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Abstract: 
 
Abstract: Operation Sophia (code name: EUNAVFOR MED) is an EU military operation, 
which operated on the Mediterranean high seas (2015-2020) in response to migrants departing 
from Libya for Europe. Curiously, it operated without a use of force mandate, without a 
common-held policy narrative, without a Libyan partner government, and without much 
attention for its physical spaces of implementation in Brussels. This thesis is an invitation to 
consider the importance of these absences. For operation Sophia does not operate regardless of 
these absences: it operates as it does because of them.  
 
 
 

Summary: 
 
Operation Sophia (code name: EUNAVFOR MED) is a naval force which operated in response 
to people departing from Libya for Europe without the correct papers through clandestine and 
often perilous crossings of the Mediterranean Sea (2015-2020). Operation Sophia is a military 
EU crisis management operation, launched under the EU Common Security and Defence 
Policy to ‘disrupt the business model of human smuggling and trafficking networks in the 
Southern Central Mediterranean and prevent the further loss of life at sea’. From the outset, 
operation Sophia received a truly staggering amount of criticism, not least from EU officials 
themselves.  
 
The thesis engages directly with Brussels-centred EU officials working on operation Sophia. 
To this end, the thesis is based on a series of approximately 50 interviews and the observations 
made in their wake over the course of one and a half years (July 2015 – December 2016). The 
premise is that the stories EU officials voiced in these very open-ended interviews are 
important as they inform and reflect how these people in governance view their work and the 
world they work in.  
 
The catch is that operation Sophia sails the sea of stories without a use of force mandate, 
without a Libyan government to partner with, without one uniform policy narrative, and 
without much study of its concrete site of governance in Brussels. The thesis looks for what is 
made possible and rendered visible by each of these absences.  
 
  



The analysis of the stories and the absences they revolve around follows an approach of 
reflexivity and wonder in order to get up close to the reality of the governance EU officials 
speak of. The image subsequently presented of this governance is certainly a messy one. The 
thesis then stands in relation to recent scholarship in international law contending that attention 
to precisely the everyday messiness that work in governance entails may render fruitful insight. 
There the question is how actors (EU officials) can ‘go on’ even in the absence of formal or 
structural foundations for their action. 
 
The thesis flips the question around by asking: how does absence enable governance for 
operation Sophia? The contention thus instead becomes that absence might be productive. The 
thesis pursues this line of thought by engaging with operation Sophia in four absences. First, 
the thesis shows in walking along the EU’s physical centre of power in Brussels how absence 
and presence are juxtaposed. Second, how in searching for a use of force mandate for operation 
Sophia, the absence of that use of force mandate is filled with more law, other law, which in 
turn comes to determine the shape operation Sophia takes: how in their searching EU officials 
make the operation. Third, how in beginning the story of operation Sophia many times over, a 
space is produced in which the possibility for taking widely varying decisions is cultivated. 
Fourth finally, how EU officials are waiting for a Libyan government for operation Sophia to 
partner with, so that the tasks the operation instead fulfils whilst they are waiting come to 
replace the originally stated policy goals. The thesis argues that these absences conceptualised 
as spaces of governance is where operation Sophia came to be constituted. Moreover, that 
operation Sophia operates as it does not regardless, but because of these absences. 


