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SARA MARILUNGO*

DECENTRALIZING ROUTES, POLITICIZING ROUTES 
TOWARD A DECOLONIAL READING  

OF MOBILITY AND BORDER REGIMES

1. Migration as racialized mobilities: a decolonial framework. – “After all, if there were no bor-
ders, there would be no migrants – only mobility” (De Genova, 2013, p. 253). This accurate observation by 
Nicholas De Genova encapsulates two interrelated premises central to critical border and migration studies. 
First, it asserts that mobility exists prior to, and independently of, the imposition of bordering, that operates 
as a reactive mechanism. Second, it emphasizes that human movement becomes constructed as “migration” 
only through its subjection to such practices. This perspective invites an analysis of border regimes through the 
lens of mobility itself. These theoretical premises underpin the Autonomy of Migration approach (Bojadžijev 
and Karakayali, 2007; Papadopoulos et al., 2008; Mezzadra, 2011), which marks a methodological reorienta-
tion in migration and border studies. This framework reconceptualizes the border regime as a biopolitical ap-
paratus that organizes human mobility through complex, shifting hierarchies of power, while simultaneously 
positioning migration as a generative, collective force embedded in the subjective experiences of movement. At 
the same time, it positions migration as a dynamic and collective productive force, inherent in the subjective 
dimension of mobility. Crucially, this productive dimension must be examined within the broader context 
of the “(re-)reification of ‘migrants’ as a distinct, regulated category of human mobility” (De Genova, 2013, 
p. 253), as a process rooted in the enduring coloniality of the present (Quijano, 2000; Maldonado-Torres, 
2007). In this vein, Martina Tazzioli (2020) introduces the concept of the “making of migration”, arguing that 
“migrant” is neither a sociological category nor a fixed identity, rather, it is an effect of specific legal, racial-
ized and administrative practices enacted by states. Rejecting essentialist definitions, Tazzioli foregrounds the 
contingent and contested processes by which individuals are rendered governable as “migrants”. Importantly, 
the figure of the “migrant” is not constructed merely through acts of crossing borders, but it emerges through 
a prior process of racialization, whereby individuals are already recognized as “strangers” or “foreigners” before 
any physical encounter takes place (Ahmed, 2000). This pre-emptive othering erases the historical and bio-
graphical specificities of mobility, thereby enacting a hierarchy of movement, differentiating the desirable and 
legitimate mobility from the one that must be criminalized. Such distinctions not only regulate mobility but 
also stratify access to rights, life chances and the capacity for social reproduction.

Accordingly, contemporary illegalized migratory routes need to be conceptualized through the lens of 
decolonial and postcolonial studies. This analysis then necessitates a genealogical reconstruction of the trajec-
tories of colonial modernity that reveals how the modern fixation of borders as territorial boundaries shaped 
a world vision compartmentalized into fixed national state forms. This went hand in hand with the construc-
tion of not so secure and fixed global lines that defined the space of colonial conquest. Imperial formations, 
as racialized projects, were fundamentally grounded in the regulation of mobility, determining who could 
move, where and under what conditions (Mayblin and Turner, 2021). As Ann Laura Stoler brilliantly argues: 
“A ‘colony’ as a political concept is not a place but a principle of managed mobilities” (2016, p. 117). Stoler’s 
insight highlights how the control of movement was integral to imperial projects, which relied on creating 
new subjects who were relocated, thus set in motion, to be rendered productive. This dynamic ultimately 
served to define and enforce racial hierarchies and imperial coercion, laying the foundations for modern 
mobility regimes.

Thus, colonial border regimes – both in their material and discursive dimensions – emerged as mecha-
nisms to control and structure a racialized conception of mobility, intricately linked to the structures of global 
capitalism. On this premise, decolonial theories have proven to be useful to disentangle these interconnected 
elements, focusing on race and racism as constitutive elements of the European colonial modernity. The de-
colonial scholar Anibal Quijano (2000) encapsulated this perspective in his concept of “coloniality of power” 
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which identifies a dual process: first, the codification of differences between colonizers and colonized through 
the construct of race – framed as a biological hierarchy that naturalizes the inferiority of the latter; and sec-
ond, the establishment of a new structure for controlling labor and its resources.

This understanding of the colonial condition reflects the works of black radical thinkers such as W.E.B. Du 
Bois (1935), Eric Williams (1944) or C.L.R. James (1938), who argued that racism was not an aberration of 
European modernity but a structural feature of it. Williams, in particular, highlighted the entanglement be-
tween European modernity and the colonial plantation economy. According to Gutiérrez Rodríguez (2018), 
this link reveals how mobility regime emerged in the 19th century as a modern colonial mechanism for 
governing populations along racial, national, religious and cultural lines. Despite Europe’s deeply intercon-
nected global history, Gutiérrez Rodríguez points out the paradox that contemporary migration is often seen 
as external to Europe’s historical trajectory, a perception she finds particularly surprising given the colonial 
context. This process of externalization, as Fatima El-Tayeb (2008) argues, has allowed the erasure of race and 
colonialism from contemporary discourses, effectively situating migrant populations, racialized minorities 
and migratory movements themselves outside of Europe and its historical trajectory. This perspective can be 
linked to a modern interpretive framework that Stuart Hall (1991) described as an “internalist story”, which 
posits that the cultures of the colonized and the colonizers existed in isolation from one another until the 
post-war period, denying their shared and interdependent histories. The contemporary erasure of race and 
colonialism aligns with what Aimé Césaire (2010) termed “colonial amnesia” and what Stoler (2016) later re-
framed as “colonial aphasia” – a deliberate occlusion of knowledge about colonial history in public discourses 
and “pedagogical maps” of the different European countries. This occlusion, coupled with the obfuscation of 
race as a central organizing principle of modernity, has fostered a self-indulgent and self-absolving attitude 
toward Europe’s colonial past, playing a pivotal role in constructing its post-war identity.

2. Decentralizing routes: border regime as rearticulation of colonial device. – Colonial apha-
sia often permeates even critical border and migration studies, as these scholarships frequently fail to ac-
knowledge the colonial genealogy of contemporary border regimes, presenting them as operating in a dehis-
toricized vacuum. In contrast, a decolonial approach highlights how decoupling mobility from race obscures 
the historical racialization of mobility control and border regime production – processes that continue to 
currently shape bordering practices. Analyzing the structural and racialized conditions of colonial mobility is 
therefore essential for understanding how what is now termed “migration” – namely the mobility from the 
global South to the global North – is deeply connected to the historical racialization of movement.

Viewing contemporary migration as rooted in a postcolonial condition reveals the current European bor-
der regime as a rearticulation of colonial devices since it keeps race at the center of its functioning, producing 
hierarchized mobilities that criminalize non-white bodies1. Here, race is understood as an historically con-
structed discursive category that organizes the hierarchy of human value. This perspective underscores that 
illegalized mobility does not occur in neutral or empty spaces but rather in contexts already racialized by the 
enduring structures of coloniality (Gutiérrez Rodríguez, 2018). This recognition allows for a critique of forms 
of knowledge and representations shaped by a presentism that defines contemporary facts as unprecedented, 
untethered from the past and purified by the contact with “otherness”. Such narratives foster “emergency” 
discourses that legitimize the criminalization of racialized and illegalized mobility.

On this premise, this approach allows the decentering and provincializing (Chakrabarty, 2004) of illegal-
ized migratory routes, where provincializing and decentering involve critically unpacking the Eurocentric 
“racial regime of truth” (Stoler, 1997). In her elaboration, Stoler interrogates the scholarly emphasis on the 
supposed and recurrent “newness” of racism, questioning how the different articulations and explanations on 
the origin of racism all account for its persistence. She posits: “if racial discourses and practices can be vital-
ized and intensified with new relations of power, then it may be the configurations of power that are novel 
and how racism is inflected through them, rather than the fact of racism emerging ‘new’ at these different 
times” (ibid., p. 189). In other words, while power configurations may evolve, racism persists through shift-
ing forms of power and dominance. Similarly, David T. Goldberg characterized race as a “mask”, operating 
as an “empty vacuum”, highlighting its “chameleon-like” capacity to assimilate different social classificatory 

1  Here, whiteness is understood as a social and cultural construct through which the dominant group defines itself either by 
racializing its own identity or by positioning itself as the neutral and universal norm in opposition to the racialized “other” (Giuliani 
and Lombardi-Diop, 2013).
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systems and to integrate categories that appear to be in competition (ibidem). Stuart Hall (1997) further 
conceptualized race as a “floating signifier”, a discursive construct mediating the representation of racial dif-
ferences, the writing of power and the production of knowledge.

This analysis underscores how contemporary racialization processes are sustained and reinforced through 
interlinked chains of meaning that interpellate colonial discourse. It is crucial to emphasize that this process 
also applies to the operation and functioning of border regimes. However, the goal is not to trace a linear con-
tinuity between the colonial past and the present but to capture the complexities of contemporary colonial 
entanglements. More importantly, reconstructing the colonial genealogies of the present enables the reactiva-
tion of categories of struggle and conflict. As Stoler (2016) argues, this involves dissenting from dominant 
representations of colonial history and requires attention to the material, psychological and symbolic forms 
of resistance against colonial relations, which remain deeply tangible for certain subjectivities today. In this 
sense, to decenter migratory routes is to engage in the deconstruction of colonial historical narratives, thereby 
resisting the persistent structures of colonial domination.

3. Politicizing routes: fugitive politics of illegalized mobility. – This perspective underscores 
the generative potential of route-making, not only as an expression of the agency inherent in unruly mobil-
ity but also as a political act. Route-making can be conceptualized as a fugitive act, embedded within what 
Rediker, Chakraborty, and van Rossum (2019) describe as a “global history of runaways”, as Tazzioli (2023) 
suggests. Rather than framing postcolonial mobility within a deterministic, unidirectional narrative that posi-
tions Europe as an inevitable destination or “destiny” (Cobarrubias, 2018), this approach politicizes illegalized 
routes by situating them in a broader colonial genealogy. This includes the trajectories of fugitive slaves, defec-
tors, and workers within imperial formations.

On one hand, this approach challenges the Eurocentric fixation on South-to-North mobility and em-
phasizes the need to “de-racialize” routes (ibidem) by acknowledging multidirectional movements: this in-
cludes South-South mobility (Garelli and Tazzioli, 2017) and mobility from Europe to regions such as Latin 
America or North Africa (Dabashi in Cobarrubias, 2018). Field observations further demonstrate that this 
multidirectionality accounts also for mobility within the European borderland, where EU countries are fre-
quently not the initial destination of mobility projects from countries of origin. On the other hand, the 
decentralization and politicization of routes also extends to mobility projects where EU countries are prefig-
ured objectives. This is because here the decentralization perspective is not framed as a spatial practice, but 
as a political one. Illegalized routes to Europe themselves are embedded in a postcolonial genealogy in which 
flight does not only have a geographical significance, but becomes an instrument of contestation (Mezzadra, 
2006). This also entails a critique of methodological nationalism that continues to often define migration 
studies, wherein human mobility is primarily conceptualized within the boundaries of the nation-state, ob-
scuring its colonial genealogies.

The aforementioned notion of “global history of runaways”, the evocative title of Rediker, Chakraborty 
and van Rossum’s (2019) work, highlights the centrality of mobility within the modern imperial and capi-
talist order. In colonial context, slaves, workers, and mariners – regardless of their level of coercion – used 
strategies such as flight and desertion to improve their conditions, escape dependency, or negotiate better 
working conditions. In response, the colonial and capitalist empire-builders adopted regulatory mechanisms 
and violent repression to criminalize and punish these acts of flight and resistance. While Rediker and col-
leagues’ analysis focuses on shared systems of subordination and coercion, such as those affecting slaves, 
sailors, and convicts, it does not integrate a prismatic analysis of racialized positionalities. Nevertheless, their 
reflections are valuable as they reveal an alternative mobility regime centered on flight, that undermines the 
monolithic vision of colonial modernity and highlights spaces of contestation and suspension that challenge 
the dominance of racial capitalism. This perspective facilitates the conceptualization of escape regimes as a 
constitutive element of modernity, alongside the regime of forced mobility: fugitive communities, such as 
maroons and quilombos, serve as historical evidence of this disruptive potential. Crucially, colonial border 
and migration regimes continue to inform contemporary migration governmentality, revealing enduring 
continuities embedded in the European border regime, functioning as a racialized mechanism of population 
control, operating through hierarchies that reflect the persistent logics of coloniality within global capitalism.

Decentering routes also entail tracing the victimization and criminalization produced by the European 
border regime to this colonial archive, bringing to light how the mobility of subaltern groups has always been 
considered a threat (Mezzadra, 2006; Giuliani, 2020) while offering a critical opportunity to challenge and 
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reverse this process of criminalization. It invites a rethinking of border struggles through a fugitive politics of 
illegalized mobility, transforming the notion of linear “escape routes” (Papadopoulos et al., 2008) into “fugi-
tive routes”, which materialize a refusal of migration governmentality and a contestation of the border regime 
and its extractive practices. What I propose is reading political practices enacted by people on the move at 
European borders through the lens of fugitivity. Fugitivity serves as an analytical category encompassing 
political forms such as refusal, subtraction, or opacity understood not as passive attitudes but as radical po-
litical acts insofar as these acts unveil interconnected forms of oppression while challenging the Eurocentric 
conception of the political.

Historically rooted in the ontological experience of resistance to slavery, fugitivity has evolved from a 
historical phenomenon and political practice to an analytical framework, particularly through the work of 
Black feminism and critical theorists like Fred Moten and Stefano Harney (2013). Its conceptual origins lie 
in Black radical thought, beginning with W.E.B. Du Bois (1935), who, through his “general strike” thesis, 
demonstrated how the escape from plantations and slave labor during the Reconstruction era constituted 
a collective political movement against slavery. For Du Bois, in an analysis combining race and class, this 
movement revealed how categories of Western history and political thought have historically rendered black 
agency invisible.

Fugitivity is further embedded in the broader politics of refusal articulated by Black feminist scholars. 
This includes a refusal to be subjected to social orders that historically deny the lived experiences of non-
white people (Hartman, 1997; Campt, 2014; Lorde, 1997), refusal to recognize oneself in legal categories 
produced by colonial violence (Simpson, 2007) and resistance to patriarchal structures and frameworks that 
erase reproductive labor (hooks, 2015; Davis, 2018). By framing fugitivity this way, it becomes possible to 
reconceptualize border struggles as active sites of resistance and contestation from a decolonial perspective, 
grounded in both historical and contemporary practices of struggle.

This insight stems not only from the theoretical framework outlined thus far but also from direct observa-
tion of practices of struggle and everyday life among people moving autonomously along the Balkan Route, 
in the town of Bihać, Bosnia and Herzegovina, near the Croatian border. Over recent years, I have engaged 
in fieldwork in this region, the Balkans, which Piro Rexhepi describes as “a neglected site of connected 
global histories of race and coloniality” (2023, p. 7), shaping contemporary Euro-Atlantic racial imaginar-
ies. Simultaneously, the Balkan Route manifests as an “archipelago of carceral spaces” (Mbembe in Rexhepi, 
2023), scattered with sites of confinement and detention sustained by a conglomerate of racial capitalism, 
including violent pushbacks, surveillance, evictions, demolitions, expropriations and the extraction of labor, 
value and profit.

Within these spaces, the extractive practices of racial capitalism intersect with the fugitive practices of peo-
ple navigating these borderlands unruly. From my observations in Bihać, these practices are expressed for in-
stance through the refusal of institutional-humanitarian solutions such as asylum-seeking in transit countries 
or assisted repatriation, favoring instead the use of illegalized routes. They also involve the refusal of institu-
tional and humanitarian reception facilities in favor of informal housing arrangements or the deliberate opac-
ity in the presentation of one’s identity or the construction of biographical trajectories, marking a subtraction 
from the extractive and disciplinary practices embedded in spaces of confinement. These examples illustrate 
how a Eurocentric conception of the political can be re-signified through a decolonial perspective, through the 
fugitive politics of mobility. Here, the political is articulated through acts of subtraction, opacity and refusal, 
rejecting that political subjectivation must occur solely within the frameworks of recognition sanctioned by 
the states or dominant orders, also challenging paradigms of Western mobilization and performativity.

Ultimately, this contribution aims to demonstrate how these acts of fugitive politics – performed daily at 
the European borders – represent both a realization of the fundamental human need and desire for mobility 
and a form of resistance against the restrictive border regime. These acts interrupt and sabotage the mecha-
nisms of racial capitalism and its extractive dynamics, creating moments of suspension and rupture within an 
otherwise oppressive regime. Such practices underscore the non-linearity of this domination and reveal the 
possibility of fissures and intermittencies in this order, offering valuable insights and tools for further analysis 
on mobility, route-making and struggle against border regimes.
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SUMMARY: The contribution offers a decolonial critique of migration and border regimes, framing mobility as 
a racialized and politically charged process rooted in colonial genealogies. It argues that contemporary border regimes 
operate as a rearticulation of colonial devices, criminalizing non-white mobility, while erasing Europe’s colonial entan-
glements. By decentralizing and politicizing migratory routes, the essay highlights fugitive practices as forms of resis-
tance and autonomy. Mobility is thus recast not as crisis but as a political act that disrupts racial capitalism, revealing 
alternative ways of being, moving and struggling beyond state-imposed frameworks.
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RIASSUNTO: Decentrare le rotte, politicizzare le rotte. Verso una lettura decoloniale della mobilità e dei regimi di frontiera. 
Il contributo propone una lettura decoloniale dei regimi migratori e di confine, concettualizzando la mobilità come un 
processo razzializzato e politicamente strutturato, inscritto nelle genealogie coloniali. Il testo propone di leggere gli attuali 
regimi di frontiera come una riarticolazione dei dispositivi coloniali, volti a criminalizzare la mobilità dei soggetti non 
bianchi, rimuovendo implicazioni e rapporti di dominio coloniali dalla storia europea. Decentrando e politicizzando 
le rotte migratorie, il testo valorizza le pratiche fuggitive quali atti di resistenza e autonomia. In questa prospettiva, la 
mobilità non è interpretata come emergenza, bensì come atto politico capace di sovvertire le logiche del capitalismo 
razziale, aprendo spazi alternativi di soggettivazione, movimento e conflitto, oltre dispositivi imposti dallo stato.

Keywords: coloniality, racialized mobility, border regime, fugitivity, routes
Parole chiave: colonialità, mobilità razzializzata, regime di confine, fuggitività, rotte
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