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A B S T R A C T   

In spite of much emphasis on a “migration crisis” and studies on the “refugeeization” of the agricultural 
workforce in Italy, there is still little research on the impact of the NATO war on Libya and the militarization of 
EU borders in the Mediterranean on the development of labour exploitation and unfree labour in the sector. 
Focusing on the period between the 2007/8 global economic crisis, the 2011 uprisings in the Middle East and 
North Africa, until 2018, this article analyses the links between the system of neo-colonial extraction of Libyan 
resources that imposed itself after the war and the expansion of the reserve army of labour of Italian capital. We 
show that the militarization of EU borders further empowered militias involved in fuel, weapon and human 
smuggling, boosting a brutal system of detention, extortion and forced labour that both traps immigrants in Libya 
and pushes them towards Europe. Agri-business and retail corporations operating in Italy have benefitted from 
the continuing importation of energy and of vulnerable workers from Libya. The substitution of workers with 
immigrants with a status of asylum-seekers helps explain the diffusion of unfree labour in Italian agriculture over 
the last ten years. But immigrants’ experiences in Libya have also encouraged them to mobilize and reclaim their 
collective rights.   

1. Introduction 

In August 2018 hundreds of workers took on the street of southern 
Italy against the killing of sixteen African workers in two accidents in 
overcrowded vans on the way home from the fields (Bellizzi and Di 
Zanni, 2018). In Libya, Eritrean immigrants and refugees escaped 
detention camps and marched to Tripoli to oppose being sold like 
“slaves” (France24, 2018). These two protests are closely linked to each 
other: not only did many of the immigrants marching in Italy come 
through the desert, Libya and the Mediterranean; both protests, we 
argue in this article, were directed against conditions resulting from a 
unitary process of accumulation in which the neo-colonial extraction of 
Libyan resources and the militarization of the European Union’s (EU) 
borders facilitated a movement of vulnerable workers to Italy. 

Too often, however, these two sides of a common story are not 
treated together. Since the late 1980s, the mobilizations of immigrant 

agricultural workers in Italy have made their conditions visible, high-
lighting their role as a reserve army of labour, a pool of underemployed 
and unemployed workers that allows farmers to meet the low produc-
tion costs and just-in-time (JIT) demands of retail and agribusiness 
corporations (Avallone, 2016; Borretti, 2010; Colloca and Corrado, 
2013; Pugliese, 2012). The 2018 Placido Rizzotto Observatory’s survey 
revealed about 80 areas of “caporalato” (gangmaster system) and 55 
areas of severe labour exploitation concentrated in Italy’s South but 
spreading throughout the country. Between 400,000 and 430,000 
agricultural workers are employed irregularly; 100,000 of whom risk 
being employed through a gangmaster or in conditions of severe 
exploitation.1 

This points to a widespread condition of unfree labour, that is, labour 
extracted through various forms of coercion and compulsion, including 
economic coercion, that deprive workers of “the type of ‘free’ choice 
they are believed to exercise in ‘normal’ labour markets.” (McGrath, 
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1 Estimates of irregular employment are obtained by processing ISTAT (Italian National Institute of Statistics) data on the irregularity rate of annual work units and 
employment contracts. Estimates of undeclared work, at risk of serious labour exploitation, are obtained by crossing this first dataset with INPS’ (Italian National 
Social Security Institute) data about workers who are officially employed less than 50 days a year and therefore do not meet the minimum requirements to access 
unemployment benefits (cf. Iovino, 2018: 11-12). 
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2017: 1).2 A broad body of literature highlights the importance of the 
state in creating conditions for unfree labour through policies limiting 
labour mobility, deregulating the labour market and empowering em-
ployers (LeBaron and Phillips, 2019; Strauss and McGrath, 2017; Yea, 
2017). As Nicholas De Genova (2013) argued, the spectacle of milita-
rized border enforcement is geared towards immigrants’ subordinated 
inclusion. By tying together residence permit and employment contract, 
Italian migration policies and the strictures of the asylum system make 
immigrants more vulnerable to super-exploitation and unfree labour, 
enhancing the deregulation of the labour market (Basso, 2010; Dines 
and Rigo, 2015; Ferrero, 2010; Oliveri, 2015). 

As we discuss in the next section, however, with a few notable ex-
ceptions (Avallone, 2017; Domșodi, 2019), the literature on labour 
exploitation in Italian agriculture conceptualises the reserve army and 
the role of the state in national terms. This is the case despite recent 
important attempts at developing a Mediterranean outlook on Italian 
agriculture (Corrado et al., 2016). State-centric approaches are prob-
lematic in analysing a sector that is dominated by national and multi-
national retail and agri-business corporations, whose global operations – 
supported by the EU, World Bank, and International Monetary Fund – 
fuel the dispossession and emigration of workers then employed in 
forced labour enclaves in Europe (Araghi, 2009; Boeckler and Berndt, 
2014; Fritz, 2011; McMichael, 2012). 

In Section 3 we argue that Marx conceptualised the reserve army in 
global terms and anticipated contemporary studies of the role of impe-
rialism in swelling its ranks (Foster et al., 2011; Patnaik and Patnaik, 
2016): a process that, for Tom Brass (2011), is key to the growth of 
unfree labour also in metropolitan countries. This perspective chal-
lenges the view that people on the move are really “undesirable” (Agier, 
2011), a “surplus humanity” of limited significance to capital (Li, 2010). 
It sheds light on what Harsha Walia (2014) calls “border imperialism”: 
the process by which contemporary imperialism securitizes the border 
against the immigrants it displaces with the goal of increasing their 
exploitation. Importantly, Marx conceptualised the role of the imperial 
state against the backdrop of the possibilities for international solidarity 
generated by this process (Section 3). 

In this light, this article aims to investigate the development of la-
bour exploitation and unfree labour in Italian agriculture against the 
backdrop of Italian and Western imperialism in Libya between the 
2007/8 global economic crisis, the 2011 uprisings the Middle East and 
North Africa, up until 2018. Libya’s ex-colonial power (1911–1947), 
Italy is both the main country of arrival for immigrants crossing the 
Mediterranean from Libya and the main recipient of Libyan energy 
(Greco and Oddo, 2018). Italy is also leading EU cooperation with Libya 
on migration controls. This cooperation, according to several studies, 
strengthened Libya’s security apparatus, undermined asylum-seekers’ 
rights, and “illegalized” established migratory movements in the Sahel 
(Andrijasevic, 2006, 2010; Brachet, 2016; Bialasiewicz, 2012; Paoletti, 
2010). As is well-known, renewed cooperation after 2011 fuelled a 
brutal system of detention, extortion, and forced labour in Libya (CNN, 
2017; Phillips and Missbach, 2017). 

This system, we argue, needs to be situated within processes of neo- 
colonial extraction of Libyan resources, and the resulting expansion of 
the reserve army of labour of Italian and EU capital in Libya (Section 4). 
This analysis highlights the interlinkages between immigrant workers’ 
experiences of exploitation and unfree labour in Libya (Section 5) and in 
Italian agriculture (Section 6), and sheds light on the role of the Italian 
state and Libyan state and non-state actors in facilitating and enforcing 

this process, regulating and containing the conflicts it entails. If immi-
grants’ experiences in Libya can play a disciplining role when they arrive 
in Italy, in fact, these experiences can also encourage them to reclaim 
their rights and freedom (Section 7). 

This article presents the results of a study of unfree labour in Italian 
agriculture that started in 2012–2014 with a research funded by the 
European Commission. This included 21 interviews and two focus 
groups with trade-unionists, labour inspectors, and members of NGOs, 
employers’ associations and agribusiness companies. Since then, we 
conducted more interviews with immigrants, trade-unionists, investi-
gative journalists, anti-racist activists, and labour inspectors (five in 
2015 and 25 in 2019). In 2019, we widened our gaze to the experiences 
of immigrants on both sides of the Mediterranean, and conducted: ten 
in-depth semi-structured interviews with immigrants who had arrived in 
Italy from Libya; three interviews with journalists, film-makers and 
bloggers with an expertise on Libya; six interviews with anti-racist ac-
tivists; three with trade-unionists belonging to Flai-CGIL (Federation of 
Agro-Industrial Workers within the Italian General Confederation of 
Labour), and three with Italian labour experts. This qualitative research 
helped us assess the secondary literature and a plethora of official re-
ports, investigative articles and online resources on Libya, including 
immigrants’ own messages available online. Thousands of immigrants in 
Libya, in fact, use social media and WhatsApp to communicate with 
their families and the world. Their testimonies are available on several 
online platforms, including the radio programme Exodus (Severgnini 
and Messina, 2018) that broadcasts the oral and written messages that 
immigrants sent to its curators.3 

2. Unfree labour in Italian agriculture 

Since the late 1980s, several studies have shown, Italian agriculture 
went through a process of neoliberal restructuring and “super-
marketization.” The Italian government and the EU promoted the 
deregulation of the agricultural sector and the spread of entrepreneurial 
farming. As in other countries, trade liberalisation, mergers, acquisi-
tions, and global sourcing strategies reinforced Italian and foreign re-
tailers, particularly supermarket chains, and large European processors 
(Corrado et al., 2016; McMichael and Friedmann, 2007). These actors 
have now the power to influence where, how, by whom and at what 
price food is produced. Capital concentration increased the differentia-
tion among farmers and the competitive pressures on small and medium 
farms (Corrado, 2015). If processes of concentration are key, for Gae-
tano Martino (2018) their impact on labour can only be understood by 
looking at the production and distribution of value between labour, 
capital and ground rent. 

The sharp increase in labour productivity in the last two decades 
reduced the number of workers employed in agriculture, as well as the 
demand for skilled workers (Esposti and Merlino, 2016; Mori, 2018). 
While increased land productivity gave a competitive advantage to some 
producers, it also limited the possibility for farmers to contain fixed 
costs. In this context, one of the strategies pursued by farmers has been 
to lower wages and conditions (Magdoff et al., 2000; FCE, 2002). As 
Martin (2011) pointed out, in mechanized agriculture labour-power is 
considered the most “controllable” expense. The increased competitive 
pressure on small and medium farmers, concentrated in the South, has 
been presented as one of the main factors behind the diffusion of unfree 
labour. Some years ago, for example, the farmer organisation Coldiretti 
denounced that in the labour-intensive Rosarno citrus plantations 
multinational corporations like Coca-Cola imposed production costs of 
€0.07 per kilo of oranges, way below cost price, leaving farmers no other 

2 The concept of “unfree labour” is broader than that of “forced labour” 
prevailing in policy circles, which fails to recognise exploitation as constitutive 
in capitalist labour relations as well as the continuum of different forms of 
exploitation ranging “from decent work through minor and major labour law 
violations, to extreme exploitation in the form of forced labour” (Skrivankova, 
2010: 9). See also: LeBaron, 2015; Lerche, 2007; Strauss and McGrath, 2017. 

3 Michelangelo Severgnini got in touch with hundreds of immigrants on so-
cial media and WhatsApp, checking from their geolocalization that they are in 
Libya. We also consulted testimonies through the Guardian journalist Sally 
Hayden’s and Sarita Fratini’s blog (Fratini, ND). 
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choice (Garrappa, 2016; Wasley, 2012). 
This strategy must be contextualized within the capitalist offensive 

against the workers’ movement that took place in Italy since the end of 
the 1970s, and intensified in the 1990s, when Italy became a country of 
mass immigration (Di Bartolo, 2013; Scotto, 2016).4 As Brass (2011: 
272) argued, the possibility for capital to draw upon a global reserve 
army through immigration and outsourcing is crucial to shifting the 
class balance of forces in its own favour, pushing down wages and 
conditions up to the point of depriving workers of the control over their 
own labour-power (see also Avallone, 2017; Domșodi, 2019). According 
to CREA sources, which also estimated irregular labour, between 1991 
and 2015 immigrant workers grew from being 0.3 to 48 percent of the 
total agricultural workforce. As in other countries (Strauss and McGrath, 
2017), restrictive immigration policies (e.g., 1996 Turco-Napolitano 
Law and 2002 Bossi-Fini Law) did not stop immigration but made it 
more dangerous and expensive, and immigrants more vulnerable, 
multiplying stratifications along legal, ethnic and gender lines (Basso, 
2010; Martin, 2006). The “supermarketization” of Italian agriculture 
thus coincided with a process of internationalization, segmentation and 
precarization of the agricultural workforce, with conditions of unfree 
labour particularly affecting undocumented workers in irregular 
employment; EU immigrants, especially women (Palumbo, 2016; Arci 
member, Caserta, and Aiab representative, Rome, 2013); and, more 
recently, refugees with humanitarian permits (Dines and Rigo, 2015). 

The growth of unfree labour is also linked to the expansion of formal 
and informal labour intermediation.5 After declining in the 1970s and 
1980s as a result of farm labourers’ struggles and public placement 
policies, the gangmaster system has returned to being the main system of 
workforce recruitment and management in agriculture (Limoccia et al., 
1997; Pugliese, 2012) both in the South and, increasingly, in the North 
of Italy (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2018; INPS and INAIL labour 
inspectors, 2013). The caporali select the workers on behalf of agricul-
tural employers in “mercati delle braccia” (labourer markets) in town 
squares, bars, roundabouts, and reception centres and on WhatsApp, and 
mobilize workers according to the demands of production cycles in 
different agricultural zones. Often immigrants themselves, gangmasters 
perform a variety of socially necessary tasks, like arranging transport 
and accommodation that are not provided by public policies (Corrado 
and Perrotta, 2012; Filhol, 2017; Perrotta, 2014). The system varies 
according to the territorial context and has different hierarchical 
structures, with a minority of gangmasters colluding with criminal or-
ganizations. In some cases, control over workers is achieved with violent 
means, such physical segregation, seizure of documents, wage theft, 
sexual abuse and murder (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2018; Pugliese, 
2012). Despite its variations, the main aim of the system is disciplining 
and coercing workers into highly exploitative labour relations (Brass, 
2011; Domșodi, 2019). 

Employment conditions depend on the specificities of local produc-
tion systems. While in areas of mechanized greenhouse cultivation 
employment and working times are more stable, the harvest of certain 
vegetables and fruits is concentrated in a few weeks or days: the working 
day is then generally very long (8–12  hours), while in other periods 
labourers work short hours and intermittently (MSF, 2005; Pugliese, 
2012; Scotto, 2016). Severely exploited labourers do not enjoy 
contractual and social rights, and are paid much below the levels 

established by national collective agreements. Common forms of pay-
ment, albeit illegal, are a fixed “day wage”, which allows employers to 
increase working hours, and “piecework”; workers, for example, receive 
€3-4 for picking a 375-kilo crate, which pushes them to speed up pace 
and work longer hours (Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2018). While 
caporali deduct a part of workers’ pay, and gangmasters and employers 
deduct transport and housing costs, the latter sometimes become un-
traceable at the end of harvest (Caruso, 2016; Garrappa, 2016; Oliveri, 
2012). 

A 2005 Doctors Without Borders’ survey into immigrant workers’ 
health conditions – the most extensive study to date for geographical 
scope and sample size, confirmed by later studies (MSF, 2008; Amnesty, 
2012; OIM-Italy, 2010) – reported that only 5.6 percent of the immi-
grants who went to MSF mobile clinics were in a good state of health. 
The rest suffered from environmental factors, poor health and hygiene 
conditions, injuries, poisoning by pesticides, and working and housing 
conditions.6 Women are often subjected to sexual violence by employers 
and gangmasters (Palumbo and Sciurba, 2015). MEDU (2019) reported 
that, of the 180 patients they visited in the summer 2019 in the Cap-
itanata plain (Apulia), 5 and 8.5 percent manifested, respectively, signs 
of psychological distress and alcohol abuse, as well as psychosomatic 
symptoms due to the violence and tortures during their journey (espe-
cially in Libya), exploitation and social uncertainty. 

These conditions are not signs of Italian backwardness but charac-
terize a sector that is largely industrialised and integrated into the world 
market. They can thrive also thanks to the high levels of undeclared 
work, which are tolerated if not encouraged by the Italian state through 
frequent tax amnesties and labour-inspection cuts (Cillo and Toffanin, 
2014). The lack of regulation leaves space to the illegal activities of 
criminal organizations. Since the late 1990s, these have started to 
operate throughout the entire agro-food chains and invest in highly 
profitable activities like logistics and commercialization, raising inter-
mediate and final costs (Eurispes, 2019a; Perone, 2018). 

While the process of agricultural restructuring over the last thirty 
years did not produce major conflicts among Italian farmers and 
workers, from the late 1980s immigrants’ levels of self-organization and 
unionisation increased, prompting the birth of Italy’s anti-racist move-
ment after the killing of the South African asylum-seeker Jerry Masslo in 
1989 (Di Luzio, 2006; Sciortino, 2003). Intensified after the mid-2000s, 
immigrant struggles brought to light the responsibilities of retail and 
multinational corporations, and the role of state policies, organized 
crime and the gangmasters. As discussed in Section 7, these movements 
played an important role in the introduction of legislation against the 
gangmaster system and severe exploitation (laws 138/2011 and 199/ 
2016).7 Several studies highlight that immigrant workers’ mobilizations 
drew inspiration from the 2011 uprisings in North Africa and the Middle 
East (Corrado et al., 2016; Perrotta and Sacchetto, 2012). So far, how-
ever, there is still little research on the impact of the NATO war against 
Libya and the militarization of EU borders on the sector. This lacuna, we 
contend, depends on an under-theorization of the relationship between 
the reserve army of labour, imperialism, and workers’ agency, which is 
central to Marx’s analysis. 

3. The global reserve army of labour, imperialism, and unfree 
labour 

In famous passages Marx describes the foundational role of “the 

4 Understanding how this shift took place is an area of further research that 
also requires a deeper examination of the dynamics of profitability and ground 
rent in Italian agriculture. 

5 Formal labour intermediation includes national and international tempo-
rary work agencies, cooperatives, posting of workers, and seasonal work pro-
grammes (Avallone, 2016; Brass, 2011; Corrado, 2017; Oliveri, 2015; 
Osservatorio Placido Rizzotto, 2018; Potot, 2010). In Italy, it is mainly used by 
large companies in Northern regions (Interviews: HR manager, Ferrara prov-
ince, 2013; Quality manager, Verona province, 2013). 

6 Immigrants often live in makeshift shelters or stables in the fields, aban-
doned houses, huge informal ghettos, and/or reception centres often located in 
areas with a large concentration of agricultural activities (Nigro, 2012; Sanò 
and Piro, 2017).  

7 They also pushed the actors involved in the export of Italian products to try 
and clean up the “Made in Italy” label through private certifications and ethical 
codes (Caruso and Pagano, 2018). 
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extirpation, enslavement and entombment of the indigenous population 
of [America] […] and the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the 
commercial hunting of blackskins” (Marx, 1976: 915). Marx did not see 
these processes, as David Harvey (2004) suggests, as abominations of 
the capitalist mode of production, belonging to a past history of 
“primitive accumulation.” Along with the violent expansion of the world 
market, unfree labour is also a result of capitalist development (Marx, 
1981: 343). For Marx, in fact, it is capital accumulation as such – with its 
tendency toward technological progress, and the concentration and 
centralization of capital – that generates a surplus population of dis-
placed workers and direct producers. Far from being superfluous, this 
represents a relative surplus population: superfluous in relation to the 
current demand for labour-power in production but necessary to the 
accumulation process as such. This is therefore better defined as a 
reserve army of labour that puts pressure on employed workers, limiting 
their claims and resistance, allowing capital to increase exploitation and 
sustain profitability. 

If the expansion of the reserve army is a systemic tendency, for Marx 
colonialism and imperialism also play a crucial role in it. As accumu-
lation proceeds, in fact, the appropriation of cheap raw materials and 
primary commodities becomes more important in order to reduce fixed 
costs and support profitability (Marx, 1981: 203–4). This means that 
what has been defined as “extractivism” – activities that overexploit 
natural resources mainly destined to export, shaped in the period of 
formal colonialism (Hamouchene, 2019; Rodney, 1972) – is for Marx a 
permanent feature of accumulation. Colonial extraction, for Marx, also 
leads to the expansion of the reserve army of metropolitan capital, and 
this is another crucial factor that stems the tendency of the rate of profit 
to fall, as are the reduction of wages to below the value of the labour- 
power and the increase in the absolute exploitation of workers (cf. 
Patnaik and Patnaik, 2016). In the colonies, for Marx (1981: 342, 344, 
763), the latter was facilitated by the diffusion of slavery, bonded labour 
and the oppression of small peasants. This was particularly evident in 
colonial India (Marx, 1986: 235) and in Ireland, which was reduced to 
“an agricultural district of England” providing it with “corn, wool, cat-
tle, industrial and military recruits” (Marx, 1976: 860). Since these 
processes are only possible by crushing the resistance of the colonized 
and by shifting the class balance of forces (Brass, 2011; Das, 2012), 
capital has permanent recourse to colonial violence in order to ensure its 
reproduction (Cross, 2013: 17; Pradella, 2010). 

Marx, therefore, did not assume, as Tania Murray Li (2010) main-
tains, that the reserve army would be fully incorporated into the active 
army: the former, in fact, takes on different forms in capital’s uneven 
development in metropolitan and colonial countries. In Capital he argues 
that while the floating surplus population comes and goes according to 
the business cycles, the latent one comprises the self-sustaining seg-
ments of the rural population both in England and its colonies. Inter-
estingly, Marx describes agricultural labourers in England as “slaves of 
the landed proprietors and the farmers” (1976: 849). If land concen-
tration and productivity advancements continuously converted them 
into a surplus population facing abysmal wages and living conditions, 
the gangmaster system allowed farmers to get a cheap “extra hand ready 
for extra work” during production peaks (Marx, 1976: 853). Small 
peasants suffered the competition of capitalist farms and were always at 
risk of becoming surplus labourers. If, in England, surplus rural 
labourers were transformed into factory workers, in Ireland the 
dispossessed rural population migrated to the towns but was not incor-
porated into the active workforce and was constantly sent back to the 
countryside (Marx, 1976: 866). It was the lack of sufficient employment 
opportunities in Ireland that made them a reserve army for English 
capital, exploitable in Ireland or abroad, including in England. 

In order to contain the unrest of this surplus population, before the 
development of the welfare state, the British empire combined a 
“terrorist legislation” against vagabonds and unemployed in England 
with the brutal militarization of Irish society (cf. Jones, 2016). Antici-
pating Aimé Césaire’s (1950) reflections on the “boomerang effect” of 

colonialism, Marx believed that socio-economic and political conditions 
in Ireland rebounded on England as well. Not only was Ireland a labo-
ratory for political repression in England (Marx, 2010: 120), the British 
ruling classes used Irish immigration to create stratifications and di-
visions among workers, fomenting feelings of fear, hostility and racism 
against the Irish, which helped justify British domination of Ireland and 
the super-exploitation of Irish workers in England, generating a down-
ward competition among workers (Marx, 1988: 474-5). But, for Marx, 
also the Irish struggle for emancipation rebounded on British politics. In 
the wake of a growing anti-colonial movement, Irish immigrants 
brought their aspirations into the labour movement in England, 
inspiring support for their liberation struggle. It is in the light of these 
possibilities for working class and anti-colonial solidarities – this fusion 
of horizons and struggles transcending the state – that the role of the 
imperial state can be fully theorised. 

Neo-colonial processes of resource extraction reduce employment 
opportunities in the countries affected, expanding the reserve army of 
metropolitan capital. This surplus population is contained through the 
multiplication of external and internal frontiers, which, as Fanon argued 
(1991: 39), enable the brutal submission and exploitation of the popu-
lation. In a context of international migration, these conditions rebound 
on the reserve army in metropolitan countries. They facilitate the super- 
exploitation of immigrant workers and the diffusion of forms of unfree 
labour in Europe as well, enhancing the exploitation of the entire 
working class (cf. Cross, 2013: 28; Nikolanikos, 1975: 15–16). From this 
perspective, contemporary borders represent a mechanism of differen-
tial containment and exploitation of the surplus population mobilized by 
the global, uneven dynamic of capital accumulation. The violence of the 
borders, however, gives the impression that people on the move are 
really superfluous and undesirable, shifting the blame away from capi-
talist social relations onto innate characteristics of entire peoples: a 
naturalization of social inequalities that underpins processes of raciali-
zation (cf. Walia, 2014: 61–63). The resulting view of the state as a self- 
enclosed entity reacting to global transformations – rather than enabling 
or enforcing them – legitimizes restrictive immigration policies and the 
criminalization of immigrants, who are cast as an external threat to both 
the state and the “national” working classes through deeply entrenched 
colonial and racist narratives (Bhattacharyya, 2018: 129; Davies and 
Isakjee, 2018). The bordering of the reserve army thus reinforces the 
international system of division of labour, obstructing the coming 
together of workers made possible by growing interdependence and 
labour cooperation, and by the new sources of structural power this 
generates (Silver, 2003). If, for Marx (1988: 473), racism is the “secret” 
of the power of the ruling class, international solidarity is the key to 
workers’ power. 

4. Border imperialism in the Mediterranean 

The 2007/8 global economic crisis and the 2011 uprisings generated 
new possibilities for workers’ solidarity across the Mediterranean, and 
led to renewed efforts by imperialist powers to increase their appro-
priation of global resources. As in Egypt and Tunisia, the Libyan uprising 
was an expression of widespread social and political discontent (Kamat 
and Shokr, 2013). But its violent repression by Gaddafi offered a NATO 
coalition including Italy the pretext to intervene militarily, preventing 
the radicalization and extension of the uprising. Started under the 
“Responsibility to Protect” framework, the war soon turned into a 
mission for regime change unveiling its crude neo-colonial motives 
(O’Sullivan, 2017). Despite Libya’s opening up since the 1990s, in fact, 
for Western leaders Gaddafi’s economic nationalism was an obstacle to 
the desired neoliberal reforms, while his foreign-policy ambitions in 
Africa and economic relations with China were a source of political 
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tension.8 

Thanks to its diplomatic role in Libya’s opening up and in the lifting 
of EU sanctions (2004), Italy had secured particularly profitable condi-
tions to its main oil and gas corporation, ENI (Ente Nazionale Idro-
carburi), which established joint-ventures with the Libyan National Oil 
Company (NOC) (Cardinale, 2019: 350). Italy also initiated cooperation 
with Libya on migration controls. Through pressures and funding, in the 
2000s Italy and the EU pushed Libya to restrict its open-door policy 
towards its African neighbours, passing laws criminalizing immigrants 
and refugees indiscriminately, and building centres for their indefinite 
detention (Paoletti, 2010: 127; Global Detention Project, 2018). The 
multiplication of borders in the Sahel and Libya “illegalized” established 
intra-African migratory movements, strengthening smuggling networks, 
and reinforced racialized divisions between a “black” and a “white” 
Africa (Brachet, 2016). 

In order to foster this collaboration, Libyan authorities demanded 
reparations for the crimes of Italian colonialism, which they achieved in 
2008 with the “Treaty of Friendship, Partnership and Co-operation”. 
With its $5 billion reparations package (to be paid over 25 years, mainly 
by ENI), the Treaty favoured Italian infrastructural investment in Libya 
and increased cooperation on migration controls, leading to joint 
patrolling operations in Libyan waters and pushbacks. In 2009, in fact, 
the third Berlusconi government significantly reduced work immigra-
tion quotas and passed a law criminalizing undocumented immigrants 
(Law No 94/2009).9 While this pushed many immigrants to apply for 
asylum and obtain a humanitarian permit while waiting for the 
outcome, the Italian government also started illegally to drive both 
immigrants and asylum-seekers in international waters back to Libya 
(Andrijasevic, 2010; Cuttitta, 2014). In spite of this cooperation, how-
ever, Gaddafi still opposed Frontex and the Mediterranean Union as neo- 
colonial projects (Paoletti, 2010: 190). Despite rising unemployment 
from 2008, moreover, he still encouraged immigration from the rest of 
Africa: in March 2011 there were about 2.5 million immigrants in Libya, 
out of a population of about 6.5 million. Black Africans performed the 
worst-paid jobs, and had come under increasing attack with the growth 
of institutional and popular racism (de Haas, 2008; Kamat and Shokr, 
2013; Malakooti, 2013; Pliez, 2003). 

In the words of the New York Times, the NATO war unleashed a 
“scramble for access to Libya’s oil wealth,” and intensified attempts by 
rival Western companies and states to control Libyan natural, financial 
and human resources (Campbell, 2013; Forte, 2012). The neoliberal 
reforms implemented by the National Transition Council (NTC), and the 
immunity it granted to militias, exacerbated social divides and human- 
right abuses, generating a spiral of retribution that soon got out of 
western control. The killing of the US ambassador in Benghazi in 
September 2012 signalled militias’ refusal to be co-opted by the West, as 
they began to compete for the control of Libyan resources, borders and 
key installations, and became integrated into state institutions. This led 
to a breakdown of centralized state authorities amidst ongoing civil war 
since 2014: a political fragmentation reinforced by competing imperi-
alist and regional powers lending support to different militias in order to 
secure the extraction of Libyan resources (Capasso et al., 2019: 24). 

ENI’s presence too became more predatory. In the summer of 2014, 
the Italian energy corporation interrupted the payment of colonial 
reparations (Greco and Oddo, 2018: 201). To protect its fields and in-
frastructures, moreover, ENI struck deals with the Al-Ammu and Brigade 
48 militias (Eaton, 2018). Despite falling oil production, this guaranteed 
ENI an almost uninterrupted gas supply to Italy, increasing the income 
and profit margins of the Greenstream pipeline (Cardinale, 2019: 351). 
As many other institutions and militias, moreover, those acting as ENI’s 
security companies are engaged in the smuggling of petroleum, weapons 

and human beings from Libya with the complicity of government offi-
cials in both sides of the country.10 But the network of complicity goes 
beyond Libya. As the Procura di Catania’s investigation “Dirty Oil” 
brought to light, the Al-Nasr Brigade leaders, in charge of Zawiya’s 
“Oussama prison”, collaborated with the Italian mafia and Maltese 
brokers to smuggle Libyan diesel into Italy (Sarzanini and Naddeo, 
2017).11 This network was linked to Abdelrahman al-Milad, “Bija,” 
Zawiya’s coastguard commander and “undisputed leader of the human 
traffic trade,” who used to receive funding and training from Italy and 
the EU (Porsia, 2015). According to the Italian Petrol Union, illegal fuel 
trade accounts for 5–10 percent of total sales in Italy.12 The Libyan Audit 
Bureau estimated that the smuggling of refined petroleum products 
(imported and distributed in Libya at subsidised price) cost the Libyan 
state around $20 billion between 2014 and 2017 (Noria Research, 
2019). 

This neo-colonial drain of Libyan resources has caused widespread 
impoverishment and insecurity, expanding the reserve army of labour of 
Italian and European capital. The 2011 war initiated a prolonged and 
unprecedented displacement crisis of Libyan citizens, who initially 
sought refuge within Libya and in neighbouring countries.13 Between 
1.3 and 1.8 million immigrants, moreover, moved to home and neigh-
bouring countries, and, in small percentage, to Europe (Fargues, 2017; 
UNHCR, 2019: 16). The reopening of the Central-Mediterranean route 
after Gaddafi’s defeat allowed larger numbers of African and then Syrian 
immigrants and refugees to embark to Europe.14 But Libya has not 
become a “transit country”: since 2012, immigration has resumed. While 
East-African immigrants and refugees mostly intend to transit to Europe, 
a majority of West and Central Africans still arrive in Libya to work, 
building on a long tradition of circular migration (UNHCR, 2019: 27, 4). 
This is the case despite widespread impoverishment (around a third of 
the Libyan population now lives on or below the poverty line), growing 
insecurity, an 80 percent decline in purchasing power due to rising 
inflation since 2014, the absence of basic public services, and environ-
mental degradation (Capasso et al., 2019). As discussed in the next 
Section, this situation disproportionately impacts on Sub-Saharan Afri-
can immigrants and refugees, who embarked to Italy in larger numbers 
between 2014 and mid-2017 (UNHCR, 2019: 28). In recent years, for the 
first time, a significant number of Libyan nationals have attempted to 
cross the Mediterranean for Europe.15 

If in 2011 Italy stopped pushbacks and conceded humanitarian 
permits to those fleeing North Africa, it simultaneously led EU attempts 
to renew collaboration with the NTC on migration controls as part of 
broader talks to recover Italian investment in the country. Immediately 
after the killing of Gaddafi in October, the Friendship Treaty was reac-
tivated, including the closure of all Libyan borders and pushbacks, this 
time under the responsibility of militias absorbed into, or affiliated with, 
the Libyan Ministries of Interior and Defence (Global Detention Project, 
2018: 21-3). Unsurprisingly, this collaboration empowered smuggling 

8 Campbell (2013); Martinez (2017: 131); Nkrumah (2000); Pliez (2002); 
Pradella and Rad (2017: 2416); st John (2008).  

9 This law was subsequently revoked by the Renzi government in 2016. 

10 Eaton (2018: 15); Mannocchi (2017); Micaleff (2017); Michael (2017); Liga 
(2018); Noria Research (2019); Zaptia (2018). In June 2017 the UN Council 
passed Resolution 2362, which made those who illicitly export petroleum from 
Libya subject to international sanctions.  
11 The Santa Paola-Ercolano family, involved in this traffic, used to control the 

logistics of agro-food chain in Sicily (Eurispes, 2019b).  
12 Giliberto (2019); Serrao (2019). See also: Mottola (2018).  
13 In 2011, about 550,000 Libyans were uprooted within the country and 

660,000 moved abroad. At the end of 2016, between 500,000 and 1.5 million 
Libyans were exiled (Bradley et al., 2016: Loc. 54, 907, 974 and 1205).  
14 Arrivals in Italy through the Central-Mediterranean route increased from an 

average of below 40,000 in the 2000s (4300 in 2010, also because of the deal 
with Gaddafi) to 62,692 in 2011 and 170,100 in 2014 (Baldwin-Edwards and 
Lutterbeck, 2018).  
15 UNOCHA (2019: 12–3). According to the UNHCR database, between 2015 

and 2018 arrivals of Libyan immigrants in Italy increased from 0.36 to 1.80 
percent of total arrivals. But many arrivals are not reported (Furlanetto, 2019). 
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militias, making the migratory journey through and from Libya even 
more dangerous.16 Subsequent Italian and EU missions in the Mediter-
ranean only targeted low-level human smugglers (House of Lords EU 
Committee, 2016), turning a blind eye to energy and weapon smuggling. 

Mare Nostrum (MN), launched by Italy after two deadly shipwrecks in 
October 2013, did combine anti-smuggling operations and pushbacks 
with search and rescue (SAR) activities. But this strengthened a low-cost 
smuggling business model, with seaworthy vessels being replaced with 
dinghies only fit to reach its SAR zone (Tinti and Reitano, 2017: 114, 
120). This caused increased mortality at sea, despite a record number of 
people rescued by MN. Things got even worse when the EU replaced MN 
with Triton and Operation Sophia, which delegated SAR activities first to 
inefficient commercial ships and then to NGOs (Heller and Pezzani, 
2016). Mare Sicuro, the main Italian naval operation since 2015, pri-
marily aims at defending ENI’s energy platforms and pipeline (Greco 
and Oddo, 2018: 200). 

After the April 2015 shipwreck, emigrants and refugees redirected 
their routes towards the Balkans and then collectively mobilized in 
Europe against this border regime (De Genova, 2017: 3–5). After the EU- 
Turkey deal in March 2016, however, arrivals through the Central- 
Mediterranean route peaked again, and so did deaths.17 Italy and the 
EU started to fund, train and equip Libyan forces to patrol the sea and 
conduct “rescue” missions, and restricted the work of NGO vessels. In 
February 2017, EU leaders endorsed the memorandum of understanding 
between the prime ministers Gentiloni and al-Serraj allowing the Libyan 
Coast Guard (LCG) to intercept and return immigrants bound for Italy. 
They also gave millions of Euros to the Government of National Accord 
(GNA) as part of the EU Fund for Africa, nominally to improve condi-
tions in detention and boost the LCG’s capacity. Despite all this, in May 
and June 2017 arrivals increased (23,000 each month). Then, in July 
and August, they plummeted (11,000 and 4,000 respectively). This drop 
was the result of deals that Italy’s Interior Minister Minniti and Secret 
Services struck with tribes and militias in west and south Libya, who 
decided to block almost all departures from the coast between Zawiya 
and Sabratha (Micaleff and Reitano, 2017). In August, moreover, part of 
operation Mare Sicuro was deployed to support Libyan forces and 
extended into Libyan waters. 

The Italian government, therefore, started to collaborate directly 
with armed groups, superseding formal state authorities, and to exercise 
control over the LCG (Forensic Oceanography, 2018). The al-Ammu 
militia spokesman defined this situation a “truce”, dependent on 
continued support for the militias (Michael, 2017). These deals, how-
ever, fuelled internal rivalries, reinforcing a culture of predation. 
Despite being part of a broader attempt to curb the expansion of General 
Haftar’s Libyan National Army, they ended up favouring it. As discussed 
in the next section, while continuing their other highly profitable 
smuggling activities, militias shifted their focus from human smuggling 
to a burgeoning business of detention and forced labour (Micaleff et al., 
2019). The Italian Five Star–Lega government (June 2018–September 
2019) fully supported these arrangements: it nominally handed over the 
coordination of rescue operations to the LCG, quadrupled assistance 
funding for it, and sought to prevent private vessels from docking im-
migrants in Italian ports. If the previous government had reinforced 
deportations and eliminated second-grade asylum appeals (Minniti- 
Orlando Decree, 2017), the Salvini Decree (Law No 132/2018) abol-
ished humanitarian protection, depriving most immigrants arrived in 
Italy after 2009 of their legal status, and boosted asylum rejections. 

5. Reserve workers in Libya 

These economic and political developments have turned Sub- 
Saharan African immigrants into “a commodity to be captured, sold, 
traded and leveraged” (Tinti, 2017). From mid-2017 the number of 
people caged in overcrowded prisons, intercepted and returned to Libya 
increased, and periods of detention became longer. Members of the same 
militias conduct “rescue” operations in their coastguard capacity, run 
detention centres, and arrange boats to Europe. Immigrants claim that 
after “rescuing” them, militias beat, imprison, and subject them, espe-
cially women, to sexual violence. According to a Nigerian immigrant, 
the same people who run the prisons also ask for money to embark them 
on better boats for Europe: “They promise you that since they are 
organizing everything, nobody will catch you.” (Zuwara, Libya, 2018, 
Exodus 0, 15:49 min). An Ivorian immigrant and anti-racist activist we 
interviewed reported from his own experience: 

Violence has two forms. They make you pay to get free and this in-
duces the idea you have to leave. They put you in a cage and the same 
people offer you the possibility of going away. When you leave the 
coastguard knows it. This is the Libyan economy. (Caserta, 2019). 

Detention is a growing source of income. In addition to receiving 
hundreds of millions of Euros from the EU, militias force detainees to 
pay bribes to be released (Micaleff et al., 2019; Tinti, 2017). Detained 
indefinitely without legal support, immigrants face physical and psy-
chological violence, torture, rape, and other ill-treatment including 
malnutrition, sexual abuse, insufficient sanitation, racial and religious 
discrimination, and murder. This violence enhances militias’ ability to 
extort money from detainees and their families. This situation, 
denounced by a plethora of international organizations (e.g., Amnesty 
International, 2016; Global Detention Project, 2018), was confirmed by 
all immigrants and experts we interviewed. 

Detention centres also perform the function of labour reserves. Mi-
litias buy and sell their detainees or rent them out, to the highest bidder, 
forcing them to work without pay in order to secure their release. Em-
ployers themselves often go to detention centres looking for workers 
(Phillips and Missbach, 2017; Gambian immigrant, Treviso, 2019). Ac-
cording to Vincent Cochetel, UNHCR Special Envoy for the Central- 
Mediterranean, after 2017 militias started to sell more detainees for 
forced labour and sexual exploitation (Micaleff, 2017: 35; Nielsen, 
2018). These conditions fuelled repeated protests in detention centres 
and immigrants refusing to disembark. 

Forced labour, however, is not confined to detention centres; it af-
fects the majority of immigrants in the country, especially Sub-Saharan 
Africans, independently of their legal status. All the immigrants we 
interviewed denounced the lack of security in Libya, including the risk of 
being kidnapped, detained, abused, and killed. 

Libya is not a safe country. Many people have died. Slavery is visible. 
They shoot on the people on the street. (Ivorian immigrant, Caserta, 
2019). 

The interpenetration of militias and state institutions allows em-
ployers not to pay workers with total impunity. According to the IOM 
(2017, 2018), this now affects most sectors, including construction, 
agricultural and farm work, cleaning, car washing, gardening, house-
keeping, and prostitution. For an investigative film-maker we inter-
viewed (2019), it also affects the energy sector. Immigrants report of 
recruiters going to the labourers’ market with their guns “chasing us as if 
we were slaves.” (West-African immigrant, Tripoli, 2018, Exodus 0, min. 
4:34). Workers are frequently robbed on their way home by local gangs 
or arrested by police and militias. Our fieldwork highlighted several 
cases of immigrants who worked for a private employer, receiving 
shelter and food, without being paid or being robbed and kidnapped by 
armed gangs called by the employer. A Gambian immigrant we inter-
viewed reported having worked for one year and seven months for a 

16 Micaleff (2017: 42–3); Micaleff and Reitano (2017: 11); Monzini et al. 
(2015); Porsia (2015); UNSMIL (2018).  
17 In 2016 arrivals from Libya climbed to 181,000. 2016 was also the deadliest 

year on record, with more than 5000 people killed while crossing (UNHCR). 
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farmer: when he claimed his money he was sold to the Asma Boys, a 
network of violent armed groups protected by militias and police. A 
Malian immigrant, who was 12 years old when first detained in Libya, 
told us the Asma Boys killed his brother and sold him to another group. 
“They sell you to these people. It’s business.” (Caserta, 2019). According 
to a Libyan immigrant and an investigative film-maker we interviewed 
(2019), Libyans also suffer from attacks by Black African gangs. 

Although not all immigrants wanted to go to Europe in the first place, 
they cannot find secure work in Libya or safe transit to Europe or their 
countries of origin. If they try to return home by land, they will almost 
certainly be kidnapped and sold as “slaves”. The “voluntary return 
programmes” organised by the IOM, which is implementing EU border 
policies in the region (Brachet, 2016), are one of the few ways for those 
in indefinite detention to get out of prison. But the number of flights are 
severely inadequate and, for Amnesty International (2017), the number 
of resettlement slots offered to those who cannot return to their home 
countries is “dismal”. A Nigerian immigrant described the humiliation of 
returning home without reaching Europe and without financial support 
to start something in the country of origin (Zuwara, 2018, Exodus 0, 
min. 18). In a collective video message circulated on WhatsApp, de-
tainees in the Oussama prison (7 July 2018) denounced: 

They refuse to deport us. We told them that we want to go back to 
Africa but they refuse to deport us. They don’t want us to go to 
Europe and also they don’t want us to go back to our countries. … 
They are keeping us here for business. (Exodus 0, min 40) 

Our fieldwork confirmed that even those immigrants who had not 
originally planned on going to Europe are trapped in a system that 
pushes them toward Europe (cf. Phillips and Missbach, 2017). Half of 
the 7048 immigrants interviewed by the IOM on the Central- 
Mediterranean route in 2016 and 2017, West Africans in particular, 
reported having worked during their journey without receiving the ex-
pected remuneration. This mostly happened in Libya, where they re-
ported payments indefinitely delayed by employers or brokers, threats 
by armed individuals at the workplace, or having worked without 
remuneration as a way of being freed from detention (IOM, 2016, 2017). 
From the second half of 2017, the price of the journey sharply increased 
and the main nationalities of respondents changed. For Micaleff et al. 
(2019: 23) smugglers started leaning more heavily on ransoming and 
extortion. But still 42 percent of respondents, women in particular, re-
ported having worked without agreed remuneration. 

6. Reserve workers in Italy’s fields 

Most of the immigrants we interviewed told us that when they 
arrived in Italy they felt safe, human again. Despite the severe exploi-
tation and uncertainties, “you can start to have another dream, … the 
dream of being free.”18 

I was happy when I arrived in Italy. I think my future will change. No 
one can kidnap me. No one can come and catch me and put me into 
prison. There is law and regulations and everything, you know… 
[laughing] (Malian immigrant, Caserta, 2019) 

Very often, immigrants join the ranks of the agricultural surplus 
population. Before the global economic crisis, Italian agriculture was a 
transit sector for many immigrants who often managed to move to the 
industrial or service sectors in Northern Italy or other North-European 
countries (Pugliese, 2012). Especially in the first years of the crisis, 
however, those immigrants who lost their jobs (and residence permits) 
in the North returned to agriculture, in a process of “re-ruralisation” of 
migration (Pugliese, 2015). This, along with increasing arrivals from the 
Mediterranean after 2011, swelled the ranks of the agricultural reserve 
army. Given the sharp reduction in work quotas, many immigrants 
sought to get a regular status through asylum, as reflected in the sharp 
increase in the number of African agricultural workers with a humani-
tarian permit (Rigo, 2018: 48).19 

Employers used this situation to substitute workers and attack wages 
and conditions, counteracting the achievements of previous struggles. 
According to a trade-unionist from Salerno (2019), asylum-seekers have 
become “a very valuable commodity”: “since they are provided with 
lodging and meals, employers lower their wages and and put them in 
competition with other immigrants.” In the Piana del Sele – “Italy’s 
California” with highly mechanized greenhouse cultivation –, for 
example, asylum-seekers are employed in a fairly continuous manner 
and with a regular contract20 along with a core workforce of Italians and 
long-term immigrants from North Africa and Romania. Nevertheless, 
they receive lower-than-average wages of around €25-30 for a 10/11   
hour working-day. This generated conflicts between Sub-Saharan Afri-
can and Moroccan workers, who had improved their wages and condi-
tions through strike action in 2006 (trade-unionist, Salerno, 2019). In 
areas of seasonal harvest, like Latina, asylum-seekers from Nigeria, Mali 
and Senegal only come for the harvest, and work for up to 12 hours a 
day, 7 days a week, for €2.5–3 an hour. They are replacing Punjabi 
immigrants, who had improved their wages (€5 an hour) through their 
mobilizations in 2016 (trade-unionist, Latina, 2019). 

One of our interviewees highlighted similar conflicts taking place in 
Rosarno among African workers with a work permit and the “huge 
reserve army” of asylum-seekers (anti-racist activist and labour expert, 
Rosarno, 2019). An activist from the Castel Volturno area (2019) re-
ported that average wages seem to have declined from about €35-30 for 
a 8/12 hour working-day before 2008, to about €15-20. Very often, 
moreover, employers feel they can avoid paying workers at all, either 
physically assaulting or denouncing for extortion those workers who 
claim their wages. Several interviewees in the Treviso province (in Ita-
ly’s North East) reported asylum-seekers working irregularly in poultry 
farms under Moroccan gangmasters or being hired through temporary 
work agencies in grape-picking with contractual irregularities and un-
derpayments. This points to a general employers’ practice of under-
reporting days worked in order to pay lower taxes and contributions, 
depriving workers of access to welfare benefits (trade-unionist, Foggia, 
2019; anti-racist activist, Treviso, 2019). Francesco Carchedi (2018: 
280, 223) reports cases of asylum-seekers and Roma seasonal immi-
grants working for abysmal salaries, including of €1 an hour or less. 

If, in some cases, the quality of the reception system and solidarity 
networks can limit or prevent extreme forms of exploitation, the Salvini 
Decree (2018) increased the vulnerability of asylum-seekers by 
excluding them from the decentralized state reception system (SPRAR) 
and cramming them into emergency reception centres (CAS) very often 
located in isolated rural areas (Corrado, 2018; two labour experts, 
2019). For a trade-unionist (Salerno, 2019), the Decree will produce “a 
reserve labour army of irregular immigrants in agricultural areas.” Many 
asylum-seekers who lost their humanitarian permit are trying obtain a 

18 “Who leaves Libya and arrives in Italy, even if they don’t have anything 
here, they find a freedom… the freedom to walk with your head up, to say what 
you think. The person feels human again. Here we experience the fact of racism. 
Sure, maybe you will be insulted but in Libya you can be kidnapped, killed, 
wounded. The person who arrives in Italy is safe: this is the first thing that 
matters. You can start to have another dream. This is what people don’t un-
derstand. The dream of being free, of having a calm mind. Because in Libya you 
cannot sleep at night, you are scared of sleeping, going out, going shopping on 
your own. They beat you, you cannot react: this is Libya. Many people prefer to 
die at sea than stay in Libya.” (Ivorian immigrant and anti-racist activist, 
Caserta, 2019). 

19 Between 2007 and 2017 asylum applications increased from 13,310 to 
130,119, and then declined to 53,596 in 2018 (Ministero dell’Interno, 2019).  
20 Most asylum-seekers are hired with a regular contract, as employers fear 

criminal convictions according to the legislation against extreme exploitation 
and the gangmaster system. 
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work permit by working for free in exchange for fake contracts that cost 
up to €500-600 (trade-unionist, Foggia, 2019). 

The majority of our interviewees in 2019 pointed to the “disciplining 
role” played by immigrants’ experiences in Libya. These represent a 
collective trauma, both physical and psychological, immigrants rarely 
talk about if not asked the right questions and surrounded by a network 
of solidarity (anti-racist activist, Catania, 2019). According to a trade- 
unionist, conditions in Italy are still seen as an improvement 
compared to what they suffered before: 

Living in a reception centre, even if decent living conditions are not 
provided, is considered a good accommodation if compared with the 
situation in Libya; working for few Euros a day, even if exploited, and 
sending remittances to the family in the country of origin, is 
considered an improvement compared to the enslavement in Libya. 
(Latina, 2019) 

In the light of his own experience and engagement with thousands of 
immigrants in the Castel Volturno area, an Ivorian activist told us this is 
a natural attitude after a traumatic situation, but also a sign of lack of 
integration (Caserta, 2019). After reporting situations of underpayment 
and lack of payment, for example, a Malian asylum-seeker told us: 

The wage is good, but I don’t need it. If they don’t pay me that’s not a 
problem. Because I am in Italy. I am not beaten. Before I was in 
prison all the time, in Nigeria, in Libya. But here I am not in prison, I 
eat, I sleep well. God willing. (Treviso, 2019) 

Most of the immigrants we interviewed, however, stressed the 
importance of their newly acquired formal freedoms for improving their 
situation individually and, in some cases, collectively. 

7. The resistance of immigrant workers 

This feeling has animated some of the most important immigrant 
workers’ struggles in Italy over the last decade. In September 2008, after 
the killing of six African workers by a Camorra commando in Castel 
Volturno, hundreds of African immigrants took onto the streets in pro-
test against exploitation, organized crime, and institutional racism, 
demanding the killers be brought to justice. The protesters received 
sustained support by local anti-racist associations active in the area, like 
the ex-Canapificio social centre (anti-racist activist, Caserta, 2019; Fil-
hol, 2016). The same December, another uprising erupted in Rosarno 
after two Ivorian workers were wounded by gunfire on the way “home” 
from the citrus groves. One year later, in January 2010, after some 
Italians opened fired on three African workers, a second uprising erup-
ted in Rosarno (Corrado, 2011). If both uprisings took place in the period 
of “low-intensity expulsion” at the end of the orange harvest (Borretti, 
2010), the second one involved workers from Northern Italy used to 
employment in unionized contexts as well as Africans coming from the 
unionization of the Piana del Sele and the politicization in Castel Vol-
turno (Terranova, 2010). 

“We will be remembered”, they wrote in Rosarno before the police 
deported about 2500 of them to other cities to “protect” them from the 
pogroms that followed their second uprising. As Antonello Mangano 
highlighted (2010), these uprisings were crucial political events. African 
workers saw them as part of a secular struggle for emancipation. 
“Rosarno gave us courage, the conscience that conditions had to 
change.” (Ivorian activist, Caserta, December 2019). The Rosarno up-
risings led to the first independent organization of immigrant agricul-
tural workers in Italy: the “African Workers’ Assembly of Rosarno”. In 
March 2010 they organized a national strike of immigrants evoking the 
French and US “days without immigrants”, which mobilized about 
300,000 immigrants all over the country (Caruso, 2015). In October, 
immigrant workers in the Castel Volturno area, with the support of the 
Ex-Canapificio social-centre, organized a strike against undeclared work 
and illegal hiring, that involved about 35 roundabouts and 1000 

workers demanding minimum wages and regularizations (Kalifoo 
Ground Strike; anti-racist activist, Caserta, 2019). 

In July 2011, at the height of the “North Africa Emergency,” about 
400 immigrants from the Maghreb and Sub-Saharan Africa, housed at 
the Masseria Boncuri centre in Nardò (Apulia), started a 13-day strike 
against low wages and the gangmaster system. More than half the im-
migrants housed there had some form of humanitarian protection: many 
were fleeing conflicts in the Sudan, Ivory Coast, and Libya, while a 
significant part of Tunisians had just arrived in Italy after the fall of Ben 
Ali (Perrotta and Sacchetto 2012: 20–21). The concentration of workers 
in the Masseria Boncuri, run by a supportive association (Nigro, 2012), 
and the unionization experiences of the immigrants coming from 
Northern Italy played an important role in the strike, as did the inspi-
ration of the North African uprisings. For Tarek, a Tunisian worker who 
spoke at a workers’ assembly, workers’ self-organization and unity was 
key. “In Tunisia we autonomously drove away any dictatorship 
[laughing] … and in a similar way […] we can do similar things here; it 
is our right.” (in Perrotta and Sacchetto, 2012: 36). “This is no longer the 
age of slavery” (ivi, p. 34): those coming from Libya wanted to reclaim 
their formal rights to bargain directly with the employers and be treated 
like all other workers. 

Taking place at the height of the watermelon harvest, the strike 
manifested the agency of asylum-seekers, who used their structural 
power to affect the suppliers of big German retailers. As in other sectors, 
the reorganisation of the agricultural production cycle along JIT prin-
ciples and the concentration of the harvest enhance the disruptive power 
of workers, whose strikes and blockades can affect the entire supply 
chain (Silver, 2003). Thanks to support from the union Flai-CGIL and 
anti-racist associations (Brigate di Solidarietà Attiva, 2012), the strike 
had a major impact. But Flai-CGIL pushed for an institutional solution to 
the gangmaster system rather than generalizing the strike. As Di Bartolo 
(2013: 25) argued, this is in line with the legalistic approach of Flai- 
CGIL’s intervention among immigrant agricultural workers. By focusing 
on the gangmaster as a matter of criminal concern, the law against 
illegal hiring that passed in September 2011 and the law against severe 
exploitation in 2016 (199/2016) failed to tackle the socio-economic 
roots of the system of labour exploitation in Italian agriculture, and to 
empower immigrant workers against it (Rigo, 2015). 

After 2011, grassroots organization and trade-unions became more 
prominent (Andretta, 2017), also in the Italian countryside. In August 
2011, the African Workers’ Assembly of Rosarno and workers and mil-
itants from Nardò gave birth to the collective Campagne in Lotta (ND) to 
coordinate and support the self-organization of immigrant workers in 
the Italian agro-food sector. This led to numerous pickets and local 
demonstrations, especially in the Capitanata and Gioia Tauro (Rosarno) 
plains, for better working conditions, decent housing, and regulariza-
tions. Between 2015 and 2017, thanks to the collaboration between 
Campagne in Lotta and the independent union Si-Cobas (Sindacato 
Intercategoriale Cobas), these struggles started to converge with the 
logistics movement, the most sustained workers’ movement in Italy 
since 2008, mainly led by immigrant workers organized with grassroots 
unions (Cillo and Pradella, 2018). In August 2016, for example, several 
hundred workers, mainly from North Africa, picketed the gates of the 
local Anglo-Japanese multinational corporation Princes (Mitsubishi), a 
manufacturer of canned tomatoes exported to the United Kingdom, 
blocking tomato processing in Foggia for six hours (Annibale, 2016). 
Struggles of this kind shifted attention from the gangmaster system to 
multinational corporations, and flowed into two national demonstra-
tions linking demands for better salaries and regularizations to a critique 
of the role of borders in the exploitation of workers across the Medi-
terranean (Campagne in Lotta, 2016). Grassroots unions and organiza-
tions, however, are very fragmented and divided (anti-racist activist and 
labour expert, Rosarno, 2019). The murder of the USB (Unione Sinda-
cale di Base) trade-unionist Soumayla Sacko and the killing of sixteen 
agricultural workers in 2018 have only sparked localised strikes but not 
a unitary national response. 
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8. Conclusion 

The 2011 uprisings in the Middle East and North Africa resonated in 
the struggles of immigrant workers in the fields of southern Italy, 
pointing to the global scope of their experience of exploitation and 
struggle for emancipation. Marx’s conceptualization of the global reserve 
army of labour highlights the connection between exploitation, accu-
mulation and unfree labour, and contextualizes the role of the imperial 
state against the backdrop of the conflicts and possibilities for workers’ 
solidarity generated by the uneven development of capitalism. This 
helps explain why, in the wake of the global economic crisis and the 
2011 uprisings, we witnessed an intensification of inter-imperialist 
conflicts for the appropriation of global resources. 

After the 2011 NATO intervention, the system of neo-colonial 
resource extraction that imposed itself in Libya caused widespread 
impoverishment and social insecurity, empowering militias involved in 
fuel, weapon and human smuggling. Similarly to Marx’s example of 
Ireland, Libya has come to play a role of labour reserve for Italy, even if 
the majority of those trying to cross the Mediterranean do not originate 
in Libya itself. The decline in arrivals since July 2017 depends on the 
direct collaboration between the Italian state and armed groups, and on 
the Italian navy extending its operations into Libyan waters in a clearly 
neo-colonial fashion. This boosted a brutal system of detention and 
forced labour that, while trapping immigrants in Libya, pushes them 
towards Europe. As three African immigrants just landed in Sicily 
protested: 

In Libya slavery has been reinstated. Europe caused it. It allowed it to 
happen and benefits from it. In case of necessity, Europe has got 
reserve slaves just overseas. (in Severgnini, 2018). 

In assessing the role of the Italian state in creating the conditions for 
unfree labour, therefore, we need to consider the full scope of its ac-
tivities, including those carried out in Libyan territory or devolved to 
Libyan state and non-state actors. The same is true with regard to the 
impact of migration, labour-market and business-empowering policies 
on unfree labour in Italy. Agri-business and retail corporations operating 
in Italy benefitted from the continuing importation of gas and workers 
from Libya, whose vulnerability was enhanced by the violence experi-
enced in Libya and by Italy’s increasingly restrictive immigration and 
asylum policies. The expansion of the agricultural reserve army after 
2007/8 and 2011 enabled employers to substitute part of the workforce 
with immigrants with a status of asylum-seekers, undermining the 
achievements of previous labour struggles. In this context, formal and 
informal labour intermediation is expanding. 

If unfree labour must be understood in a continuum of exploitation 
(Lerche, 2007), our analysis highlights the inter-linkages between im-
migrants’ experiences of unfree labour in Libya and Italy. The former 
can play a disciplining role, as they make labour conditions in Italy seem 
an improvement. But the comparison between the two can also lead 
immigrants to try and assert their formal rights and realize their “dream 
to be free.” As the example of Nardò shows, the reorganisation of agri-
cultural production along JIT-principles increases workers’ power at the 
point of production. Solidarity between active and reserve workers can 
disrupt entire value chains. But so far unions with great associational 
power like CGIL have focused on legal campaigns, without leveraging on 
workers’ structural power, while a series of radical and relatively suc-
cessful struggles have not managed to overcome local boundaries. 

The Five Star-Lega government was quite aware of the potential of 
workers’ struggles. In the wake of a loudly proclaimed “migration 
crisis”, the then interior minister Salvini not only denied the existence of 
torture in Libya, “closed” Italian ports and abolished the humanitarian 
permit, but also included in his Security Decrees provisions targeting 
road blockades. The Italian government thus tried to disempower those 
immigrants from Africa and the Middle East – important nodes of the 
global class struggle today – who have animated the most radical labour 

struggles of the last ten years in agriculture and logistics. While these 
workers appealed to Italian workers for solidarity, the narrative of a 
“migration crisis” reinforced racist and divisive arguments, shifting 
attention away from global power relations and the role of imperialism 
in the general worsening of labour and living conditions in Italy. If this 
helps explain the present divisions and weaknesses of the labour 
movement in the country, it also indicates the political questions that 
need addressing in order to realize its potential strength. 
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Pliez, O., 2002. Vieux réseaux et nouvelles circulations entre les deux rives du Sahara. 
Revue Méditerranée 99, 31–40. 
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immigré au travailleur sans papiers: les étrangers dans la modernisation du salariat. 
Karthala, Paris, pp. 201–223. 
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