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Abstract: This paper explores the role of the Libyan Coastal Highway across history:
originally built by fascist Italy during colonisation, in the postcolonial era Libya
demanded Italy commit to the construction of a new motorway as part of the repara-
tion process for its crimes. Only in 2008 was an agreement reached. Through it, Italy
used the promise to build a new road as a bargaining-chip to secure Qaddafi’s coopera-
tion in containing migrant mobility across the Mediterranean. This paper explores the
different ways in which the Libyan road has endured as a space and a tool of power by
tracing historical and political continuities across time, from colonisation to demands for
postcolonial reparations and migration governance. Drawing inspiration from the notion
of “coloniality”, the paper investigates the colonial continuum expressed by the Italian/
Libyan reparation process, and seeks to posit alternative pathways towards the unre-
solved question of postcolonial justice around the Mediterranean.
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The Strada Litoranea Libica (Libyan Coastal Highway) is a motorway originally built
by fascist Italy in the late 1930s in occupied Libya. Inaugurated in 1937, the
motorway’s significance has resonated through decades of colonial and postcolo-
nial Libya. This article explores the different ways in which the Libyan road has
endured as a space and a tool of power by tracing historical and political continu-
ities between the past and the present, from colonisation to demands for post-
colonial reparations.

Italy occupied the territory of what was to become Libya in 1911. The rise to
power of Mussolini in 1922 began an intensification of plans to settle tens of
thousands of colonialists. The article begins by investigating the “life” of the
motorway at the time of its development during the fascist period of colonisation.
The vision of a motorway running along the Libyan coast embodied the idea of
the completion of the fascist settler colonial project: the highway became the
optimal space to facilitate the movement and distribution of Italian settlers among
the rural settlements being built along the extensive Libyan coast. This paper then
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explores how since Libyan independence in 1951 the motorway has triggered
new disputes around issues of reparation for Italy’s colonial occupation. After
Muammar al-Qaddafi overthrew the monarchy in 1969, the demand from the
Libyans for the construction of a new road, parallel to the Litoranea, became a
symbol of anti-colonial politics, of demands for reparations for the genocidal
crimes and ethnic cleansing the Italians had committed against the Libyan
people.

It was only in 2008 that Libya and Italy reached a historic agreement, the
Treaty of Friendship, Partnership and Cooperation, which set the grounds for
“reconciliation” between the two nations. One of the obligations to which Italy
committed itself was the construction of a new motorway as a way of partially
compensating Libya. However, Italy used the negotiations and the promise of the
new road as a bargaining chip to secure Qaddafi’s cooperation in containing the
flow of migration from North Africa across the Mediterranean. Subsequent events
—the uprising inspired by the Arab Spring, NATO bombing, the death of Qaddafi
in October 2011 and ongoing contestation between rival governments and mili-
tias—has meant that the construction of the new motorway has been put on
hold, together with the whole issue of reparations.

The article offers a new perspective on the political history of the highway and
its legacy, by drawing inspiration from the notion of “coloniality” (Mignolo 2007,
2011; Quijano 2000). In the scholarly debates on postcolonial politics “colonial-
ity” manifests itself when the power relations that emerged with colonialism sur-
vive its conclusion (Grosfoguel 2007; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2015). Rutazibwa and
Shilliam (2018:4) claim that “if we define colonial rule and imperial administration
as ‘colonialism’ then we can define these afterlives as ‘coloniality’, i.e. the princi-
ples and rationalities of colonial and imperial rule that survive even in the absence
of formal colonialism”. Within this debate, this article explores the “coloniality” of
the Libyan coastal highway beyond its original inception, to trace the interplay of
colonial relations of domination that persist and are embedded in it, the Italian/
Libyan reparation process and infrastructural development and migration gover-
nance. The coloniality of the motorway is here analysed through exploring how
the spatiality of the road across time has shaped and transformed the Libyan
coastal territories and mobility within them.

The article offers a critical discussion of the material geography of domination
that extends from past colonial construction sites, rural settlements, infrastructure
and segregated districts to the contemporary geography of detention centres for
migrants. Along this temporal stretch, I argue that the coloniality is the product
of a transversal architecture of oppression that governs across time opposed
regimes of mobility—first to facilitate the movement and the well-being of the
Italian settlers, then to decelerate the mobility of migrants trying to flee the post-
colony. Secondly, the article shows that “coloniality” is expressed by the policies
on migration enacted by the Friendship pact, which turned the project of a new
highway—a symbol of reparative justice—into an object of exchange, paving the
way for the Italian-Libyan deal. Rhetorically presented by Italy as an instrument to
secure its borders from unwanted migration, the Pact engendered a distortion of
the ethos of reparations for colonial evils. In a global scenario where colonial
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crimes and responsibility are “washed out” via development investment and state
building projects, the highway reparation model evidently represents a cul-de-sac,
a perpetuation of the very injustice it supposedly seeks to fix.

Along these threads of investigation, the article explores such multifaceted
expressions of coloniality by using the concept of “life cycle”. The “life cycle”
introduces and informs a method of inquiry of the coloniality of infrastructure
and spaces, that is less dependent, inspired or determined by questions of the
social and everyday life of things (Kopytoff 1986), the public utility of infrastruc-
ture (Robbins 2007) or by social ethnographies of infrastructure as generators of
nations’ desire and fantasy (Larkin 2013). Instead it is grounded in a biological
metaphor, where the life cycle refers to the transformations that the Libyan road
(and the narratives around it) went through before returning to the initial func-
tion, namely a space of power and control at the base of geopolitical transforma-
tions and the entangled histories surrounding mobility across the Mediterranean.
In this way, the motorway in itself constitutes an epistemic methodology: it allows
us to trace and recognise spaces, sites, technologies, policies, strategies of migra-
tion governance “in a genealogical trajectory that explores their relationship to
colonialism” (Walters 2015).

The motorway embodies the colonial continuum and offers a lens through
which to understand the intersections between the colonial and the postcolonial,
a theme that for decades has been generating critical debates in the study of
postcolonial politics, especially in relation to global mobilities. In this field, signifi-
cant critical research has been done within the sphere of Foucauldian studies,
around theories of colonial governmentality (Mitchell 2002; Stoler 1995). The use
of governmentality as a category of analysis has also helped to unveil colonial
power structures and has shed more light on the relation between “centre” and
“periphery” and on how colonialism depended on the movement of technologies
between North and South, where practices, expertise and inventions circulated,
generating exchanges of power, and the use of colonies as labs for testing
destructive violence (Mitchell 2000; Osborne 1994; Smith and Stucki 2011).

A critique of “mobility” is also at the core of the analysis offered by Etienne
Balibar (1991). He reads the effects of decolonisation in terms of a history of
inverted pattern of mobilities: not any more white settlers moving southward, but
instead a reversed circulatory movement of people, who for the first time after
independence and freedom from colonial oppression, grasped the chance to
move globally. Global mobility, as a primary effect of decolonisation, has created
new spaces of conflict between the ex-colonising and ex-colonised societies. This
has set the basis for the creation of a post-colonial apparatus of security (Duffield
2008), where the hypermobility of development aid moving southward stands
against the immobility of the population—migrants and refugees (Hyndman
2000). However, specifically regarding migration, William Walters has also pointed
out that “themes of coloniality and postcoloniality have been rather marginal
within a great deal of the work that has sought to understand the governmentality
of migration” (Walters 2015:11). Heller and Pezzani (2019:645) have suggested
looking at these themes in terms of a “mobility conflict”, as the product of an
uneven mobility system inherited by European imperial and colonial expansions
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that “clash with a freedom to move that is continuously seized by migrants from
the global South”. In parallel, new scholarship, building on the Black radical tradi-
tion has shifted the focus to questions of “coloniality of migration” (Rodriguez
2018) and its critique to the nexus of transatlantic European settler colonialism,
Atlantic slave trade and racial capitalism. These, it is argued, form the basis with
which to understand the contemporary Western border regime and how it is
founded on colonial dichotomies: human vs. non-human, insider vs. outsider,
wanted vs. unwanted (Danewid 2017).

This article builds on a mixed and interdisciplinary array of methodologies that
spans from textual analysis of books, periodicals and journals from fascist time, to
spatial analysis of historic and contemporary maps that trace the life cycle of the
highway project(s). By placing the story of the Libyan Coastal Highway at the
intersection of the analysis of space, mobilities and reparative justice in the
Mediterranean, the article contributes to exploring further the question of the
lasting impacts of Italian colonialism and contemporary Italy’s incapacity to deal
with its past, proving that despite the apparent end of colonialism and fascism,
their legacies are far from in-operative. To do so, I will first delineate the historical
contours of Italy’s settler colonial project in Libya and introduce the story of the
highway (its inception and realisation) at the time of the fascist occupation. Then
I will move my analysis to the “return” of the highway in the postcolonial present,
both as a tool and a space of coloniality in contemporary migration management
and governance.

The article concludes with a critical discussion of these legacies and their impact
on the whole process of reparative justice between Italy and Libya. It points to
the need to overcome “failed” reparation schemes, and imagine alternative path-
ways towards compensation plans that can address the unresolved question of
postcolonial justice. Following the principles set by post-slavery struggles in the
US, reparations, I argue, should be intended and thought of “as part of a broad
strategy to radically transform society” where “the ongoing struggle for repara-
tions holds enormous promise for revitalizing movements for social justice, includ-
ing redistributing wealth, creating a democratic and caring public culture” (Kelley
2002:110). As Anita Rupprecht (2007:10) explains, these struggles interrogate the
present on “how past injustices and their legacies become fungible or remunera-
ble into the present, and what methods of repair or restitution are to be formu-
lated, and by whom and where”. By sharing the idea that reparations entail
radical visions of justice and social reorganisation, the article eventually calls for
the abolition of the “motorway model”, and with it the ideology and the struc-
ture of coloniality.

The Italian Settler Colonial Project in Libya
On 10 June 2009, more than 60 years after the end of Italian domination in
Libya, Muammar al-Qaddafi landed in Rome for his first visit, in order to sign the
bilateral agreements between Libya and Italy that followed the Friendship Pact,
the symbolic reconciliation between the coloniser and the colonised.
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Once Qaddafi disembarked his plane for the welcome ceremony in the pres-
ence of Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, Italian media was transfixed by the
image pinned to Qaddafi’s uniform: that of the pan-Arabist and Islamist rebel lea-
der Omar al-Mukhtar, subjugated and chained by the Italian fascist colonial forces
in 1931, prior to his execution in the Suluq concentration camp in occupied Cyre-
naica (see Figure 1). Qaddafi’s visit unexpectedly became an occasion for awaken-
ing the ghosts of Italy’s colonial past and a history of colonisation that started
before fascism came to power in 1922.

The military occupation and the beginning of the colonisation of Libya dated
from 1911, when Italy waged war against the Ottoman Empire. The conquest
was inspired by a desire to belatedly join the European colonial scramble, and
acquire new lands to settle Italian migrants and thus limit the flow of Italian
labour towards the Americas. Mimicking British and French settler colonial pro-
jects, the early Italian nationalist discourse (which was to constitute the basis of
fascist propaganda) used Italian migrants as a new symbol of conquest. No longer
were they depicted as manpower exploited by foreign competitors, but now they
were mythologised as valiant pioneers, looking towards new lands where they
could exercise direct ownership. To achieve this, Italy planned a complete seizure
of Libyan lands. Mussolini pursued the so called “pacification” of the Tripolitania
and Cyrenaica regions from 1923 to 1932. This consisted of the brutal repression
of the armed resistance led by al-Mukthar, and the internment of thousands of
the indigenous population. Between 1911 and 1943 over 100,000 natives had

Figure 1: Silvio Berlusconi and Muammar al-Qaddafi in Rome, 2009 (photo by
Alessandro Di Meo; reproduced by permission of Agenzia Nazionale Stampa
Associata [ANSA]) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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been put into concentration camps, while 60,000 died in combat or from hunger
and illness. Tens of thousands were forced into exile (Ahmida 2012).

The repression and Italy’s genocidal atrocities eventually led to a geopolitical
shift, namely the unification of what had previously been separate Cyrenaica and
Tripolitania colonies into one single territory named “Libya” by the occupation
forces. After 1934, projects of settlement became the priority under Governor
Italo Balbo (Rochat 1986; Segr�e 1972). Following the French/Algerian model of
colonisation, the urban and rural colonisation was meant to transform Libya into
a part of Italian territory for the accommodation of huge masses of Italian unem-
ployed urban labourers and peasant settlers. Imagining a sort of “Colonial Keyne-
sianism” based on public spending on infrastructure and urban planning (Diggins
1972), the fascist government prepared a plan for building thirty-one rural vil-
lages, designed to settle around 40,000 Italians (Cresti 2005; Fuller 2007). The vil-
lages became the principal means through which the project of “demographic
colonisation”, the fascist ideology drawing on the canons of settler colonialism
(Veracini 2018), was carried out.

The architecture of occupation was modelled on experience in the early 1930s
with a project of extensive land reclamation in the Pontine marshes near Rome
and in southern Italy. Known as bonifica integrale, it was a model for combining
urbanisation and the expansion of communication networks with state-driven
migrations and coerced rural-urban mobility (Ipsen 1996). This set the goals of
the demographic colonisation of Libya. Overall authority for the large-scale public
works was given to the Ente per la colonizzazione della Libia (Agency for the
Colonisation of Libya). This entity supervised the foundation and regulation of set-
tlements and villages, which involved planimetrics, cropping and surveys of aqui-
fers for efficient irrigation. It also led to the expropriation and confiscation from
Libyans of arable land and the improvement of health and social security for the
settlers. Following a gradual expansion of the colonial domains, the new settler
colonial system required a solid road communication grid that could support its
military, economic and political needs.

Road Infrastructure and the Fascist Colonisation of
Libya
Since the early 1900s, motors, cars, asphalt and paved roads were already evolv-
ing in Europe and North America (Guldi 2011; Schipper 2008). By introducing a
system of mobility grounded on the possibility, unlike the train, to invert direc-
tion, increase/decrease speed, paved roads and motorways enhanced the capacity
of the modern nation state to control and shape territories, use or deny access to
lands and to speed technologies (Harvey and Knox 2012). As argued by Bennett
and Joyce (2010:10), road infrastructure constitutes the clear embodiment of the
muteness of power which “lies in the creation of durability and connectability in
objects and process”. In the eyes of imperial powers, the colonised world repre-
sented the perfect laboratory in which it was possible to trial new infrastructure
and test geopolitical ambitions (Sunderland 2012). The road, as explained by
Laleh Khalili (2017:97) is “the raison d’etre of the state and its security apparatus”
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and hence, an essential tool and space for the analysis of the colonial logic of
domination.

Despite being a latecomer in the imperial/colonial scramble, Italy was no differ-
ent from earlier-established colonial powers. Similarly to the strategies of the
French Governor Hubert Lyautey, who promoted the construction of 1000 miles
of road networks to connect Morocco to Algeria and Tunisia (Khalili 2017:95), fas-
cism used road technologies as civilisational tools and integrative infrastructure.
Indeed, Mussolini’s colonial ambitions focused on the development of 1000 km
of roads in coastal Libya, that would create a line of conjunction between the
Tunisian border and the Egyptian, thus connecting the Atlantic Ocean to the
Nile.

At the time of the creation of Libya in 1934 colonisation was restricted to the
low-lying coastal area where “the region stretches along the north coast of Africa
from Ras Ajdir in the west to the Bomba Gulf in the east” (Russell 1939:280).
Along this strip, the regime planned a unified and linked road system. Until 1934,
the regime could not rely on a compact system of communication between east
and west: Tripolitania and Cyrenaica were split and the Tripoli and Benghazi gov-
ernorates experienced a separate planning of road works, while the whole Gulf of
Sirte—mostly desert and situated between the two regions—lacked secure roads
(Maggi 1996). Moreover, although al-Mukhtar’s resistance had been defeated,
new military necessities unfolded. As the fascist regime was poised to invade
Ethiopia in 1936, it intended to shape Libya as the strategic bulwark on the
Mediterranean coast, for the control over the circulation of settlers, material
goods and military vehicles with its other colonies in the Horn of Africa (Bonamico
1937; L’Ingegnere 1937). In 1934, after the fascist convention in El Agheila gave
Balbo the chance to finalise the organisational details around connecting Tripolita-
nia with Cyrenaica, the project of the Litoranea became operational. The project
entailed linking the coastal urban areas with the promise of security and intensity
of movement for settlers, military forces, commodities and livestock. It also envi-
sioned an increase of tourism (McLaren 2004) and of boost in archaeological
investigations of Roman sites. The colonial rationale behind the infrastructural pro-
ject was clearly summarised by Emilio de Bono, the Minister of the Colonies: “this
great development in communications holds a great moral significance: after the
conquest, roads embody the most durable appropriation” (Piccioli 1933:790).1

Italy’s fascist motorway project started in Tripolitania in 1935 and in Cyrenaica
in 1936 (see Figure 2). The engineering plan divided the works into 16 sections
with the goal, together with the existing roads, of creating a modern paved
motorway with a length of 1822 km (Valori 1937). The Litoranea was planned to
highlight fascism’s aggregative power, sealing the unity of a newly-created Libya
and celebrating the consolidation of a modern colony. To prove this, half-way
along the Litoranea, Balbo charged architect Florestano di Fausto with designing a
marble arch, Arco dei Fileni, which was erected on the border, which for centuries
before the Roman conquest had traced the boundary between Tripolitania and
Cyrenaica. When the Litoranea was inaugurated in March 1937, Mussolini
appointed Libya as “the new Italian Mediterranean frontier” which revived the
Roman imperial claim to Libya as Italy’s “Fourth Shore” on the Mediterranean.2
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The need to protect the investment and preserve the integrity of both the
motorway and the unity of the colony determined over the years a further step in
the colonisation plan of the coastal strip. The General Governorate decided to
build along the stretch 62 road workers’ houses hosting 130 settler families who
would be placed in charge of the maintenance of each section of the motorway.3

But while the supervision of the works was given to the Italian settlers, fewer than
10% of those who built it were Italian (see Figure 3). The motorway symbolised
fascism’s segregationist and racialised labour regime. Construction sites were seg-
regated, relying on the strict separation of the Italian and Libyan workers. Woo-
den sheds were given to the Italians and tents to the Libyans while their wages
were also differentiated. For a motorway which had an average cost of 100,000
lira per kilometre, each Italian worker earned 25–30 lira per day and had access
to collective rations of food. The Libyan bulk of the workforce, however, were
paid much less, only enabling them to purchase flour, tea and sugar for their
sustenance.4

Segregation was only one of the aspects that made the motorway an infrastruc-
ture of oppression. Echoing Deborah Cowen and Winona LaDuke’s (2020:244)
understanding of infrastructure as “the how of settler colonialism”, the fascist
motorway was likewise designed to “run free” in occupied coastal Libya. The new
road set the basis for the regime to create and preserve a new settler jurisdiction,
economy, ecology and sociality. Following the repression that crushed indigenous
resistance between 1922 and 1934, it allowed the regime to take political and
military control over vast areas that had just been cleansed of the native popula-
tion, thus making “space” for the new Italian settlers. The motorway came to
complete the road system constructed in the years of the military repression of
the area of Jebel Akhdar, connecting Benghazi to Derna and Cyrene. Next to this
road junction new rural villages were built to host the flows of peasant colonisers.
The colonisation of the coastal area relied exclusively on the Litoranea, paving the

Figure 2: The map of the motorway from La Strada Litoranea della Libia (published by
Mondadori in Verona in 1937; reproduced by permission of Vittoria Capresi)
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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way for a new “system” of wells, pipelines, aqueducts, cisterns and fields. Along
the line of the road, land was then divided into districts, and clusters of farm-
houses expanded around pre-existing or newly built rural settlements. The latter
were formed by a perimeter of buildings that would create protected and secured
piazzas (the centre of the village), which were either placed directly on the
motorway or connected to it via a perpendicular road (Canali 2014b; Capresi
2009).

But this process of sedentarisation was not exclusive to Italian settlers only. The
racial principles of the “demographic colonisation” were at the basis of a civilisa-
tional project that intended to crush indigenous nomadism. In line with European
colonial and imperialist plans of sedentarisation of indigenous colonised popula-
tions (Huber 2013), the road boosted administrative practices and policies relating
to colonial consolidation and control. This was done through land expropriations
and attempted sedentarisation through the foundation of “Muslim villages”.
These were rural settlements (mainly in the area of Gars Garabulli and Gars Tellil
near Sabratha) allocated to those Libyans who intended to collaborate with the

Figure 3: Coastal Road—a section under construction (photo from the Special Collection
“Libya During the Italian Colonial Period”; reproduced by permission of Media
Center for Art History, Department of Art History and Archaeology, Columbia
University) [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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regime (Canali 2014b:157; Ornato 1939). Under the fac�ade of a benevolent pol-
icy towards the natives, the villages were another proof of the segregationist nat-
ure of Italy’s “demographic colonisation”.5

Italy’s entry into the Second World War on the side of Nazi Germany turned
Libya and the rest of North Africa into a strategic theatre of war. On 28 June
1940, in the skies above Tobruk, the plane carrying Italo Balbo was shot down by
friendly fire only eighteen days after Italy’s entry into the war. The Litoranea, then
named Via Balbia to commemorate the fascist ruler, soon became an intense bat-
tlefront that would change the outcome of the war, and crush Italy’s imperial
aspirations (Bongiovanni 2003; Montanari 1989). At the end of the war, what
was left of the motorway was nothing more than a cemetery of trucks, a pot-
holed highway dismembered by bombing and the traffic of tanks and artillery. As
the original inhabitants started taking back control of their land, the former sym-
bol of the Italian colonisation was eventually emptied of its power.

The Coloniality of the Libyan Coastal Highway: A Space
and a Tool for Migration Control
As a consequence of its military defeat in the Second World War, Italy lost control
of colonies in Libya, Albania, the Greek Dodecanese archipelago, Eritrea, Italian
Somalia and Ethiopia. Italy then embarked upon a long and incomplete reconcil-
iatory process that has involved protracted disputes over compensations for its
colonial crimes—mainly with Libya and Ethiopia.

Within the larger processes of decolonisation, nation-building and infrastruc-
tural change that occurred throughout Africa, the motorway played a new role.
Renamed the Libyan Coastal Highway after Libya’s independence in 1951, it was
fully repaved in 1967 under King Idris. It constituted the Mediterranean section of
the Cairo-Dakar Highway 1, joining the Trans-African Highway network. This con-
tinent-wide master plan was made in 1969—shortly after the majority of African
countries gained independence—as an attempt to integrate and develop the
existing road network clusters built by the respective colonial powers (Thriscutt
and O’Sullivan 1975).

Although the highway thus assumed a new role, it remained an object/infras-
tructure deeply immersed in colonial relations of power. The motorway stayed as
an object of dispute between Italy and Libya in the reparation process for colonial
exploitation and crimes. From the early 1950s, Libya began asking Italy to com-
mit to the construction of a new coastal highway parallel to the old crumbling
Litoranea. From being a space of policing, circulation and expansion at the time
of Italian colonisation, the motorway had turned into an object of dispute around
colonial compensations. However, it was only after Qaddafi’s revolution in 1969
that the motorway came to constitute the core of the postcolonial “reconcilia-
tion” process.

The history of postcolonial relations between Italy and Libya revolved for many
years around the key role played by Qaddafi and his anticolonial politics (Del Boca
2010). Despite his anticolonial rhetoric and the 1970s’ expulsion of the Italian set-
tlers who remained in Libya after independence, Qaddafi let Italy maintain an
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influential presence in Libya. The Italian gas and oil company ENI (Ente Nazionale
Idrocarburi)—present in Libya since 1959—retained a key role in the energy indus-
try as the only foreign oil and gas multinational corporation exempted from
Libya’s nationalisation programme (December 1971). Throughout the 1970s ENI
progressively became the main bridge between Tripoli and Rome, while a coastal
gas pipeline—following the line of the fascist built motorway—was built by Libya’s
state-owned National Oil Corporation (1983–2010) between Mellitah and Beng-
hazi, proof that the motorway continued to pave the way for infrastructural devel-
opment in the postcolonial era.

In 2008, Italy and Libya eventually reached an historic agreement, the Treaty of
Friendship, Partnership and Cooperation between the Italian Republic and the
Great Socialist People’s Libyan Arab Jamahiriya. Known also as the Friendship Pact,
the deal was shaped around a compensation scheme that had development and
investment programmes, totalling US$5 billion, at the forefront of which was the
project of a new motorway. Importantly, the agreement was meant to ratify a
deal around shared programmes of migration governance (Morone 2016). Italy
used the promise to build a new motorway as a bargaining chip to secure Libya’s
cooperation in migration control across the Mediterranean. In this way, by acting
as Europe’s southern watchdog, Qaddafi broke the international isolation imposed
after alleged accusations Libya had responsibility for acts of international terror-
ism, thus being included in the list of “rogue states” drawn up by the US.

The ratification of the Pact was in reality the completion of a process that dates
back to 1998, when Italy officially expressed regret over Libyan colonial suffering,
through the Joint Communication agreement. This paved the way for institution-
alising important Italian-Libyan centred businesses, infrastructure and develop-
ment projects, and preliminary joint-intents addressing drug trafficking, terrorism
and undocumented migration to Europe (Paoletti 2010). In spite of the huge
budget allocated by the Joint Communication Agreement, colonial reparations
remained an open issue, just as they had been for decades. In 1951 Libya
requested 100 million Libyan dinars. In 1984 it demanded construction of a hos-
pital in Benghazi (Del Boca 1988), the removal of landmines; restitution of looted
archaeological artefacts as well as return of the remains of those Libyan rebels
who were exiled to Italian islands at the time of Italian colonisation (al-Jefa’iri
1989); inauguration of the submarine gas pipeline (Greenstream) connecting
Mellitah to Gela in Sicily, and most important of all, the construction of the new
motorway.

From the early 2000s Italy demanded that the colonial reparations could only
become a reality if Libya helped control and prevent migrant flows across Libya’s
southern land border and onwards towards Italy and other European destinations.
The period between 2003 and 2006 saw the refinement and improvement of Ital-
ian-Libyan joint actions and strategies for the control of migrant flows. There was
information sharing, training for the Libyan police and the construction of recep-
tion and detention camps for undocumented migrants (Dietricht 2012). In 2003,
Italy financed the construction of a camp in Gharyan, near Tripoli; and, between
2004 and 2005, two other camps in Kufra and Sebha in the south were built
(Paoletti 2010:142). In October 2004, Qaddafi announced the abolition of “the
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day of revenge” against Italy, rebranding it as a new “day of friendship” (Zoubir
2009). Italy promoted and financed the forced repatriation of migrants with
return flights to Libya, while pre-emptive arrests of migrants on Libyan soil set the
boundaries of Italy’s new strategy of containment. In 2005, Libyan units repeat-
edly participated in joint patrols with the Italian navy across the Mediterranean.

The Friendship Pact was a culmination of this process. It was signed in 2008 in
a tent outside Benghazi and celebrated by Berlusconi and Qaddafi. The Italian
Interior Minister Roberto Maroni unequivocally confirmed that “the most relevant
part of this pact is the highway, which is the payback in order for us to patrol in
Libyan territorial waters” (Paoletti 2010:201). Under its umbrella, Italy could pro-
vide more and specific equipment to Libyan officials, and most importantly could
implement “push-backs” in the Mediterranean, the illegal interception of migrants
in Italian territorial waters and their forced return to Libya. The maritime borders
of the Mediterranean were not the exclusive object of concern in terms of migra-
tion control. As a consequence of the Friendship Pact, the Italian company Selex
Sistemi Integrati was appointed to build an electronic “security barrier” to limit
the flow of migrants trying to cross Libya’s southern borders (Sudan, Chad, Niger)
before reaching the Mediterranean. The estimated €300 million required to build
the control system included “a remote ‘operations and monitoring centre’ (pre-
sumably in Italy), on-the-ground mobile detection devices (such as truck-mounted
radar and infrared scanners) but also blimp-like patrol drones” (Bialasiewicz
2012:859).

This plan was forcefully suspended as the Arab uprisings spread into Libya in
February 2011, followed by NATO attacks that led to the toppling of Qaddafi.
Italy took the unilateral decision to suspend the Friendship Pact. The construction
plan for the new motorway was put on hold at the same time as the protests
spread along the highway: first in the east, from Benghazi to the coastal city of Al
Bayda and then on 20 February 2011 they extended to the western region of
Libya, reaching Zawiya near the Tunisian border (Kashiam 2012). The highway
allowed rebels to move quickly with armed patrols making most of Libyan coastal
urban centres ideal stages for the popular uprising. The road was once again a
theatre of war, as rebels, loyalist battalions and militias fought to secure access to
refineries and port facilities (Bassiouni 2013; Parfitt 2019). But despite retaining its
role as a strategic military asset, the motorway was also an escape route for peo-
ple running away from the conflict. As the eastern border with Egypt was closed,
the site of Ras Ajdir at the Libyan/Tunisian border, known for being the starting
point of the Litoranea works in the 1930s, became the main way out. There, thou-
sands of people fled to Tunisia as two refugee camps were arranged, one man-
aged by the United Arab Emirates and the main Choucha camp under the
supervision of the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR).

Since then, despite the ongoing political and humanitarian chaos which has
characterised post-Qaddafi Libya, the cooperation between Libya and Italy around
migration control has slowly been re-shaped. Although the externalised border
control strategies were thrown into crisis after the Qaddafi regime collapsed, they
have since been revived under different guises. In 2017 Italy and Libya signed a
memorandum of understanding relating to migration management, that included
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new shared border policies of deterrence and programmes for training and
financing the Libyan Coast Guard (LCG) as part of its commitment to intercept
and turn back vessels and return migrants to Libya. The reinforcement of the
LCG’s capacity together with the military “pacification” of the region around Sirte
after the defeat of armed groups (2017), had an immediate impact on migrant
mobility along Libyan territorial lines. The intensified crackdowns of migrant
departures in the north-western coast between Tripoli and Misrata and the
“opening” of the gulf of Sirte led to the diversification of transit and exit points
along the coast (REACH-UNHCR 2018). This made the eastern region and the
coastal road through Sirte more accessible and useable for smugglers. Migrants
mostly travel in large trucks, pick-ups or collective taxis that take them to smug-
gling hubs, where they face long waits before being transferred to warehouses
closer to the coast for the boat trip to Italy (ibid.). Because of the deteriorated
security situation, their lack of documents or residency permits, and the fear of
police checkpoints and militia groups, travelling has become extremely perilous
and slow for migrants (Malakooti 2019). Since 2017 the LCG’s increased activity
at sea has also led to an increase in the number of migrants who have been arbi-
trarily and unlawfully held in (official and unofficial) detention centres along (and
beyond) the Libyan coast (Human Rights Watch 2019).

Overall, since the return of the Italian/Libyan agreements, the motorway has
regained its “spatial dimension” in the government of mobility. Not confined
solely to the status of symbolic tool of control, namely as the “bargaining chip”
of the Friendship Pact in the postcolonial reparation gamble, the life cycle of the
motorway is complete. The wheel has come full circle. The road has regained its
original function, by reshaping the Libyan coastal territory and governing mobili-
ties—and also the immobility—within and across it. A whole system of detention
facilities,6 warehouses and smuggling hubs, departure and disembarkation points,
but also road closures and flying checkpoints, has developed around the highway
to constrain an unwanted human mobility. The coloniality of the motorway,
beyond the migration policies implemented under the umbrella of the Friendship
Pact, is expressed and made visible on the very surface of the road, binding
together the different and unequal destinies of opposite migratory experiences:
the Italian settlers and their need to move fast between settlements and agricul-
tural plots against today’s migrants’ slow, dangerous and deadly journeys.

The way the legacy of colonialism shapes the contemporary Libyan Coastal
Highway is visible in the ways this infrastructure supports the consolidation of
adjacent systems of power across time, from segregation to detention. There are
evident juxtapositions between today’s geography of detention in coastal Libya
and the settler geography of the 1930s, the colonial planimetries of Tripolitania
and Cyrenaica, with the Sirte desert as buffer zone in the middle. In specific cases,
the coloniality is reinforced by a sort of continuous (post)colonial spatial topology
between settlements and detention facilities. Thus, the coastal town of Gasr
Garabulli near Tripoli—since 2011 one of the main departure points for migrants
and a strategic urban asset in the civil war—was at the time of the fascist coloni-
sation known as Castelverde Libico, hosting 58 farmhouses and 270 Italian settlers
(Canali 2014b:155). Also, three migrant detention centres have been set up in
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the cities of Al Bayda and Al Qubah (Global Detention Project 2020), previously
known as Beda Littoria and Berta, two rural settlements in Cyrenaica.7

Interestingly, the stretch of land around Al Bayda has been included in the
engineering plan for the construction of the first stage of the new motorway pro-
ject. Although the Friendship Pact is technically still on hold, the Italian and
interim Libyan governments have tried repeatedly to keep the Litoranea project
alive. In 2013 the Italian industrial group Salini-Impregilo (today Webuild SpA)
won a new bid to build the first section of the new motorway, with the “Ras
Ejdyer—Emssad Expressway project”.8 According to their plan, the first stage is
supposed to cover 400 km, from the city of Al Marj to Emsaad, on the Egyptian
border (Salini Impregilo 2014). In early 2019, the Libyan media reported that the
Italian ambassador to Libya and the Libyan ministry of transport had been dis-
cussing a possible date to start works, pending guarantees of security for the Ital-
ian contractors (Assad 2019).

According to several political analysts (Varvelli 2019), the start of the works in
eastern Libya would be part of a new political, economic and diplomatic strategy
for Italy. The revival of the motorway project could facilitate a potential reconcilia-
tion between the internationally recognised interim government in Tripoli, the
Government of National Accord led by Fayez al-Serraj, and the Tobruk based gov-
ernment controlled by the Libyan National Army (LNA) led by Khalifa Haftar. Such
a rapprochement would protect Italy’s interests (particularly those of ENI) in the
new scramble for Libyan assets. This shows that the analysis of the coloniality of
the road exists beyond the military and segregationist arguments. For it revives its
initial role of a tool and a space for geopolitical transformation, towards a
renewed political unity between Tripoli and Benghazi. Echoing the past when the
construction of the Litoranea had followed years of military “pacifications” and
the 1934 unification of Tripolitania and Cyrenaica as one colony, today’s new
project is again presented as “peace-making” infrastructure (La Repubblica 2020)
and continues to speak the language of coloniality. Needless to say, the core of
the postcolonial reparation process, namely the question of posthumous justice
for victims and descendants of Italian colonial crimes, has completely
disappeared.

The Future of Reparative Justice for Colonial Crimes in
the Mediterranean
In the 2000s—after a huge historic delay—Italy committed to reparation pro-
grammes with Libya and Ethiopia. Overall, such long disputes over reparative jus-
tice have shed some light on the wider discourse on Italian colonialism,
concerning questions of unsolved nostalgia, melancholia, “cynical apologies” and
amnesia about the colonial past (De Cesari 2012), responsibilities and illicit traf-
ficking of cultural and archaeological goods which had been looted at the time of
colonial occupations (Triulzi 2006). The stele of Aksum—purloined by the fascists
in 1938—was returned to Ethiopia between 2003 and 2008, while the Venus of
Cyrene, an ancient statue which had been stolen by the Italians in 1915, was
eventually returned to Libya as part of the Friendship Pact in 2008. But while the
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politics of return and reparation for colonial crimes has led to the belated return
of some cultural artefacts, it has simultaneously paved the way for new crimes.
Migrants and refugees moving northwards have been forcibly prevented from
crossing borders. The Mediterranean has become a violent frontier where at least
20,000 migrants have lost their lives in the last two decades (Cuttitta and Last
2019; Weber and Pickering 2011).

Thus under the Friendship Pact the highway has been revived as both an instru-
ment and a space of the coloniality of power. Under the facade of the reparation
scheme, it has eventually subverted prospects for the achievement of the essence
of posthumous justice. Italy’s compensation plans have transmogrified into the
sharpening of new mechanisms of control and mastery over these same popula-
tions that for centuries had experienced European dispossession and violence. The
paradoxes and perpetuation of injustice brought by the Pact, reverberate the
ambiguity that lies at the core of the liberal Western postcolonial order, one
which—as Maldonado-Torres argues—“strive(s) to create a world to the measure
of ambiguous and incomplete legal changes that perpetually postpone, if not seek
to completely eliminate, any serious accountability, justice, and reparations”
(Maldonado-Torres 2016:4).

On the contrary, as Yomaira Figueroa (2015:43) argues in her work on the (re)
imagination of reparations, “any reparation that does not transform or attempt to
dismantle coloniality is a failed reparation”. This means that any attempt in this
direction should critically engage with the very premises of the current postcolo-
nial reparation model, which is grounded on the hypermobility of material goods,
development aid and capital as opposed to the immobility of people who since
decolonisation have sought to claim their right to mobility. By doing so, it would
mean denouncing the deceptive aspect of coloniality under the facade of repara-
tions, namely the attempt to speak the “language of salvation, progress, modern-
ization, and being good for everyone” (Mignolo 2005:24). Because the case of
the highway is at the origin of both colonial and postcolonial injustice I argue that
it represents the dead end of an ethically and politically unsustainable model of
postcolonial reparations. To clarify this mechanism, we could borrow from Michel
Foucault’s (2007:21) use of “miasma”, where “a circular link is produced between
effects and causes, since one effect from one point of view will be a cause from
another”. The “miasma” erupts at the same time as the cause and the effect in a
circular loop: it first spreads disease, then death and cadavers and again more
miasmas in a never-ending cycle. Similarly to Foucault’s metaphor, the motorway
embodies the “causes” and the “effects” of both colonial and postcolonial injus-
tice. As both an instrument and space of colonialism and coloniality, the life cycle
of the highway describes simultaneously both historic and contemporary forms of
domination over the ex-colonial world, not only in Libya but in the entire Global
South.

Especially in the aftermath of the Arab uprisings—which initially ousted Europe’s
regime of externalised frontiers in Tunisia and Libya—the whole issue of reparations
should be urgently re-discussed and re-framed in alternative ways. Because since its
origins the Litoranea project has been revolving around questions of mobility, I sug-
gest that a possible transformation of the reparations plan between Italy and Libya
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should rely on the subversion of the logic that formalised the Pact in the very first
place. Furthermore, the necessity to overcome the Litoranea scheme is due by the
fact that in both stages (colonial and post), the highway is the infrastructure that
traces the colour line between Europe and Africa: first as the road infrastructure that
served the mobility of the colonisers, connecting Italian settlements along the Lib-
yan coast, and eventually as both the bargaining chip and a space of control that
freeze human circulation from the ex-colonial world.

Under these premises, I argue that any radical revision of the concept and prac-
tice of reparation should raise the outstanding question of the “right to mobility”
from the South across the Mediterranean. In this way, the subversion would nec-
essarily lead to the political and epistemological recognition that any “migration
crisis” that today manifests along and across the shores of the Mediterranean
must be situated in the context of Europe’s histories of empire, colonial domina-
tion and the transatlantic slave-trade (Dabashi 2019; Danewid 2017). Hence, the
rejection of the Litoranea model of reparation could give way to alternative hori-
zons where mobility justice is recognised as a form of reparation: mobility as repa-
ration could therefore address the claims of those populations who have suffered
and are suffering the structural violence (war, social and economic inequalities)
inherited from the past (Nevis 2019). To a greater extent, this would re-articulate
the reparation model under the guise of abolitionist politics, where the struggle
for free movement calls for a wider breakdown of systems of oppression based on
race, class, gender and sexuality (Heller et al. 2019). These constantly reproduce
colonial binary relations, such as metropolitan citizens vs. colonial subjects, inside
vs. outside, home vs. abroad, centre vs. periphery.

Paraphrasing the words of Maldonado-Torres (2013:118), a decolonial revision
of “exploitative” reparation models—such as the one incarnated by the Friendship
Pact—would mark “the definitive entry of enslaved and colonized subjectivities
into the realm of thought at before unknown institutional levels”. There, decoloni-
sation and decoloniality would constitute new interventions “at the level of
power, knowledge, and being”. They offer “a radical shift in the social and politi-
cal agent, the attitude of the knower, and the position in regards to whatever
threatens the preservation of being, particularly the actions of the damn�e’s” (Mal-
donado-Torres 2013:116). In this way, a critical revision of the failed reparations
model would aim to alter the status quo, where the rationale of reparations
moves from “the preferential option for imperial Man” to “the preferential option
for the damn�e or condemned of the earth” (Maldonado-Torres 2013:114). In a
nutshell, the only radical transformation that would be capable of bringing clo-
sure for Italy’s colonial legacies, should necessarily correspond to an act of substi-
tution and responsibility by Italy, that could replace a system of reparation which
until now has been totally embedded within the paternalism of Western develop-
ment programmes.

Epilogue
By narrating the life cycle of the Libyan motorway across time, this article has
explored the ways in which it has played an important role as an epistemic
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source for understanding colonial and postcolonial spaces and mechanisms of
power along the North/South divide. In so doing, it has shed light on the ambi-
guities that exist behind postcolonial demands for reparation. Contrary to any
idea of posthumous justice, the discourse on reparations has become instrumen-
tal to Italy in re-shaping relations with the former colony as strategic ally prevent-
ing free movement to the North, and generating the conditions for the
preservation and the improvement of spaces, infrastructure and technologies of
surveillance over human mobility—thus revealing its colonial origins. The story of
the highway combines questions of conquest, government and knowledge pro-
duction about postcolonial justice. It sets us up to investigate, recognise and
denounce the colonial continuum which connects colonial and postcolonial histo-
ries, politics and contestation in the Mediterranean. The road’s historical reach
continues, as the long-lasting issue of the construction of a new motorway is far
from reaching a definitive conclusion. Most probably it will be used by Italy to
push forward the agenda of reconciliation, this time between Libya’s opponents
in the civil war.

Despite the fact that the construction of a new motorway is still on hold and
the whole issue of reparations remains pending, the highway impasse has, never-
theless, set an important precedent. It has created the basis for challenging the
premises of the status quo and for taking action to abolish a misconceived repara-
tion model. It teaches us how the grammar of coloniality has survived and devel-
oped from the era of historic colonialism. We can look at the Libyan Coastal
Highway as an epistemic tool that allows us to re-formulate and imagine possible
horizons and alternative scenarios of reparation for the many unresolved ques-
tions of justice lapping around the shores of the Mediterranean.
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Endnotes
1 The translation from Italian is mine.
2 A series of original and historic maps showing the itinerary of the motorway is available
in the printed publication La Strada Litoranea della Libia (published by Mondadori in 1937)
and the Carta della Costa Libica (published by the Consociazione turistica Italiana in 1940).
A series of original photographs of the coastal road under construction have been digitised
by the Media Center for Art History, Department of Art History and Archaeology, Columbia
University, as part of the Special Collection “Libya During the Italian Occupation”. They are
available at https://mcid.mcah.columbia.edu/search/special-collection-libya
3 See page 136 of La Strada Litoranea della Libia (published by Mondadori in Verona in
1937).
4 See page 40 of La Strada Litoranea della Libia (published by Mondadori in Verona in
1937).
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5 For the visualisation of the fascist settlements along the coastal motorway please consult
the maps designed by Ferruccio Canali (2014a), and those elaborated by Alessandro Raffa
(2019).
6 To locate refugee locations, detention centres and disembarkation points along the Lib-
yan coast consult the UNHCR map (24 January 2020) at https://www.google.com/url?sa=
tandrct=jandq=andesrc=sandsource=webandcd=andved=2ahUKEwj78oqL-6TsAhVB66QKH
ZIADiYQFjAAegQIBhACandurl=https%3A%2F%2Fdata2.unhcr.org%2Fen%2Fdocuments%
2Fdownload%2F73600andusg=AOvVaw1YRa-w_aMUBZFijXWxbMqf
7 The full list of the (original and contemporary) Arabic names of the old fascist settle-
ments can be found in Capresi (2007) and Hom (2019).
8 To see the development of the project, have a look at the map published by the Italian
newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore in 2019: https://www.pressreader.com/italy/il-sole-24-ore/
20190227/281509342476332
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