (Lemberg-Pedersen, 2017).

In this second wave of externalization, Mali was chosen as “priority country” together

with Niger, Nigeria, Senegal and Ethiopia to establish Migration Partnerships with the

EU (European Commission, 2016). The new European Agenda on Migration is accom-

panied by an Emergency Trust Fund of 3.39 billion Euro, of which 80 million Euro are

specifically assigned to migration management in Mali.8

Civil society organizations did not stay behind in this new progression of European

borders on the African continent. Simultaneously, the multiplicity of actors and inter-

weaving issues has created new challenges around the Trust Fund. It can legitimize

‘their presence’. A similar notion applies to the State. Beyond that, it visualizes the

institutionalization of European aid to the civil society through a real flexible

externalization of development support.

The district of Kita is considered as a region of international emigration par excel-

lence (Konaté & Gonin, 2016, p. 25). Mostly inhabited by Malinke, Kakolo and Fulani,

there are municipalities where emigrants have developed models of public, political,

and economic investments and connectivity through constructing schools, health cen-

ters and roads (Galatowitsch, 2009; Lima, 2005), and thus positioning themselves as

true agents of development. This builds on the (historically) grown cultures of circular

migration, nomadism and ritual journeys (Hahn & Klute, 2007), which are character-

ized though “migratory adventures”’ (Bredeloup, 2008) and dynamic transnational

spaces today (Manchuelle, 1997). However, the post-colonial international emigration

was spurred by the “rail crisis’ and the closure of the state-owned oil mills between

1986 and 1995 because of a more pro-active liberal economic state policy (Lachen-

mann, 1986). Kita’s economy was based on the high production and processing of pea-

nuts and the commercial transactions along the railway. Export revenues of groundnuts

fell in Mali, Senegal and Gambia by 50 to 80% from 1960 to 1980 (Badiane & Kinteh,

1994, p. 6). The transfer to Mali’s Cotton Mill incited a new pioneering migration front

towards Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire.9 Due to increased possibilities of mobility through

processes of globalization and the political unrest in the 1990s in Côte d’Ivoire, many

of Kita’s emigrants moved further North (Mauritania, Morocco, Spain and Italy). Be-

tween 2004 and 2008, however, Libya outplayed other migratory destinations among

Kita’s young migrants (Konaté & Gonin, 2016, pp. 117–119). This coincided with the

EU experimenting one of the most rigorous border management policies in Libya, in-

cluding massive deportations. Not only the migratory restrictions and difficult condi-

tions during emigration did not allow a dignified and successful stay. The previous
8The fund allocated to Mali aims to help immigrants to stay; to compel the State to regulate the migrant
flow and welcome ‘undesirable’ citizens from Europe; establish deterrence measures for potential emigration
candidates (European Commission, 2018).
9Colonization caused the first displacements of population, while the great droughts (1972–74, 1984, 2002)
fostered the idea in Kita to increase agricultural incomes by migrating in the sub-region and to Europe
(Konaté & Gonin, 2016, pp. 104–5).
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circularity of migration was forcefully interrupted. Large numbers of Malians and other

sub-Saharans, including the people in Kita, were forced to return in an undignified

way, to take dangerous routes to (re-)migrate or to remain involuntarily immobile (e.g.

Jónsson, 2007). As a response to this new phenomenon of massive involuntary returns,

an effect of the progressive externalization of EU borders, and in particular the Libyan

crisis 2011, short-lived return assistance programs were tested in some villages of Kita

by the IOM and the Kita branch of the Association of Repatriates of Mali between

2006 and 2010 (Field Investigations, November 2017). In some villages, a large propor-

tion of repatriated and deported remained there after their migratory failure, engaging

in agricultural activities or in petty trade. In other villages most of the young repatri-

ated and deported are planning to re-emigrate or exercise a form of circular migration

between their villages and informal gold mining sites in Mali and the sub-region (Hil-

son & Garforth, 2012).

While migration in Mali, and particularly in Kita, has become a strategic resource

and way for seeking a better life, it has also become subject to an unprecedented politi-

zation, in particular since the massive returns as described. All this creates a space of

contestation, which is subject to various appropriations of migration policies. The cele-

brations of the International Migrants Day were set in this political, social and cultural

context.

They can thus be understood as the willingness of civil society organizations and the

State to participate in the debate on the effects of EU outsourcing policies and to

propose endogenous alternatives to ‘irregular’ migration. We will further flesh out the

course of politization to developing localized mourning strategies in the following.

From the politization of migrant shipwrecks in the Mediterranean to
“migrant-martyrs”
Deportations and repatriations of Malians had long been dominating the public debate.

Since 2014, migrants’ shipwrecks in the Mediterranean have been a main focus, more

recently accompanied by the deaths in the Sahara desert, which increasingly reach the

public conscience (Samake, 2017; Stierl, 2016). Most recently, a civil societal Alarm-

phone for the Sahara has been set up, among others with the help of the AEI. Further,

migrant shipwrecks have become an object of the production of memorial strategies by

public authorities, civil society actors and local communities in Mali.

It started with the event of 87 Malians missing in the Mediterranean in July 2014, of

which 69 came from the region of Kayes (EMDK, October 2014, unpublished Mission

Report). On that occasion, the Minister of Malians Abroad organized a press confer-

ence to inform the public about the risks of ‘irregular’ migration and to support legal

migration through the CIGEM, which in that moment was already almost out of func-

tion. As first of its kind, he announced an official delegation to offer condolences to

shipwrecked’ parents (Coulibaly, 2014). The reaction of civil society actors followed

promptly. A press conference of the AME and the EMDK assailed:

The poor governance and repeated multi-faceted crises are stifling development pro-

grams and restraining the initiatives, particularly at the base of the social sectors [...].

In a word: well-being. To find answers to these causes, candidates undertake migra-

tory projects at the risk of their lives along roads that have become increasingly deadly
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since the creation of Frontex [...] and the signing of agreements between the EU [...].

Mali has not escaped this rule (Association Malienne des Expulses, 2014).

During the civil society conference, relatives of the dead provided testimonies. All

their positions aimed at deconstructing the hegemonic position of the State fighting ‘ir-

regular’ migration. In addition to this dissident political agenda, an open letter from the

Coordination of Associations of Nationals of the Kayes Region (CADERKA) to the

President of the Malian Republic explicitly stated the government’s responsibility for

the risky migrations and for the first time called on declaring a day of national

mourning:

CADERKA is irritated that our Government has shown no sign of national mourning.

[...] The candidates for adventure will prefer to face all the risks of forced emigration

(instead of clandestine, illegal or irregular emigration...). They are forced to leave

against the uncertainty of their self-realization in the country and the indifference of

our governments with the common denominator of poor governance (CADERKA,

Unpublished Open Letter, August 08, 2014).

One year later, when 360 migrants from Kayes region died in the Mediterranean, the

EMDK10 tone became more drastic: “the region of Kayes is mourning!” (EMDK, April

28, 2015, Unpublished Manifesto). It became a broad alliance of human rights and mi-

grant associations, politicians and the media demanding from the government a digni-

fied day of mourning for the deaths. Facing a persistent civil society pressure, the

government declared April 30th as “National Day of Mourning for the victims of ship-

wrecks in the Mediterranean and on the Niger River in Tienfala” (“Mali: Communiqué du

Conseil des Ministres,” 2015). It invited people to organize community prayers for the re-

pose of the souls of the shipwrecked all over the national territory. Some associations felt,

however, that this National Day and the collective prayers were not a sufficiently symbolic

commitment. In this vein, the ritualized sacrifices in Kita tried to correct these shortcom-

ings. The AEI representatives in Kita, Bamako, and from Germany, and the local AME

representation, consequently thought to organize the International Migrants Day not as a

festivity, but as a day of mourning and commemoration.

The different celebrations of the State vis-à-vis the civil society and bereaved commu-

nities resulted from two ways of appropriating the International Migrants Day on 18

December 2015 based on diverging discourses on (irregular) migration. First, in con-

tinuation of the National Mourning Day on April 30, the Malian authorities tried to

strengthen the campaign against ‘irregular’ migration by indexing it together with the

trafficking of migrants as the main causes of shipwrecks at Aminata Dramane Traoré’s

event organized for the Migrants Day. Secondly, the perspective of migrant associa-

tions, supported by parents and representatives of Kita’s founding families, blamed the

shipwrecks on the neoliberal orientation of the State and its destructing the environ-

ment of candidates for ‘irregular’ migration. In this vein, the youth is “forced” to emi-

grate due to privatization and the collapse of state-owned companies.
10These estimates are just the tip of the iceberg, considering that shipwrecks without testimonies have been
more important. In addition, the fatalities’ count was based on telephone calls with migrants’ families, EMDK
missions, the AME, MMEIA and statistics from the district Prefectures (fieldnotes, December 2015).
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While the perspective on the neoliberal economy is certainly key for understanding con-

temporary migratory movements in Mali, it does not suffice as analytical framework. Be-

yond the economic dimension, said “cultures of migration” and the migratory cultural

heritage are necessary analytical tools to understand the inclination to become “kamikaze

migrants” (Hernández-Carretero & Carling, 2012) among the youth in Kita and for creating

its corollary, the deadly side of externalized borders. It is collective prayers and sacrifices to

the dead, which should eventually build an appropriate cultural heritage: while the memorial

strategy of the government was to declare a Day of National Mourning and to organize

community prayers for the souls of the shipwrecked, the commemoration in Kita was com-

mitted to the symbolism of funerals. Both constituted strategies to build cultural heritage

(upon migratory tragedies) understood as a “process by which a supposedly ‘traditional’

social or cultural fact sees its practice voluntarily ‘re-launched’” (Charles-Dominique, 2013,

p. 75). In the eyes of the representatives in Kita, the State’s mourning, was not appropriate,

however, as it was detached from a social practice that ‘must’ include a ritual sacrifice of fu-

nerals and mourning. In contrast, the commemoration in Kita included this central elem-

ent11. Eventually this was to correct a character of abnormality conferred by the absence of

bodies caused by the shipwrecks (see Bolt, 2018).

In the collective conscience, the funerary rites allow the deceased to be integrated

into the pantheon of the dead (Holas, 1956, p.14). These local practices are embellished

by a malékite12 Muslim tradition. In that sense, the descendants or the parents of the

deceased perpetuate the funeral rite according to a very definite period as regards com-

memorative prayers (Ziyara). The idea behind this ritual is that the religious services

allow the rest of the soul of the deceased person. These popular and rather customary

sacrifices eventually acquired a symbolic power in the Malian Muslim world. Lacking

the central element of the sacrifice, the official appropriation of migrants’ shipwrecks

through the government’s declaration of a National Mourning Day cannot correspond

to the local practices of mourning at the level of the communities of origin of the fatal-

ities, as it built on collective prayers only. In Kita, these communities and a trans-

national network succeeded in responding to the abnormality created by the EU’s

externalized borders in adapting the local ritual practice through a well-organized

event. This creates a sacrifice of particular character. Usually, the appropriate proced-

ure for a burial is to wait until twenty-four hours after the death. In the case of death

at sea or high costs of repatriation of the body, the burial time limit of twenty-four

hours is rarely respected (Baron, 2015; Heller & Pécoud, 2018; Schmoll, Thiollet, &

Wihtol de Wenden, 2015). Thousands of anonymous deaths have not received a proper

Muslim funerary rite. From this point of view, the ceremonies in Mali were done to

correct the exceeding burial period though collective prayers, on the one hand, and a

collective sacrifice, on the other hand, for the repose of the soul of the deceased. They

contribute to building cultural heritage processes in the sense of Charles-Dominique

(2013) as they allow the deceased to leave anonymity and to be valued by the State and

the communities of origin in a more dignified and humane way; eventually to letting

them go.
11The sacrifices to the dead, though of paramount importance, are considered by Muslim reformist
tendencies as blameful innovations- bid’a- (Holder & Olivier, 2014, p. 263).
12Malikism, founded by Mālik ibn Anas (711–795, *Medina), a theologian and legislator, is one of the four
classical schools of Sunni Muslim law, in majority followed in North and West Africa.
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Martyrization of migrants on the spot

The decisive move in Kita is further to elevate the missing persons to the status of

“martyrs” due to their roles as economic agents and “local constructors” (Soukouna,

2016). Herein the memorial becomes an object of cultural heritage, which embodies

the spirit of the dead. A speaker on the day praised the migrants’ value for their

communities:

If the children go on migration, leaving their father and their mother, it's because

there is no well-being in the village. When leaving, they are aware of two things: either

they will die before getting what they went out for; or they will have the chance to

realize their dreams. The first thing you have in front of your eyes is death; and yet

they leave to help their old mothers, fathers and their brothers (K.M., Kita, fieldnotes,

19.12.2015).

From the perspective of this collective imaginary, and beyond any idea of publicity or

associative appropriation, the day of commemoration in Kita can gain its full meaning.

The symbolic elevation of the dead to martyrs in addition to the sacrifice enables trans-

gressing the required time, absolving the abnormal character of the commemoration,

and moreover, the migrants’ death.

Just as little as, the politization of the shipwrecks of the Mediterranean through the

State’s Day of Mourning matches the popular idea of collective sacrifices (in the sense

of a cultural heritage),13 the international and national discourse about ‘irregular’ mi-

grants meet the expectations of the communities of origin of shipwrecked. In fact, these

communities make a change of perspective. In addition to the established cultures of

migration as a cultural heritage itself, many young people appreciate and accept risk

taking readily because of the migrants’ social investments. There are barely alternative

discourses that would discourage the perilous adventures. Contrariwise, a collective im-

aginary exists in these communities stigmatizing the immobility of young people by

considering it as a breakdown in the adolescent life cycle (Gonin & Kotlok, 2012), espe-

cially for a man. In other words, risk taking is an attribute of masculinity. The migra-

tory adventure is considered “the first individual or collective experience of a man”

(Dougnon, 2012, p. 154). Nevertheless, with the effects of the externalized EU borders

on deportee numbers and migrants’ deaths in recent years, there are more young

people and their parents who declare they will stay and engage on the spot. Only by

deciphering these local conceptions of (irregular) migration, the symbolic significance

of the commemorative day in Kita can be measured. Beyond the local appropriation of

shipwrecks through the collective sacrifice, there is an attempt to martyrize the mi-

grants wrecked through the figure of the migrant “kamikaze” (Hernández-Carretero &

Carling, 2012). From this point of view, the “procedure of installation”, as an adapted

“re-launch” of the “traditional” practice (Charles-Dominique, 2013, p. 73–75) of the

shipwrecked migrants and their ‘martyrization’ is very interesting in the construction of

an alternative discourse on ‘irregular’ migration. Especially as the merits of the new mi-

gration policy in Mali are simultaneously praised by state-run media on that day. These
13“Cultural heritage [...] also includes traditions [...] such as [...] social practices, rituals and festive events [...]
concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge and skills necessary for traditional craftsmanship”
(UNESCO, 2003).
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“installation procedures” and ‘martyrization’ as part of the celebration in Kita thus be-

come competing strategies to the National Mourning Day. They restore a positive pic-

ture of ‘irregular’ migration in the local context in opposition to the official narrative of

fighting this form of migration, even if in the end to also avoid the risky migratory ad-

ventures and migrants’ death.

The arguments raised on the courage and bravery of the migrants who “must be

praised”, not only value and legitimize ‘irregular’ migration, but likewise legitimize the

organizations managing and dealing with it, be it through justifying or fighting it. De-

nouncing the public policies with regard to the creation of wealth and jobs, and making

the EU responsible for the dehumanizing management of the resulting migrations, is

thus a virtual campaign against the neoliberal State and public policies.

The effects of the EU externalization policies herein provide a platform and simultan-

eously theme for its contestation on this day. By bringing externalization in line with the ef-

fects of neoliberal policies fostered by the State, which actually “force” migration and its

actors’ deaths as depicted, the protest can be seen as claiming externalization as part of the

neoliberal world order. Beyond this politization and activism, the sacrifice and martyrization

can only symbolically and literally adapt to what appears as an abnormality in the ritual pro-

cedure. As an answer to the deadly reverse of externalized borders, they constitute local re-

sponses in building cultural heritage on the role of (irregular) migration and its actors.

Conclusion
Based on our findings, the article has demonstrated that the communities at origin of

the deceased and civil society have alternative readings of the border externalization

policies, making the EU and the neoliberal Malian state responsible of migration tra-

gedies in the Mediterranean. To this end, they develop deeply localized practices of a

“politics of mourning” against it. The commemorative celebrations during the Inter-

national Migrants Day and the National Day of Mourning serve as pretext for affirming

the antagonistic and also overlapping positions of the actors marginalized by EU

externalization and the migration management in Mali. All the initiatives presented

here, of the civil society and public authorities, contribute to an attempt of building a

cultural heritage on the phenomenon of migration. In the region of Kayes this relates

to cultures of migration which have become even more important because of the “little

state engagement in the cultivation of peanuts” and the effects of neoliberal and demo-

cratic policies. For these reasons, awareness-raising campaigns by public authorities

and international organizations have little impact on the communities of ‘irregular’ mi-

grants, who reject the term itself, arguing that it is defined by those who consider sub-

Saharan migration as a problem. Such structuring of the debate gives evidence that the

different actors have been deploying each their own strategies according to a political,

associative, activist, developmentalist or a humanist agenda.

We have contextualized our findings in view of this significance and sensitivity of the

migration issue in Mali. Migration has become a phenomenon of fetish, like “a god-thing”

(Bazin, 2008); due to the importance of the income generated, the migrants’ role and the

political construction that accompanies it (Lima, 2005; Quiminal, 2002). Thus, wanting to

denounce the counter-effects of this (migratory) culture, fortified by the European border

externalization, is hard to be accepted, even if these are deadly in their contemporary

form. In this sense, the commemoration day in Kita, beyond the mourning and publicity,
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is an opportunity to celebrate migrants as “martyrs” for their importance for the commu-

nity development. Even if the State’s discourse on the occasion of its Migrant Day celebra-

tion is to fight “irregular’ migration, it is promoting a “double discourse” of valorizing

migrants and promoting legal migratory ways, also in collaboration with the civil society.

The Malian state and civil society actors utilize or avoid utilizing the notion of ‘irregular’

migrant according to the actions they develop and the audiences they target. Eventually, it

is about discussing the role of (irregular) migration in society. Not least this provides legit-

imacy to the existence of the State in relation to international donors and for the civil so-

ciety to form a transnational counter power.

Since the commemoration day organized by the AEI in Kita in 2015, expulsions and

shipwrecks of young Malians have continued. The number of associations of repatriates

and former deportees steadily increases. Some of them are supported by the AME and

AEI. This dynamic associative movement connects to the social riots of the suppressed

workers of the oil mills and Malian railway. The connections between these various

forms of political activism make Kita and Bamako outposts of contesting and affirming

the EU externalization regime.

Our article contributes to the debate on a “politics of mourning” in the face of

externalization of borders to Sub-Saharan Africa. It particularly highlights the role of

social practices and the development of counter-discourses in mourning in the absence

of corpses. The ethnographical perspective allows capturing grounded strategies and

positionings of the diverse actors in the arena of (irregular) migration management in

light of the deadly consequences of the EU’s externalized borders, importantly in the

communities of origin. Centrally it could envisage the symbolism of the ritualized sacri-

fice as one key to correspond to prescribed funeral practices, bring back the dead souls,

and not least relieve the mourning community. More ethnographic research is needed

on migrants’ deaths mourning and its politizations to capture such local effects and re-

sponses to border externalization, and eventually to link it to a broader debate on the

‘biopolitics’ of irregular migration.
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