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10 YEARS OF CIVIL SEARCH AND RESCUE IN

THE MEDITERRANEAN

THE DISSENT OVER DEMOCRACY IN THE MEDITERRANEAN BORDER
REGIME

Mareike Gebhardt, Lena Laube, Maria Ullrich

For over ten years, civil search and rescue (SAR) organizations have been
actively involved in the Central Mediterranean. They are saving people from
drowning, while they also expose and document border violence. The first orga-
nizations were founded and set sail in 2014/2015. A lot has happened since then:
many SAR NGOs have become increasingly professional and politicized; some
have ceased their activities in the Mediterranean or are now focusing on other
issues, while new SAR NGOs continue to be founded today. Initially receiv-
ing little attention, they have developed an enormous impact on both politics
and civil society. Moreover, they forged broad alliances of solidarity. While sup-
portive or at least sympathetic voices first prevailed, the issue of civil SAR has
become increasingly polarized and is now facing massive hostility and grow-
ing criminalization (Cusumano/Villa 2021; Alagna 2024). The SAR NGOs have
differentiated themselves into a plurality of voices, with some emphasizing the
humanitarian imperative of rescue and others insisting on the political dimen-
sion of sea rescue in solidarity with left-wing struggles, such as climate justice,
feminism, and anti-racism.

However, much remains unchanged: people on the move are still dying in
the Mediterranean; border and migration policies—both national and suprana-
tional—are still (and increasingly so) geared toward containment, repression,
and control; and the European Union (EU) still takes little responsibility for sys-
tematically letting Black people and people of color die on their way to Europe.
In this socio-political context, considering the complex socio-cultural negotia-

tion processes at play, this issue approaches civil SAR as both a concrete prac-
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tice of not letting people die and as a discourse. We understand civil SAR as
a focal point through which a dissent over democracy can be studied." Ques-
tions about the shape of Europe’s normative order crystallize in practice and dis-
course, as does the question of possible futures for a more democratic Europe
that is committed to protecting human and minority rights and is much more
aware of (colonial) power asymmetries. Conceptualizing civil SAR as both a
practice and a discourse allows us to grasp the heterogeneity of the actors
involved and their activities, the temporal developments of civil SAR within the
historical and sociopolitical chronologies of the Mediterranean border regime,
and the situational contexts in which civil sea rescuers and their supporters oper-
ate (Laube/Ullrich 2023).

To examine the various facets and elements of this focal point, this issue
reflects on the role of SAR NGOs as central actors in the Mediterranean border
regime—and as a focal point of the dissent over the futures of European democ-

racy.

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH ON CIVIL SEARCH AND
RESCUE

Taking an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approach at the intersection of
democracy studies and critical migration and border regime studies, this issue
introduces an expanded research perspective: We bring dense empirical analy-
ses of civil search and rescue into close dialogue with radical democratic the-
ory and postcolonial debates. This allows us to grasp the practice of and dis-
course on civil sea rescue in its complexity and political role (e.g., as a projection
screen or strategic tool) in the dissent over democracy. We bring together aca-
demic contributions, essays, and interventions by activists and artists to reflect

the discourse’s multivocality. With this assemblage of contributions, we pursue a

1 This approach stems from our research project »Navigating the Mediterranean: Search
and Rescue and the Dissensus on Democracy« (2022-2026, funded by the Gerda
Henkel Foundation and Forum Internationale Wissenschaft, University of Bonn),
which we will present in more detail below. The research group consists of Mareike
Gebhardt, Lena Laube, Sarah Spasiano, and Maria Ullrich, listed in alphabetical order.
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collaborative knowledge production that renders diverse voices audible, thereby
decentralizing processes of knowledge production.

The theoretical background is provided by radical democratic theories, par-
ticularly those of Jacques Ranciére (1999) and Jacques Derrida (1992; 2019
[2003]). To examine the negotiation processes surrounding SAR NGOs from
as many perspectives as possible, we infuse these theories with feminist, dis-
course analytical, and postcolonial approaches. This publication links this the-
oretical perspective with empirical research on civil SAR by presenting contri-
butions that combine methodologies from critical empirical social research and
cultural studies with theoretical reflection. Through our collaboration with the
authors of this issue, we find that our approach to critically reflecting on dis-
sent, conflicts, and negotiation processes is well-suited for transdisciplinary dia-
logue. Those involved in non-academic praxis often encounter unresolved con-
tradictions and entrenched divisions in their engagement with civil search and
rescue in the Mediterranean border regime. We thus pursue a self-reflexive and
science-critical perspective that utilizes collaborative exchange between authors
and reviewers, as well as scholars and practitioners outside academia, to co-pro-
duce knowledge.

To critically analyze the power and authority dynamics underlying the dissent
over civil SAR in the Mediterranean, this issue focuses on, on the one hand,
the practices of civil society actors within the Mediterranean border regime. A
nuanced examination of the constellations of actors and the complexity of their
interactions contributes innovatively to existing research in the field of European
migration policy and its border regime: We have compiled transdisciplinary con-
tributions that address the perspectives of sea rescuers, people on the move, their
families, kin, and friends, coastal states and their coast guards, as well as sup-
porters and opponents of (civil) rescue practices on land. The analysis of these
practices raises questions about the development of the various NGOs and their
role in the externalized border space. The contributions focus on the relation-
ships among these organizations and with other actors of the border regime, as
well as on forms of cooperation and scope for action.

On the other hand, the contributions explore how civil SAR is addressed
in European discourse, examining how its role and significance are negotiated

through discursive practices from different positions, and how knowledge (about
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migration, sea rescue, and deaths in the Mediterranean) is produced and circu-
lated by SAR NGOs themselves. The contributions examine the discursive and
narrative strategies employed by SAR NGOs, their supporters, and their oppo-
nents. Furthermore, they analyze the EUropean border regime’s political-his-
torical and colonial (dis)continuities (Gutiérrez Rodriguez 2018; Kerner 2021;
Picozza 2021). To this end, the contributions analyze exclusions and inclusions,
as well as the regimes of in/visibility that operate in the Mediterranean border
space, through which the presence of civil sea rescue becomes a subject of dis-
sent.

The collaboration with this issue’s co-authors was made possible by funding
from the Gerda Henkel Foundation, which enabled us to establish the research
group »Navigating the Mediterranean: Search and Rescue and the Dissensus on
Democracy« (ZivDem).? From 2022 to 2026, Lena Laube and Mareike Gebhardt
led the research group studying civil search and rescue in the Mediterranean at
the Universities of Bonn and Miinster. Co-financed by the Forum Internationale
Wissenschaft at the University of Bonn, the project examines the practice of
civil sea rescue and its adjacent European discourse from perspectives of sociol-
ogy, political science, cultural anthropology, and democratic theory. In the pro-
ject, we argue that through the lens of civil SAR, a broader conflict (dissensus)
about the normative orders, the politics, and the futures of European democracy
becomes tangible. This argument is central to the present issue, which we embed
in broader societal debates about democracy, (forced) migration, and belonging.

A central component of the transdisciplinary knowledge production, as
reflected in the various contributions—both scientific and »intervention-
ist«—was an authors’ workshop in March 2024 at Miinster University. We
aimed to bring as many contributors as possible together (both on-site and
online) for a critical, solidarity-based, and, above all, collaborative discussion.
The workshop’s vibrant discussions, the exchange of ideas and experiences, and
the profound and meaningful conversations are mirrored in the contributions of
this issue. In three, sometimes four languages, with some participants providing
ad hoc translations, we established a conversation that continues in the contribu-

tions—and, we hope, far beyond. However, the workshop did not remain unaf-

2 Website: https://www.fiw.uni-bonn.de/demokratieforschung/en?set_language=en.
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fected by the regulations and procedures of the EUropean migration and border
regime: as expected in a mobility regime that produces inequality, some of us
experienced significant time and financial expenses, uncertainty, and controls on
the journey to Miinster.

The workshop also served to establish a common language that would connect
the diverse experiences, working methods, and perspectives across the transdis-
ciplinary field, thereby deepening and sharpening the dialogue between politi-
cal theory and empirical social sciences (Gebhardt et al. 2022; Ullrich 2025).
Considering the heterogeneity among the participants and some language and
translation barriers, our ability to engage in such a constructive and polyphonic
joint dialogue on SAR NGOs in the Mediterranean and the Mediterranean border
regime exceeded all our expectations. Therefore, we would like to express our
sincere gratitude to everyone who contributed to the success of this project,
which we are now concluding with this publication: for their solidarity, listening,
sharing of (personal) stories, empathy, and finally for all the work that went into

each contribution.

CiviL SAR AND THE STRUGGLES OVER DEMOCRACY IN
THE MEDITERRANEAN BORDER DEATH REGIME

In 2026, we look back on more than ten years of civil SAR in the (central)
Mediterranean. We define civil search and rescue as the practical engagement
of civil society actors (individuals, groups, or non-governmental organizations)
on the high seas aimed at addressing a perceived injustice, namely the repeated
letting die of people in distress at sea. Civil SAR usually involves four areas of
activity: First, criticism of how (other) actors in the border regime handle the
current situation. Second, practical intervention in the form of search and res-
cue operations on the high seas. Third, the documentation of events during its
presence in the border area; and, fourth, the provision of information about the
situation on the ground to mobilize actors pushing to end this situation (Laube/
Ullrich 2023: 169). We already speak of civil sea rescue when at least the two

areas of intervention and mobilization come together.
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The first SAR NGOs were founded after the Italian sea rescue operation
ended. They aimed to counter the EUropean politics of letting people die with a
practice of rescue initially interpreted as primarily humanitarian. The operations
of the »fleet of Mediterranean border humanitarians« (Stierl 2018) are based on
international legal obligations to rescue people in distress at sea and bring them
to the nearest safe port, for instance, under international maritime law or accord-
ing to the European Convention on Human Rights (Farahat/Markard 2020). Fol-
lowing Europe’s obligation under the Geneva Refugee Convention, transporting
those rescued to a safe European port ensures that those seeking protection can
present their case. Hence, matters of access to asylum proceedings and interna-
tional protection also become relevant in the dispute over civil SAR.

According to our research, 26 NGOs—under different flag states, based in var-
ious (primarily European) countries—have been active in the Central Mediter-
ranean since 2014 (as of August 2025). Most often, they were explicitly founded
for SAR. Alternatively, existing organizations dedicated their activities to sea
rescue (on the high seas). In the wake of increasing criminalization and discur-
sive defamation, however, some organizations have ceased their work. Remark-
ably, both are explicitly targeted towards SAR NGOs and not state actors, such
as coast guards, despite the latter carrying out the majority of sea rescues in the
Central Mediterranean. Additionally, SAR NGOs did not set out to take over or
even substitute for the European states’ obligations to rescue, neither in the mid-
term nor in the long term. Rather, they saw an urgent need to fill the practical
void caused by the absence of state rescue capacities. SAR NGOs stepped in

where the EU and its member states miserably failed:

»Actually, civil sea rescue was founded as a kind of >we have to do something
NOWE < response. Mare Nostrum, the Italian sea rescue mission, ended because the
EU did not participate. And then, at the end of 2014, after a year and many rescues,
there was nothing left. And that’s when civil sea rescue was founded, basically with
the idea of filling the gap, so to speak, but not for long.« (Interview with a SAR
NGO, conducted in 2022 by Maria Ullrich, translated from German by the authors)

During our field research for the ZivDem project, we repeatedly encountered
statements from SAR NGO actors, such as: »Actually, the goal of civil SAR is
to render itself obsolete, to cease to exist, because it is no longer needed.« Many
wish to be able to end their operations either because a state-funded and human
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rights-based rescue infrastructure has been finally implemented or because safe
escape routes to Europe have been established.

However, during the last ten years, some SAR NGOs terminated or suspended
their work due to significant state restrictions, criminalization campaigns, or
a lack of resources. Those NGOs that are still active or those newly founded
face their work severely hampered by these restrictions and the increasing vari-
ety of criminalization strategies, for instance, by far-right governments (Alagna/
Cusumano 2023; Alagna 2024).> Despite these developments and in the face
of the persistently high death toll during sea crossings, SAR NGOs continue
their engagements in the Mediterranean (Laube/Eisleb 2021). Their operations
and working methods have changed significantly over the last few years, for
example, in terms of their degree of professionalization. However, organizations
have also become more politicized, partly directly responding to (state-)imposed
restrictions. With their work, SAR NGOs continue to reject and counter Euro-
pean border and migration policies, which keep causing unnecessary suffering
and eventually deaths in the Mediterranean. Drawing on radical theories of
democracy (Comtesse et al. 2019), we understand civil SAR as a political prac-
tice of refusal.

From a radical democratic theory perspective, democracy is more than just a
form of government or a system of rule of law. It is a lived experience and prac-
tice (Ranciere 1999; Gebhardt 2020a). Democracy, in this vein, challenges the
majority’s opinion, policies, governmental decisions, and institutional arrange-
ments. Against this backdrop, we understand the SAR NGOs’ interventions in
the Mediterranean »border death regime« (Cuttitta/Héberlein/Pallister-Wilkins
2020: 35ff.) as democratizing because they strive for more equality and free-
dom. At the same time, they show how policies and discourse deny equality and
freedom to people on the move. The criticism of NGOs turns into a practice
that rehearses democracy otherwise. It prepares for a more democratic future for
Europe where its founding ideals of equality and freedom cease to create exclu-

sions and repressions.

3 A recent major restriction is based on the so-called Piantedosi Decree. Passed in 2023
in Ttaly, the law requires captains to collect data on rescued migrants who want to
apply for asylum. Moreover, it prohibits NGO ships from carrying out multiple rescue
operations before returning to a safe port (Dziedzic 2024).



38 | Gebhardt, Laube & Ullrich

Furthermore, the practice of refusal challenges the »politics of counting«
(Tazzioli 2015) and the arithmetic logic of »postdemocracy« (Ranciere 1999:
101f.), which render the »part of those who have no part« (ibid.: 30) invisible.
Whether those who are counted by statistics, e.g., the Missing Migrants Project
of the International Organization for Migration (IOM), also count is a central
motif in radical democratic theory (Butler 2016: xx; Gebhardt 2020b). This
question was as present in our field work as in the discussions during the
authors’ workshop. For instance, during an interview, one of our interlocutors
spoke of a »death mathematics« civil sea rescuers are confronted with (interview
with Anja*, conducted in 2023 by Sarah Spasiano®). This decision, however, is
not only made when people >somehow« arrive at the Libyan or Tunisian coast
standing in front of an unseaworthy boat. Instead, it is one of the first decisions
people make when they embark on their journey. According to Abaker, this deci-
sion to accept the possibility of death (which is often embedded in situations of
violence and forced displacement) is also a decision for freedom (see also Bal-
dini/Abaker 2024 and Khalid Abaker in this issue). Thus, death and freedom
slide metonymically (Ahmed 2004: 119). This example is just one of many that
illustrate the resistant practices of people on the move.

From the perspective of radical democratic theory, resistant practices expose
the structurally entrenched, racialized, gendered, and neo-/post-colonial power
relations (of democratic systems). We identify the broad political and civil soci-
ety negotiation processes forming around (civil) sea rescue in the Mediterranean
due to the deadly exclusion imposed by European border policy as a particularly
relevant issue in the dispute over the normative-political orders of Europe.

These negotiation processes have become a point of access for very different
actors to scrutinize the European migration and border regime: the far right sees
civil SAR as a threat to »white democracy« (Hooker 2023: 18). In both right-
wing conservative and far-right discussions, we observe how migrants, refugees,
and asylum seekers of color are marked as an external threat to the inner fabric

4 The asterisk indicates the use of pseudonyms. SAR activists are at risk of criminaliza-
tion, which requires a high level of data security. We acknowledge the critical signif-
icance and power that comes with naming. Imposing names on research participants
can be criticized as an act of epistemological violence. The asterisk reflects the ethical
dilemma between naming and protecting our interlocutors.
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of a white order with which racist (migration and asylum) policies are putatively
legitimized, often in the register of security. At the same time, the far right iden-
tifies civil sea rescuers as »internal enemies« (Johann Gottlieb Fichte, quoted
in Balibar 2002 [1993]: 78; translation by the authors), who also endanger the
inner societal order through their actions (see Laila Riedmiller in this issue).
SAR activists are classified as (radical) social justice warriors who undermine
the nationalist and (neo-)colonial order, which seemingly adds to the putative
crisis of democracy (!). Right-wing conservatives and the far right alike imagine
the democratic community as socially homogeneous and ethnically pure. Both
internal and external >enemies«< contaminate this ethno-nationalist and racist idea
of a sovereign, masculinist, nativist, and autochthonous >democracy« in which
ethnos and demos coincide (Dietze and Roth 2020).

In contrast, since 2014, a broad alliance of actors has come together in support
of civil SAR, representing an astonishing range of positions and groups who,
based on their different convictions, denounce the deaths in the Mediterranean
and want to counteract the inaction of the state (see Maria Ullrich and Lena
Laube in this issue). This alliance ranges from church representatives, who insist
that saving people is a humanitarian imperative and Christian duty (Vehrkamp/
Gebhardt 2023: 14), to politicians and administrators, who see themselves bound
by (international) law and are testing their scope for action to implement it, to
left-wing protestors and activists that challenge the state-militarized complex of
the European border regime, to anti-racism fighters and postcolonial critiques,
who point towards the danger that civil SAR might reproduce neocolonial tropes
of white saviorism (Dhawan 2015; Ehrmann 2019).

While we began with a democratic theoretical perspective on forced migration
and flight, we have always taken seriously the postcolonial critique that urges
us to ask whether, and to what extent, civil SAR may reproduce a Eurocentric,
white paternalism in the rescue of people on the move, thereby risking the rein-
forcement of existing racial hierarchies. We found this risk exceptionally high
within the discourse on civil SAR and its corresponding visual representations
of sea rescuers as (male) white saviors—especially in the early years of civil
SAR in the Mediterranean. Our research on civil SAR narratives produced by
supporters and sympathizers shows that this discourse fragment is intensely self-

referential. It primarily negotiates ideas of European democracy, thereby risking
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the oversight of global power inequalities or colonial legacies. However, we also
find that among the actors involved in civil sea rescue (organizations), a criti-
cal engagement with their own positionality has increased since the beginning of
2014/15. For example, SAR activists have dealt with the postcolonial criticism
and applied it to their everyday practices and routines, both on land and at sea
(Gebhardt 2023: 15f.). They have also listened to refugee voices and, for exam-
ple, integrated the role of cultural mediators on their ships (Civil MRCC 2024).

Moreover, an analysis of the negotiation processes surrounding civil sea res-
cue reveals a discrepancy that also applies fundamentally to the Mediterranean,
and more generally the EUropean, border regime: it demands democratic values,
while simultaneously undermining them blatantly. Instead of addressing matters
of migration and mobility by taking human rights demands and responsibility for
deaths in the Mediterranean seriously, European border and migration politics
and policies both criminalize and delegitimize civil sea rescue in the Mediter-
ranean in favor of nationalist and racist politics (Cusumano/Villa 2021). Against
this backdrop, ten years of civil sea rescue mark not only a decisive chapter in
migration policy disputes. It also becomes a touchstone for European democracy
because civil SAR discourse and practice highlight how fundamental questions
about human rights, the rule of law, and political participation are coming to a
head in the Mediterranean border death regime. Civil SAR is thus not only an
empirical field for researching the dynamics of European migration and border
policy, but also a relevant point of access for what we call critical democracy
studies.

THEMES: FROM SHARED KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION TO
THE CONTRIBUTIONS

The individual contributions address three thematic clusters, which also overlap:
First, they focus on the actors, their networks, and relationships in the Mediter-
ranean border regime, discussing both experiences of violence and practices of
resistance. Another thematic cluster deals with the politics of letting die, grief
work, and the care practices of activists and people who have lost someone at
sea. A third and final thematic cluster focuses on the intersection of democracy,
protest, and solidarity in the face of the Mediterranean border regime.
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The three thematic clusters are not only elaborated upon in written contribu-
tions but are also visually represented through Adrian Pourviseh’s illustrations.
In conversation with us and based on his own activist experiences on board
civil SAR ships (Pourviseh 2023), Adrian Pourviseh’s illustrations underscore

the observations and theses of this issue, making them more tangible.

Thematic Cluster I: Actors, Networks, and
Relationships—Experiences of Violence and Practices of
Resistance

The case of civil SAR in the Mediterranean suggests that the Mediterranean bor-
der regime encompasses more than just the EU, its member states, and supra-
national border protection agencies. It also involves North African partners and
their coast guards; privately funded organizations that monitor refugee move-
ments and carry out rescues; ships from international trade and the military;
and, finally, the refugees themselves, whose mobility provokes the EU’s legal
and political responses to increasing or changing migration flows in the first
place. This is because the border regime incorporates both repressive govern-
ment technologies and practices of resistance. The various actors are part of
a complex network of relationships where they influence each other, and this
network is constantly (re)configured. Therefore, in addition to the concept of
the border regime, we speak of an »assemblage« (Sohn 2015; Nail 2017). With
this term, we refer to the broad range of actors and the fluid constellations that
emerge from complex and sometimes changing relationships. The assemblage
also becomes evident in the overview of the authors and contributions to this
issue, without claiming to be exhaustive.

One central actor of this assemblage are the Mediterranean coastal states. In
this issue, we focus on Italy and Tunisia in particular. However, other states
are also closely intertwined: in Germany, for instance, where numerous NGOs
are based and/or operate under its flag, SAR activists benefit from a broad net-
work of supporters. At the same time, however, they are confronted with con-
siderable political and social hostility. Furthermore, it becomes clear that coun-
tries of the Global North are embedded in webs of postcolonial network rela-
tions, as Amade M’charek and Khaled Tabbabi point out in their contribution
»Ghoraba: Attending to a Politics of Neglect and Extractivism through a Migra-
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tion Drama in Zarzis«. The authors argue that extractivist regimes shape the
movement of people and goods between Tunisia and Europe and that the failure
of state actors to take responsibility must be understood within the context of
postcolonial power and dependency relations.

The interview conducted by Paolo Cuttitta and Luca Queirolo Palmas with
former Admiral Vittorio Alessandro, offering an insider’s perspective on the Ital-
ian coast guard, illustrates how state actors are evolving and reshaping their
modes of cooperation. It reveals internal negotiation processes and a general
trend toward a more police-oriented approach to migrantized cases of distress
(Gebhardt et al. 2025). The administrative logic at work here remains largely
invisible to the outside world. Its violent effects reveal a »banality of evil«
(Arendt 2006 [1964]). Against this backdrop, the increasing restrictions on state
actors’ collaboration with SAR NGOs can be explained.

At the same time, the experiences of individuals and small groups repeatedly
come to the fore. In his contribution »The Human Journey: An Exploration of
Existential Mobility«, Khalid Abaker shows that violence is a fundamental
aspect of the border regime—not only in the Central Mediterranean, but wher-
ever (forced) migration and struggles for mobility occur. Those affected by bor-
der violence are primarily people on the move, but also SAR activists and their
supporters, who themselves face hostility and criminalization due to their sol-
idarity. Violence is also evident in the confrontation with the dead. Caring for
them often remains solely with NGOs, as Sarah Spasiano points out in her con-
tribution »On Board with the Dead: Necropolitics and Civil Deathcare in the
Mediterranean Border Regime«. Maurice Stierl’s contribution, »And Yet They
Move! Mobility conflicts and migrant manoeuvres in the Mediterranean Sea,
focuses on people on the move and demonstrates that every encounter with bor-
der control actors is conflictual and negotiated anew in each situation. Violence
is therefore not the end of a story, but rather the expression of an ongoing nego-
tiation.

Finally, it is also about collective formations. In her contribution »Rettung
als Ausdruck kultureller Selbstaufgabe? Zivile Seenotrettung als Feindbild der
extremen Rechten«, Laila Riedmiller shows how SAR NGOs become a cipher
in the right-wing culture war. From a political theory perspective, Laila Ried-

miller discusses how far-right groups systematically and practically reinforce
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violence. At the same time, numerous solidarity collectives are opposing this:
networks of relatives, activists, and lawyers, for example, whom Sarah Hiither
accompanies in her contribution »Solidaritdt gegen den Strom. Bericht einer
dokumentarischen Reise«, demand a different border regime. Their protest
unfolds an emancipatory potential that transcends national borders. Such
transnational networks combine diverse areas of expertise and constitute a
democratizing resistance. The SAR NGOs can also be situated in this context:
they respond to the normalized letting die with a routinized rescue practice.
Their ten years of engagement and increasing professionalization demonstrate
how SAR NGOs are themselves embedded in the European border regime—and

how much they challenge its police logic at the same time.

Thematic Cluster II: Letting Die, Mourning, and Care

Practices of resistance become visible in various moments when individuals/
groups push back against the normalized letting die enforced by European insti-
tutions, border apparatuses, and indifference. The above-mentioned contribution
by Sarah Hiither is based on her film project, and stills from the project are
shown alongside the text. The teaser for the film project can be played via a QR
code. The film features scenes of female and feminist activism, with the pro-
tagonists including an Italian human rights activist, the crew of the MV Louise
Michel, and a mother whose sons are missing in the Mediterranean Sea.

From a feminist and postcolonial perspective, too, Mareike Gebhardt’s con-
tribution on democratic theory, » Another Solidarity is Im-Possible: Mourning
and Saving Lives in the Mediterranean Deathscape«, reflects on practices of
»impossible solidarity«. Referring to Jacques Derrida’s notion of im-possibility,
she describes solidarity practices that are considered unlikely or taboo within the
normalized orders of the Mediterranean border regime, yet are practiced repeat-
edly nonetheless. To illustrate this, Mareike Gebhardt presents examples from
(activist) grief work in which individuals mourn the dead and missing in the
Mediterranean deathscape in an »agonistic« (Athanasiou 2017) manner. This is
where Sarah Spasiano’s contribution comes in, which, from a care theory per-
spective and based on empirical material, shows how SAR NGOs cannot rely
on any legal or political regulations when dealing with the dead, but instead
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develop joint protocols on how to treat the dead of the Mediterranean in a digni-
fied, respectful, and appreciative manner.

These three contributions are thus united by a feminist approach and a focus
on activist practices, even though they are written from different positions. They
all reflect in their own way on concrete practices and conceptualizations of sol-
idarity. This places them at the intersection with the third thematic cluster con-
cerned with the nexus between democracy, protest, and solidarity.

Thematic Cluster lll: Democracy, Protest, and Solidarity

Since they share the conviction that migrants should not be left to die, the SAR
activists are supported by critics of the EUropean border regime and advocates
of international protection rights. Together, they stand up for the protection of
democracy and insist on the uncontested validity of human rights. In this way,
the SAR NGOs defend human rights and the protection of minorities as a central
pillar of democratic architecture. Contrary to right-wing slogans, these solidar-
ity alliances defend democracy »at its borders«< while questioning current border-
making practices. The contributions by Mareike Gebhardt, Sarah Hiither, and
Sarah Spasiano also highlight that civil SAR and the social movement emerg-
ing around it enact radical democracy, e.g., when feminist alliances challenge
a male-dominated SAR culture or when solidarities from below—at the local
level and across national borders—are forged to defend and practically realize
the democratic values of freedom and equality.

The symbol of the rescue ship became central to this solidarity, playing a
significant role in mobilizing support in many visual representations. Based on
empirical data from the ZivDem project, Maria Ullrich and Lena Laube exam-
ine in their contribution »NGO Rescue Ships in the Eyes of their Supporters:
Overcoming Inaction and Standing Up for Democratic Values« what these ships
can stand for. They show that, for their supporters, the rescue ships of SAR
NGOs represent a possible response to the normalized deaths in the Mediter-
ranean and are a counter-image to state inaction. Supporters see them as an
expression of civil society acting where states fail, as well as a concrete imple-
mentation of democratic values. This support is often linked to broader politi-
cal visions that aim at a newly conceived democracy based on the unconditional

recognition of human dignity. The conceptual distinction between SAR NGOs
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and their supporters points to the diversity and range of actors in and around civil
SAR, which is also reflected in Charlotte Wei8’ contribution »Aktivistisches
Engagement — Der Wandel im zivilgesellschaftlichen Engagement am Beispiel
der Landcrew des Sea-Eye e.V.« both through a chronological approach and a
focus on the so-called land crews. From an insider perspective, Charlotte Weil§
traces how the personal self-image of SAR activists has become politicized in
light of political developments in the Mediterranean over the past decade. The
contribution concludes that stronger intersectional networking between different
actors and perspectives is necessary to support people on the move effectively.

EXPLORING CIVIL SEA RESCUE FROM THE PERSPECTIVE
OF CRITICAL DEMOCRACY STUDIES: A CONCLUDING
REMARK

A democratic debate is shaped by different opinions and ideas that oppose, chal-
lenge, and contradict each other, while each interlocutor respects the other’s
positions and convictions. In recent years, however, this fundamental character-
istic of democratic debate has been strongly undermined by authoritarian politi-
cians, fascist leaders, and ethno-nationalist parties and movements. Remarkably,
they delegitimize the plurality within democratic debate to save what they imag-
ine a »true< democracy should look like. Far-right rhetoric makes use of threat
scenarios that clearly identify enemies: democracy is in danger from both >for-
eigners« (as a cipher for migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers) and their sup-
porters, such as civil sea rescuers who aid people in distress at sea. Therefore, if
we look at the discourse on civil SAR in the Mediterranean, we must conclude
that racism and »ethno-sexism« (Dietze 2016) are not just marginal positions
that a so-called resilient democracy has to endure. Instead, both are embedded
in the history of liberal democracies in the Global North—and repeatedly haunt
the EUropean border regime. Since the »long summer of migration« (Hess et
al. 2016), the fields of sayability have been steadily and massively expanded,
anti-migrant resentment has been normalized, and the privilege of whiteness, for
instance in terms of mobility, has been uncritically reproduced.
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In contrast, SAR activists and supporters insist on ethico-political practices
prioritizing (saving) >the foreigners<. To them, minority protection remains one
of the non-negotiable cornerstones of democracy. In our research, we have
encountered transnational solidarity movements that intertwine their actions
with the struggles for global justice and human dignity; sometimes, they draw
on historical (country-specific) experiences, such as the Holocaust in the case
of Germany. These movements and networks antagonize the EU’s border poli-
cies (Laube/Ullrich 2023). Based on their visions for a different (more democ-
ratic) Europe that (actually) stands up for international human rights, these net-
works prefigure more democratic futures of a European democracy where the
»foreigner« is neither a threat nor let die. Through these prefigurative politics, it
becomes once more apparent how the debate about European democracy crystal-
lizes in the discourse on and practice of civil SAR. Through the efforts of SAR
activists and supporters, we learn that the current state of European democracy
holds the potential for democratization and that this potential can be realized
through everyday struggles for equality and freedom. From a radical democratic
theoretical perspective, these actions, acts, and gestures are integral to a struggle
for a more democratic Europe where questions of belonging and exclusion are
negotiated beyond the confines of nation-states, ethnicity, and race. However,
this struggle does not aim to close the debate on European democracy, but rather
keeps it open. In a democratic society, this question must remain open to prevent
a (consolidated) democracy from sliding into totalitarianism. Democracy, in the
words of Derrida (2019: 117), remains thus only democratic as long as it does
not collapse into itself: it cannot become identical with itself. Democracy, there-
fore, can only become more democratic, not be democratic (Gebhardt 2023: 8).

The crystallization point is hence not a metaphor for solidification, but rather
for condensation. In the moment of crystallization, we can grasp the various
constellations of actors, positions, lines of conflict, convictions, values, bodies,
things, and practices: we can hold onto them just for a moment to observe, ana-
lyze, and understand. Consequently, the crystallization point serves as a method-
ological entry point for ZivDem’s analyses. At the intersection of democratic
theory and forced migration studies (Ullrich et al. 2023), we have utilized the
ZivDem project to scrutinize the discourse on and practice of SAR in recent

years, interlinking critical migration and border regime studies, radical democ-
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ratic theory, postcolonial and anti-racist approaches with the methods of polit-
ical sociology and cultural anthropology. This has resulted in a theoretical and
methodological perspective that we understand as critical democracy studies.

Critical democracy studies help examine civil SAR in the Mediterranean
because various actors use a specific type of democratic semantics, invoking
very different ideas of democracy. For instance, we observe moral and human-
itarian appeals that reference European values and international human rights
protection (critical: Fassin 2011; Ticktin 2016; Stierl 2018). However, we also
witnessed »economic« calculations of >reception capacity« and quantifying limi-
tations to protect >democracy-« (critical: Schulze Wessel 2018). In contrast, politi-
cal interventions by (migrant) activists use the repertoire of democracy—demon-
strations, protests, social movements—even if their actions are not always
explicitly invoked in the name of democracy; in this way, they demand a democ-
ratization of democracy: the fulfillment of the promise of (liberal) democracy for
equality and freedom. This reminds us of radical democracy, where the part of
those who have no part becomes the driving force of democratization. More con-
cretely, civil sea rescuers and their support landscapes denounce and challenge
the shortcomings of existing democratic systems through politicization (Cuttitta
2018), which seeks to democratize democracy. At the same time, their practices
are increasingly criminalized (critically: Kastner/Susemichel 2021; Graziano/
Mars/Medak 2025) or even demonized by the far-right as >threatening« democ-
racy (Cusumano 2022). The dispute over civil SAR in the Mediterranean not
only raises questions about how Europe >deals« with people in distress at sea.
Rather, it represents a crystallization point within the broader debate on the more
democratic futures of (European) democracy.
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