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Introduction



Nation, Migration and Kinship through
Identity Categorization

Francesca Decimo and Alessandra Gribaldo

Introduction

In academic analysis and ever more frequently in media discourse as well, it is com-
mon to frame migrants and minorities through classifications. Ethno-national and
juridical criteria are among the most widely used, promoting the circulation and
diffusion of a specific system of identification. These ultimately represent national
categories, originating from a naturalized representation of the world as a bounded
set of nations (Wimmer and Glick-Schiller 2002). And yet this process of codifying
and bundling continues to take place even while the transnational circulation of bod-
ies, objects and images transforms our concepts and experiences of home and
belonging (Glick Schiller et al. 1992; Kearney 1995; Levitt 2001; Rouse 1991;
Vertovec 2009), granting ever more relevance to the insight that ‘being grounded is
not necessarily about being fixed; being mobile is not necessarily about being
detached’ (Ahmed et al. 2003: 1). In view of this, which represents one of the most
intense contradictions of the contemporary moment, it is even more imperative that
social sciences confirm and reaffirm their focus on the dynamic character of all
categories of identity and belonging (Brubaker 2004; Wimmer 2013).

Populations are made geographically identifiable through politics that have his-
torically constructed them as the target of increasing political attention, a resource
to monitor, valorize, manage and, ultimately, an object of governmentality (Foucault
2004; Hacking 1982; Kertzer and Arel 2002b; Scott 1998; Urla 1993). For their

F. Decimo (b))
Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Trento, Trento, Italy
e-mail: francesca.decimo @unitn.it

A. Gribaldo

Department of Studies on Language and Culture, University of Modena and Reggio Emilia,
Modena, Italy

e-mail: alegribaldo@women.it

© Springer International Publishing AG 2017 3
F. Decimo, A. Gribaldo (eds.), Boundaries within: Nation, Kinship and Identity

among Migrants and Minorities, IMISCOE Research Series,

DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-53331-5_1


mailto:francesca.decimo@unitn.it
mailto:alegribaldo@women.it
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part, studies of migration have contributed significantly to understanding a central
element of governmentality, namely the deployment of state technologies in the
production, subjection and subjectivation of individuals through the policing of bor-
ders and the production of boundaries (Fassin 2011). Indeed, migrant and minority
populations are particularly affected by regulatory practices revolving around the
biopolitics of bodies and species in the form of norms and disciplinary mechanisms
that attribute identity and generate subjectivity.

Specifically, populations are made identifiable through processes of boundary-
making and categorization that are located within a regime of truth (Foucault 1975)
in which knowledge is conceptualized in terms of evidence and measurement.
Nonetheless, every move to produce and control identity from above is matched by
ethics, strategies, and forms of resistance that social actors mobilize within and
through borders and boundaries. The production of identity — in its various national,
regional, ethnic, cultural and intimate manifestations (such as marriage strategies,
acknowledgment of relatedness and kinship obligations) — lies at the intersection of
agency, classificatory power and governmentality. In this view, we argue that the
politics of kinship offer a crucial analytical perspective in that they constitute both
a primary reference point and terrain of individual mobility as well as a fundamental
construct of affiliation and national recognition.

With the aim of opening reflection on these topics, we issued a call for papers for
a conference held in Trento in June of 2014," inviting participants to consider how
contemporary processes of social and cultural interconnection fueled by intense
spatial mobility are challenging, bridging and overturning institutional boundaries
of identity and belonging. This volume thus emerges from the discussion launched
in Trento and sets out to offer an analysis of the identity construction processes that
are generated when population policies intersect with global migration, through a
socio-anthropological reading of identity and migration trajectories. Examining
both governmental spheres and forms of agency, this collected volume aims to

'The conference, titled ‘Changing Population: Migration, Reproduction and Identity,” was held at
the University of Trento, Department of Sociology and social Research, on June 3—4 2014 (http://
web.unitn.it/en/sociologia/evento/34709/changing-population-migration-reproduction-and-iden-
tity). As the call for papers indicated, we invited participants to consider the ‘politics of reproduc-
tion put in motion by both national governments, as they distinguish between citizens and
non-citizens, and migrants and their descendants, as they affirm, negotiate or refrain from con-
structing their own definitions of family, kinship, genealogy and belonging.’

Several sessions addressed the themes raised by the call for papers from different perspectives.
After having analyzed the over 70 abstracts we received and the 36 papers selected, it became obvi-
ous that the interrelated issues of national boundaries and politics of kinship represented thick,
innovative and fruitful research strands deserving of exploration. The essays contained here
emerged as the most coherent and significant examples of such explorations.

This book is thus the fruit of a collective effort involving multiple scholars in various ways. We
would especially like to thank Paolo Boccagni, Nicholas Harney, David Kertzer, Bruno Riccio,
Giuseppe Sciortino and Pnina Werbner, whose precious scientific contribution paved the way for
the conference and the development of this volume. We would also like to thank Serena Piovesan
for the organizational support she provided during the conference and Angelina Zontine and
Chiara Masini for proofreading the text. Thanks also go to the three anonymous reviewers for their
invaluable suggestions.
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uncover how these spheres intertwine when migrants, minorities, boundaries and
categorization are at stake. The contributing authors employ diverse disciplinary
perspectives and reference a variety of contexts, geographical sites and units of
analysis to make visible through social research the production and practices of
institutional classification and their intersection with lived experiences of subjects;
in so doing, they reconstruct how difference is claimed, negotiated and produced in
the contested terrains of mobility and citizenship.

The Strain of Categorization and the Proliferation
of Boundaries

A great deal of literature has reconstructed the way that modern nation-states act
through the production of categories with the power to order, overwrite and distin-
guish between classes of individuals. In some respects, this power is inherent in
every act of naming, an act which becomes more incontrovertible and absolute the
more legitimate and authoritative the naming entity is considered to be (Bourdieu
1982). The modern state has adopted a complex apparatus, together with systematic
methods for geographic mapping and archeological cataloging, in order to define
and penetrate specific areas, populations and histories in the process of constructing
the nation. As several scholars have admirably reconstructed, this long-term process
mainly took shape through the construction of colonial empires. Indeed, the on-
going consolidation of European nation-states has been fed by paradigms for con-
veying knowledge about the Other, methods for incorporating remote territories and
populations, and established systems of domination with their consequent legitimi-
zation (Anderson 1991). This process can be explored through emblematic analyses
of the construction and governance of colonial India (Cohn 1996; Inden 1990) as
well as the French (Gervais 1996) and Belgian (Chrétien 1985; Uvin 2002) empires
in central-western Africa. Above all, the investigation of these systems of domina-
tion has revealed the numerical logics (Appadurai 1996a, b) and topologic and clas-
sificatory procedures (Amselle and M’Bokolo 1985) underlying these colonial
empires’ administrative and governmental regimes, logics and procedures that have
succeeded in outliving the empires themselves.

Today, census surveys, vital records, passports, identification documents, church
records and medical research data establish and grant materiality to the categoriza-
tions that inform our identities: beyond sex and age, they designate citizenship,
nationality, lineage, religion, ancestry, health, language, ethnicity and race (Inda
2014; Torpey 2000; Torpey and Caplan 2001). Over time, this production of identity
has served to form and consolidate institutional definitions of difference, and the
ethno-racial sphere, with its proliferation of diversity, plays a crucial role in this
process. As the wealth of significant research conducted over the last few decades
has so eloquently demonstrated, the relationship between politics and categories of
identification such as official classifications and statistics is far from neutral
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(Morning 2008; Nobles 2000). Statistics, and specifically the most powerful tool of
their deployment, the census, do not simply reflect the social and demographic pro-
file of the nation, they profoundly contribute to its definition. The census specifi-
cally contributes directly to strengthening the nation in its role as the most relevant
political instrument states employ to smooth and corral the messy complexity of
individuals, cultures, languages, somatic traits, kinship bonds and religions that
populate a given territory. Indeed, as Kertzer and Arel (2002a) have argued, the
political significance of the census lies in the way it defines the ordered set of
bounded identities necessary for a coherent narration of the nation as well as effi-
cient control of the national population. In this way the census, along with other
forms of institutional enumeration, has shaped the political arena in which multiple
social forces struggle to determine who legitimately represents the nation and its
population.

Thus, the institutional production of difference may be mitigated or exacerbated
depending on which narration of the nation prevails. Ethno-racial categories have
been used differently by different political regimes, as Rallu et al. (2006) find in
their study highlighting how the choice of whether or not to use these categories to
count national inhabitants may reflect divergent political aims. No ethno-racial sta-
tistical data exists for France, for instance, in that such data are overwritten by an
overarching French identity that is ex ante defined as shared by all residents (Simon
2008). In Brazil, critics contest color-based classifications on the grounds that they
extoll the value of mixed-race status and diminish the weight of racial issues by
representing the black population as numerically limited, thus giving rise to a broad
debate on census, race and inequality (Loveman et al. 2012; Nobles 2000, 2002;
Petruccelli 2015). In contrast, lines of racial differentiation in the United States are
highlighted to the point of becoming a constitutive element in and of themselves,
inextricable from the national body, even when they are contradicted by the recogni-
tion that race has no biological foundation (Morning 2011; Nobles 2002). Similarly,
states may continue to use noticeably fictional categories such as the census super-
category ‘Hispanic’ that lumps the vast variety of Latin-American peoples into one
group (Kertzer, in this volume).

The academic debate is not immune from the controversial lure of categorizing
and counting either, from the trap of treating the nation as a taken-for-granted ana-
lytical frame, that is, the methodological nationalism depicted by Wimmer and
Glick Schiller (2002), to contemporary dilemmas of how best to monitor social
inequalities. Although scholars agree that it is high time to transcend population
categories which have functioned as key tools of nation-state building and scientific
racism, many have called for the use of criteria and categories that might account for
differences in the composition of populations in order to document existing lines of
inequality and social segmentation (Simon 2012; Simon and Piché 2012). And yet
this analytical request does not resolve or elude the ambivalence originating from
the fact that ethno-racial categories are located somewhere between the representa-
tion of social realities and their construction, an ambivalence which remains implicit
in classificatory instruments themselves.
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On the other hand, these systems for distinguishing and categorizing populations
are not stable or durable in the least (Simon et al. 2015), as the history of the racial
categorizing in the US (Morning 2008; Nobles 2000) or the continued updating of
the Great Britain census (Thompson 2015) remind us. This is a contradiction intrin-
sic in any institutional system of identification and classification that reflects some-
thing deeper than simply a state’s attempts to keep abreast of the times and its
evolving society. Rather, the shifting and controversial nature of categorizing, espe-
cially when embedded in an institutional definition of difference, reveals the struc-
tural ambivalence between the will to draw lines categorizing identities and the
impossibility of doing so. It is precisely this ambivalence that makes it possible for
us to glimpse the area of resistance, the space of tension, that is in some respects a
constitutive element of national formations.

As Wimmer (2002) argues, the principle of nationality is based on an assumed
isomorphism between the borders of a given country and a society, itself delimited
by the boundaries between us and them. In his analysis, the welfare pact underlying
national integration takes the form of a process of social closure implemented
through the definition and exclusion of non-nationals. And yet these boundaries are
not drawn once and for all; rather, over time they are subject to a continuous push
and pull among multiple forces that ends up configuring a stratified system of inclu-
sion, or, in other words, different degrees of exclusion (Morris 2002). Thus, any
national framework of differences between nationals and non-nationals reveals the
strain underling the definition of citizen status just like that of the relative other. In
keeping with this perspective, it is particularly the lack of alignment between terri-
tory, nation and identity, a disjuncture that is exacerbated by migratory flows, serves
to problematize the issue of belonging in modern nation-states (Brubaker 2010).

At the same time, various scholars have unpacked the processes of category con-
struction the nation state uses to maintain its space of influence over global migra-
tion, focusing in particular on moves to draw lines designed to distinguish between
regular and irregular, legitimated and illegitimated subjects. Some emblematic stud-
ies are De Genova’s (2005) exploration of the political construction of the category
of undocumented migrants and Nyers’ work (2006) on the state-centric logic and
language underlying the category of refugee. These studies do an exemplary job of
employing a meticulous empirical process to historicize classifications of identity,
denaturalize legal systems and reveal the endless work of defending frontiers and
defining categories of inclusion through which states seek to gain sovereignty over
global mobility. However, these analyses focus mainly on nation states’ historical
efforts to produce, maintain and fortify external borders and the political signifi-
cance of these borders in reifying identity-based distinctions between different
classes of individuals and their associated rights.

We believe a productive terrain of inquiry, different from yet complementary to
these investigations, might be established by shifting the focus towards the pro-
cesses of redefinition and differentiation that take place within the nation and among
its subjects. We therefore seek to offer a perspective that grants equal attention to
both the logics of national governmentality in the sphere of global migration and the
multiple ways that individuals and collectivities circumvent, adopt, experience and
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produce categories of identity. In so doing, we propose to engage first of all with the
research perspective investigating the nation-state’s role as an inescapable, binding
institutional dimension in the construction of migratory space. Multiples scholars
have thoroughly argued that the contemporary intensification and differentiation of
global mobility, rather than weakening sites of state power and institutional criteria
for defining nationality, have actually contributed to their fortification (Boubdck
1998, 2003; Joppke 1998; Zolberg 1999). Above all, we recognize that the circuits
of agency migrants weave by mobilizing translational fields of belonging are like-
wise constructed through engagement with (and not independent of) national bor-
ders and categories. This is not only true when claims of transnational belonging
achieve institutional legitimacy, as in the case of dual citizenship; it is also true
when the elements at play are ‘merely’ social and cultural and their deployment
takes place transnationally in relation to multiple national attachments rather than
an ethereal and spread-out deterritorialisation (Faist 2000; Kivisto 2001; Waldinger
2015; Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004). And yet, research in this area has somewhat
neglected to problematize the specific ways national border and category construc-
tion actually takes place and therefore missed the chance to investigate the tensions,
actors and dynamics through which these borders and categories are reconstructed,
imposed or impinged among migrants and minorities. To this end, we focus our
investigation on the boundary within, understood less as an established line of
demarcation or given classification and more as an ongoing process of identity con-
struction and social exclusion. This process takes place among the various actors,
levels and spaces that make up the national fabric, itself shown to be intrinsically
ambivalent, contradictory and subject to constant redefinition. In this perspective,
census classifications, statistics categories, as well as the politics of nationality and
the politics of kinship and intimacy comprise a field of investigation with the poten-
tial to capture the range of institutional actors, debates, regulations and documents
through which the us/them distinction comes to be constructed and reconstructed
inside the national body. Applying this approach, over the following pages we
investigate how the intertwining of nationality and kinship in a mobile world con-
tributes to the differentiation and reproduction of identities.

Embodied Nationality: Kinship and Identity among Migrants
and Minorities

The act of defining collective identities implies analyzing the interplay of institu-
tional and normative fields together with intimate, kinship-related and subjective
dimensions. This volume attempts to consider how classifications and boundaries
are experienced, embodied and reproduced by the subjects who are the target of the
governmental actions, conceiving of these subjects not as disconnected individuals
but as social actors embedded in relational contexts. Specifically, we suggest that
the politics of kinship represents a crucial dimension in shaping identities and a
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powerful cultural repertoire that intersects with national borders and citizenship
requirements. We wish to underline the political nature of kinship as a space con-
stantly molded by structures and subjects. Indeed, kinship and relatedness constitute
an essential field through which individuals gain spaces of social and spatial mobil-
ity and variously reinterpret the boundaries of identity, at times even overturning the
categories used to demarcate and define them. Using this lens, we seek to bring
together these different strands of investigation, focusing on the strain of national
efforts to classify and govern internal differences on the one hand, and the dimen-
sions of belonging through kinship, intimacy and ancestry on the other. At the con-
vergence of these perspectives, we consider the processes of redefinition and
articulation that take place within the nation, through its own classifications, and
within the boundaries of kinship when it crosses and is crossed by national catego-
ries. In so doing, we seek to highlight the governmental practices of the nation state
and explore how these practices have repercussions beyond simple classification;
rather, they are closely interwoven with people’s daily lives and behavior.

Gender, family and reproduction are increasingly identified as a privileged locus
for state efforts to foster migrants’ social integration and govern migrant popula-
tions. Indeed, it is no coincidence that the intersection of kinship and state boundar-
ies plays a pivotal role in migration policies, engaging questions such as, where are
children born and to what parents? Who marries who? Who is allowed to reunite
with which family members? What relationships enjoy recognition? In this context,
the terrain of classification comes together with the terrain in which individuals
think of themselves, constitute themselves, relate and act as subjects. The dimen-
sions of kinship and relatedness come to constitute an interface between individual
subjectivity and collective identity, a space that is particularly dense in terms of its
implications for identity and continuity over time.

Kinship is not the only element that plays a key role in defining and reproducing
identity-based lines of demarcation, be they ethnic, racial, national or class-based,
however. Identity for its part is produced and made to persist over time through
norms and practices (gender roles, marriage norms, kinship relationships, the rules
governing descent and belonging) in which the construction of family and affinity
bonds represent a decisive arena in the constant interplay between continuity and
change. Various studies have shed light on the everyday dimension of kinship prac-
tices, transcending the concept of kinship as a bounded set of normative categories
(Carsten 2000; Strathern 1992) to address the negotiated nature of kin relations and
using the concept of relatedness to provide a more complex and nuanced picture. At
the same time, however, this picture is never completely disentangled from norma-
tive kinship rules and expectations (Miller 2007). Here we use both relatedness and
kinship as terms, the first to underline the processual face of kinship in local con-
texts and the kind of connections that may be described genealogically or in other
ways. In this sense, relatedness goes beyond a set of assumptions related to the
social and biological dimensions that have historically constituted the bedrock of
kinship studies. Nonetheless, it would be hasty to dismiss the notion of kinship, as
it identifies a dense experience captured through ethnography and the core of a
lively debate (Herzfeld 2007; Sahlins 2013).
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In view of these arguments, our approach is intended to bring analyses of identity-
based national classificatory policies together with the fields more closely associ-
ated with kinship practices (Bear 2001; Borneman 1992; Das 2006). In so doing, the
spatial images of the state characterized by verticality and encompassment that per-
vade popular and academic discourse (Gupta and Ferguson 2002) can be brought
into tension with the construction of community and family within the nation-state.
In keeping with this perspective, it is particularly crucial to note that nation and kin-
ship are deeply interrelated and, in some ways, also act to reinforce one another
(Das 1995; Delaney 1995; Rytter 2010; Schneider 1977; Shryock 1997). There is a
deep interconnection between ideas about blood and relatedness, on the one hand,
and historical and demographic features on the other (Carsten 2004: 137). Prevailing
metaphors associated with the deployment of a naturalized kinship imaginary —
fatherland, motherland, brotherhood — are widespread and commonplace in ideolo-
gies of nationalism (Delaney 1995; Yuval-Davis 1997). Intimacy and genealogy are
themselves generated by ideas of the gendered conjugal couple and bloodline as the
basis for group identity, and these are in turn the basis for the liberal nation-state
(Erdreich 2006; Povinelli 2002). These kinship metaphors are constructed, but they
also have the power to generate: in other words, they are ‘metaphors we live by’
(Carsten 2004: 160) that possess a potential political power of their own. Indeed, the
connection between family and nation goes beyond the symbolic level and consti-
tutes a potent criterion of recognition and inclusion: the way descent functions to
discriminate in citizenship systems based on the jus sanguinis principle (Decimo
2015), or the legal meaning and identity-generating power contained in the term
‘naturalization’ are examples of this powerful connection.

Moreover, these multiple lines of research converge with the points scholars have
made about family as a crucial site in global mobility, both as an object for govern-
ing migratory paths and minority groups and as a device for reasserting roles, rela-
tionships and identities, making claims and enacting forms of resistance. As recent
studies have shown, reunification and family formation are less and less frequently
perceived as indicators of migrants’ stabilization, integration and well-being;
instead, they are more and more frequently viewed with suspicion as grounds for
social recognition and, as such, subject to specific policies of control and selection
(Bonjour and Kraler 2015). In this context, today’s familial migration policies are
not only more restrictive than in the past, they are also increasingly aimed at dis-
criminating between different categories of migrants (Kraler 2010). These policies
are often based on a conceptualization of family that is naturalized and regulated
according to Euro-American standards (Kofman 2004), with the result that hetero-
geneous households, understood exclusively as family units, are regulated and ren-
dered uniform. In this way family is increasingly seen as a space of governmentality
in the production of migrant citizenship in Europe (Bonjour and de Hart 2013).
However, this process of attempted normalization goes beyond simply setting up a
specific model of family that migrants and minorities must abide by. As Grillo high-
lights, this model also carries with it ‘a certain conception of culture as a way of life
attached to an identifiable collectivity, static, finite and bounded’ (Grillo 2008: 3).
Indeed, there is a sort of pedagogy of integration implicit in these policies targeting
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migrants and their descendants as representatives of archaic kinship roles, set
against liberal conceptualizations of autonomy, control and individual action that
are taken for granted as representative of Western values (Sterckx 2015). Marriage
norms, family making and gender roles become particularly relevant in this process
of othering, and indeed these areas are more and more widely recognized as a
dimension to be governed, a privileged locus for the reproduction of identities. And
so migrant and minority families end up constituting a specific, problematic issue
that lies more or less explicitly at the core of public discourse, serving through a
circular logic to reinforce the same policies and norms established to discipline who
is allowed to constitute a family and under what conditions. Ever more systematic
and inflexible, policies of family reunification target economic characteristics
(Staver 2015) and ethno-cultural affiliations (Pellander 2015) to exclude any sub-
jects who might be considered a threat to or burden on society or the bearers of
values not in keeping with those of the ‘national culture.” Ultimately, this restrictive
turn in family migration policy reveals that the hearths of other families are taken as
an emblem of difference to symbolize and construct the hearth of the nation, once
again establishing multiple degrees of belonging and membership (Block 2015;
Olwig 2011; Schmidt 2011).

On the other hand, by taking on the point of view of migrants, many studies have
demonstrated that migrants’ relational spaces often contain stockpiles of the prac-
tices, forms of knowledge and skills mobile individuals need to deal with these
highly complex and restrictive national systems and migratory regimes. As scholars
have shown, migrants respond to the conditioning and constraints shaping their
choices of mobility and family lives by re-fashioning meanings and practices of
relatedness and inventing new ones along transnational lines (Gardner and Grillo
2002; Salih 2003), from engaging in caretaking at a distance (Baldassar and Merla
2013; Boccagni 2012; Hodagneu and Avila 1997) to establishing couple relation-
ships (Beck-Gernsheim 2007; Lievens 1999) and kinship relations (Gallo 2013;
Mason 2004; Olwig 2002; Werbner 1999). Nevertheless, multiple studies (particu-
larly in northern European contexts) have documented the impact migration poli-
cies have on the individuals they target, highlighting how the intimacy, personal
choices and private lives of migrants and their descendants are conditioned by the
most intrusive elements of contemporary migratory regimes. In particular, these
scholars have shown that migrants are increasingly obliged to interface with institu-
tions, administrators, public discourse and categorized identities, that systemati-
cally force them to demonstrate the validity and value of their family arrangements,
condition their narratives and consume an excessive share of their time in adminis-
trative and bureaucratic settings (Kraler 2010; Strasser et al. 2009).

Dialoging with these many rich fields of investigation, this book aims not only to
contribute to weaving together different research areas; in addition, the studies we
present shed light on dynamics that the existing literature on migration, minorities
and the politicization of family life addresses only partially, if at all. Indeed, the
analyses collected here adopt a perspective that transcends the Western context of
minorities and immigration; what is more, these studies encompass a field that
extends beyond the nuclear family unit to focus on kinship and relatedness more
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broadly. This collection takes into account the continuum linking the logics of kin-
ship and identity on the one hand and national boundaries on the other, with a view
to exploring their intersection. By adopting this analytical perspective, we seek to
understand not only how metaphors of kinship animate and give shape to the con-
struction of the nation, but also the reverse. In relation to our field of inquiry, this
involves exploring how contemporary migratory regimes, and the categorizations
they give rise to, affect family life in ways that refashion the meaning of kinship and
the very identity of migrants as of minorities.

Book Overview

The research perspectives traced here constitute the foundational themes of the
book, the topics which the contributing authors substantiate through reference to
different fields, geographical contexts and units of analysis. This chapter, together
with the one by David Kertzer, aims to offer a theoretical and conceptual introduc-
tion to the cases presented in the two following sections of the book. We have orga-
nized the volume to begin with empirical analyses of the systems of classification
and boundary-making underlying the construction of nationality as well as the
impact, processes and paradoxes resulting from efforts to differentiate the national
population. The focus then shifts to more explicitly take on the perspective of the
kinship subjects and politics that act to impose nationality and its borders while also
reshaping, redefining and overturning these lines of demarcation.

The analytical framework informing the second section of the volume, entitled
‘Building the Nation through Frontiers and Classifications’, approaches nation
and citizenship as historical constructs characterized by ever-changing boundaries,
constructs that are defined through an incessant production of identity-based, politi-
cal, bureaucratic and statistical categories. More specifically, the studies we present
here draw on various methodologies and sources to uncover the persistent presence
of an internal principle of distinction which, like a set of Russian dolls, progresses
infinitesimally from the institutional level to the discursive and social levels, carving
out successive degrees of belonging and citizenship. The chapters by Jeroen
Doomernik, Viola Castellano, Vanessa Grotti and Dorothy Zinn go straight to the
heart of these issues, setting out from different contexts to converge in deconstruct-
ing the categories and distinctions through which national identities, together with
recognition and belonging, are granted substance and weight. Most importantly, the
chapters in this section shed light on the unexpected identity effects and short cir-
cuits produced by the crystallization of these categories when they operate regard-
less of ongoing evolutions in the population.

The Doomernik’s chapter opens this section by presenting the figure of the
allochtoon: an individual who, having been born to foreign parents, remains per-
petually statistically recognizable and subject to monitoring regardless of the fact
that most allochtoon are actually naturalized Dutch citizens. Doomernik retraces
the historical construction of this category, identifying whom it refers to and which
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generalizing ethno-national labels are used to classify it. Through an analysis of
parliamentary minutes and political debates, the author identifies a move to politi-
cize assumed differences in which the category of allochtoon serves to label indi-
viduals who exist at the margins of citizenship and nationality. He clearly shows
how institutional arrangements give rise to a drawing of ‘borders within the nation’s
population’ (Doomernik in this volume). Specifically, policies for distinguishing
while at the same time integrating non-western migrants (as generic as this distinc-
tion may be) end up overlapping, paradoxically producing a further category in
which integration is constantly deferred and instead functions to fuel the definition
of alterity. This process of domestic othering mirrors the new process of construct-
ing Europeans in which Dutch migration policies play an integral part; the result is
a kind of closed circle in which ‘European’ and ‘non-European’ mutually define
each other through exclusion without the need for any further explanation.

Doomernik’s contribution highlights how an imprecise, unintentional classifica-
tion imposed from the top down for purely governmental aims can end up distorted
to the point of actually working against its originally intended aims. On the other
side, the chapter by Castellano reveals how similar ambivalences and contradic-
tions may exist even when the classificatory logics in question have been intention-
ally adopted from the bottom up as a tool of political empowerment. Her ethnography
of the child welfare system in New York City focuses on the construction of a social
policy target group made up of abused children, the majority of whom come from
black families. Not only does her analysis identify the ways that race-making is
implicitly reproduced through administrative technologies, it also shows how diffi-
cult it can be to tackle the problem of the statistical over- or under-representation of
racialized groups. Statistics on ethnicity and race, together with the audit systems
and evidence-based technologies of knowledge (Strathern 2000) abundantly used to
diagnose social problems and elaborate efficient responses, have the unintended
effect of reinforcing racialized perceptions of social deviance. Indeed, discussions
of nation and welfare in the US revolve around the construction of the African
American woman in particular. Efforts to police the boundaries of family and wom-
en’s reproductive activities intertwine with a moral economy (Fassin 2005) that
exerts increasing influence over social policies under neoliberalism, constructing
and assigning pathologized subjectivities that assert assumed characterizations and
behaviors as constitutive elements of given racialized groups. Castellano’s analysis
of the position community organizations promote in the face of racial disproportion-
ality reveals the challenges inherent in naming race, a historically stratified concept
that is extremely slippery and difficult to manage. This insight once again illustrates
the previously mentioned ambivalence intrinsic in classificatory logics aimed at
constructing and crystallizing the realities they seek to represent.

Such tensions and contradictions intensify when integrated into the welfare sys-
tems that allocate benefits and protections, the true wealth of nations (Wimmer
2002), and more specifically in relation to the distinction between outsider and
insider. In the parliamentary debates Doomernick describes, it is the presumed
social costs of allochtoon individuals that make manifest the insider/outsider
distinction and legitimize the continuing use of this category. Analogously,
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Castellano describes the circular logics through which public discourse is able to
deploy racial disproportionality in order to blame disempowered subjects for their
own marginality and, once again, make them responsible for their social costs.
Indeed, these analyses highlight how, while external borders are progressively forti-
fied, national governments move to enact internal closures and distinctions that
undermine the very foundations of citizenship and universal rights.

Such dynamics become even more evident if we move from the center of national
systems to their peripheries. The Grotti’s chapter offers an ethnography of a branch
department of the French state in Latin America, revealing all the aporias surround-
ing the production of national identity, especially when access to the national health
system is not guaranteed. French Guiana represents an emblematic field of tension
between the nominal universalism underlying access to the health services theoreti-
cally guaranteed by the central state in Paris and the actual process of differentiation
that is applied to local subjects. In this context, the health being contested is that of
indigenous women preparing to give birth. It thus involves the medicalization of
pregnancy and childbirth for the women who contribute to making this maternity
ward’s fertility rate the highest in all of the French territory, including the Parisian
area. This massive reproductive potential is located at an exceptional intersection of
social, natural and political borders in which subjects possessed of an identity that
is neither certified nor claimed often find their citizenship rights overlooked. The
complexity of the bureaucracy and the way healthcare delivery is organized facili-
tates the establishment of social barriers, thereby calling into question both discur-
sively and practically the right to healthcare that these subjects in principle enjoy.

Like litmus papers, border areas, marginal subjects and liminal identities serve to
reveal the logics of governmentality that underlie the construction and selective
composition of national populations. These logics sometimes configure the fabric of
identity in such a way as to blur and deny it, carrying it back into a generic stateless
zone, as with the expectant Guianan women described in Vanessa Grotti’s analysis.
At other times, logics of governmentality are based on claims of assumed native
identity, crystallized and preserved over time regardless of who experiences and
embodies them. The chapter by Zinn analyzes another border zone, the Alto Adige/
Siid Tirol, bringing us back to the heart of the old country in which all the weight of
the last century of European history encounters — and clashes with — the complexi-
ties of globalization. The remnants of this history derive from a border that was
drawn at the end of WWII by cutting across the local area heedless of the identities
claimed by its residents. Once established, the border has become embedded in a
political arrangement involving a rigid bilingualism embodied in the local govern-
ment and administrations and used for classifying residents. This classificatory sys-
tem is preserved and reaffirmed despite rapid changes in the population: a drastic
drop in fertility rates among both Italian and German-speaking residents accompa-
nied by a significant increase in immigration. In this case the prevailing logic of
governmentality insists on taking the myriad of differences introduced by immigra-
tion and subordinating them under the categories of ‘Italian” and ‘German’ in order
to maintain the quota system used to organize the distribution of resources and
positions. Zinn’s analysis focuses in particular on the educational sphere, an exem-
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plary site for guaranteeing the reproduction of the system. She observes schools that
essentially survive thanks to the presence of students from immigrant families
whose mother tongue is neither Italian nor German but who are obliged to choose
one language or the other at the moment of registering, a choice that will also bind
them to one or the other political community. Furthermore, there is an array of
‘other’ cultural, ethnicity and affinity characteristics associated with this linguistic
affiliation. Just as with the category allochtoon, these characteristics serve as crite-
ria, unplanned but still effective, for identifying what choices of language and
belonging would grant the most advantages in terms of mimicking an essentialized
identity.

The third section, titled ‘Weaving Kinship and Shaping Identities in Global
Mobility’, investigates how social and spatial mobility is conditioned by national
categories of recognition and inclusion, exploring from the inside out the real-life
trajectories and paradoxical dynamics generated by normative definitions of iden-
tity and belonging. As the title of the section suggests, the chapters by Aurora
Massa, Alice Rossi, Barbara Bertolani and Zithian Guo shift the focus, considering
the nexus between kinship and identity in contemporary efforts to govern global
migration, an analysis aimed at tracing how family and relatedness may represent
both arenas in which borders and boundaries shape subjectivity and belonging and,
at the same time, spaces of agency and mobility.

What all these chapters highlight is that, in a context in which borders are increas-
ingly powerful, classification-based identity is ever more rigid and social divides are
ever deeper. Kinship politics intertwine with the policies governing national belong-
ing to give rise to a complex terrain in which kinship and governmental logics both
overlap and diverge. Indeed, the ways migrants make methodical and systematic use
of kinship as a key (if not exclusive) channel of mobility grants it such renewed
social significance that it ends up calling into question nationality. Moreover, these
ethnographies reveal how individuals interpret, personify and experience borders
and classifications on both symbolic and emotional levels, thereby generating con-
flict and ruptures in terms of subjectivity and kinship relations.

The chapter by Massa opens this section by providing a view of familial experi-
ences and the construction of belonging when these elements intersect with national
history. In particular, she explores how the production of national borders between
Eritrea and Ethiopia sometimes literally cuts across kinship ties and the paradoxical
effects this can give rise to. Logics of national membership end up severing intimate
and conjugal relationships as well as so-called blood ties, to such an extent that they
disrupt the taken-for-granted naturalness of genealogical continuity. This process is
overdetermined by political contingencies and immersed in complex forms of strati-
fication originating from colonial history, the war between the two Horn of Africa
countries, and divergent statuses and opportunities for mobility. State boundaries
thus permeate kinship, reconstructing and reinforcing ethno-national distinctions
and granting them relevance; these distinctions go on to produce breakages when
they end up interwoven with and mixed up within the core of a single family.

It becomes crystal clear just how significant kinship politics have become in this
historical moment characterized by the consolidation of nationality and fortification
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of geopolitical borders when we begin to explore how these politics generate famil-
ial bonds and relatedness in migratory space and enact newly binding restrictions
while at the same time setting up new margins for agency. The chapter by Rossi,
based on a multi-sited ethnography of the mobility strategies of young Moroccan
men in Italy, opens a productive reflection on the pervasive effects of restrictive
migration policies in constructing documented and undocumented status and the
significance that access to citizenship assumes in a context characterized by intense
legal restrictions. Her analysis focuses one young man’s passage from the status of
unaccompanied minor to that of documented adult male migrant which is made pos-
sible by a deliberate — and subtly violent — fiction involving two marriages, a fertile
one in Morocco and a sterile one in Italy. In this case, different marriage practices
and reproductive behaviors are deeply interrelated with the regulation of migrant
flows in which kinship, descent and the state determine what constitutes a legal or
illegal family.

Rossi’s contribution insightfully reveals that it is precisely the vague and unfixed
character of kinship — whether fictional, biological, emotional or created for specific
ends — that makes it a key field of dispute in contemporary migratory paths.
Furthermore, the research we present emphasizes the organizational capabilities
that migrants mobilize in the name of kinship in the sphere of migration, capabili-
ties that go beyond individual actions to involve multiple actors and networks. For
instance, Bertolani’s chapter offers an ethnography of combined marriages linking
Italy and Punjab that highlights how valuable the status of ‘documented migrant’
becomes in this transnational wedding market. Her analysis outlines the process of
social reproduction enacted by these Punjabi families, showing how it develops
through various legal statuses and strategies of family reunification that involve
rethinking and reformulating the meaning of kinship and alliance. Documents
attesting to a migrant’s legal status become a crucial element of the dowry. Above
all, however, documented migrants who might potentially be listed as ‘relatives’
become members of a political economy of kinship that organizes and distributes its
reproductive logics across borders and classifications, weighing the legal value of
individuals and the costs and opportunities associated with various marriage options.

These kinship politics appear to function similarly when they are incorporated
into national borders and subordinated to their logics. With the chapter by Guo, the
analysis turns to migrated Yi political cadres in south-east China, revealing how
even the most emblematically cultural and traditional classifications caught up with
kinship belonging (clan, lineage) and ethnic definitions are complexly and strategi-
cally linked to definitions of class and social standing within the bureaucracy that
provides the political structure for the multifaceted Chinese nation. Change occurs
by deconstructing and renegotiating forms of identity-based belonging through
strategies that legitimize while at the same time continuously re-signifying forms of
affiliation and identification, like a chess match in which the rules are constantly
changing. In a certain sense Guo’s study thus offers a mirror view of the picture that
emerges from Massa’s analysis, illustrating the fluidity of the intersection between
kinship and state politics and observing how the power of ethnic affiliations might
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diminish when trajectories of geographical and social mobility are granted
legitimacy.

Through the chapters in the second section, the volume offers an opportunity to
explore the meanings attributed to the notion of kinship and the elements of social
belonging and reproduction embedded within it, an exploration which reconnects
the idea of kinship with the national discourses and classificatory practices outlined
above and addressed in the volume’s first section. All these studies clearly show that
the process of producing national identity is deployed not only when categories are
imposed from above, but also when individuals themselves embody identities.
Historical, political, and bureaucratic categories become the repertoire people draw
on in enacting their own strategies to manage the discrepancies between places and
belonging, affiliation and nationality.

With the last chapter we offer a conclusive analysis that weaves together the
multiple perspectives provided by the different studies presented in order to retrace
the main strands of research developed in the volume while offering some key
remarks and research notes.
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The Perils of Reification: Identity Categories
and Identity Construction in Migration
Research

David 1. Kertzer

Introduction

The issue I address here is as controversial as it is important: How are identity cat-
egories being used in demographic research and especially in research that focuses
on population movements? These questions not only concern demographers and
other social scientists, for they also bear on matters that affect the general popula-
tion. Indeed, in considering how people are placed into larger identity groupings, we
are dealing with matters that concern people’s own identities. Few things could be
more important.

A series of related issues has drawn attention in recent years, made more press-
ing by the massive scale of recent international mobility. Among these is the ques-
tion of the extent to which modern states themselves have the power to create
people’s ethnic and racial identities through the bureaucratic machinery of govern-
ment. Some years ago, the political scientist Dominique Arel and I brought together
an interdisciplinary group of scholars to tackle this question, resulting in the 2002
book, Census and Identity. We focused on one aspect of this use of state power: the
use of identity categories in national censuses. In our introduction, we tried to dem-
onstrate how the use of such categories creates a particular vision of social reality.
The census normally assigns people to a single category and conceives of them as
sharing a common collective identity with all others who fall in that category. This
process encourages people to view the world as composed of distinct groups of
people. ‘Rather than view social links as complex and social groupings situational,
the view promoted by the census’, we wrote, ‘is one in which populations are
divided into neat categories.” Here we cited the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s
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observation: ‘statistics are to bodies and social types what maps are to territories:
they flatten and enclose.” (Kertzer and Arel 2002: 5-6).!

But the problem of inventing identity categories and then acting as if they cap-
tured some kind of external reality is far from confined to the architects of national
censuses. Nor is this error simply found among an unsophisticated population when
confronted with the official use of such categories. The fact is that social scien-
tists—and even some of the most sophisticated among them—constantly makes use
of reified identity categories in their analyses. Alfred North Whitehead famously
warned of just this ‘fallacy of misplaced concreteness.’?

The call for the conference on which this book is based noted that ‘Anthropology
and Sociology have both contributed to uncovering the implicit essentialism under-
lying the racial and cultural definitions of difference conventionally used to identify,
subdivide and classify human populations.” This statement is certainly accurate in
that anthropologists and sociologists have regularly pointed out the tendency to
invent identity categories and then treat them as if they reflected an external reality.
Yet it is perhaps also a bit misleading, as I will try to demonstrate in this chapter, for
much work on migration suffers from confusion about the nature of these categories
and remains largely ignorant of the ways in which they produce misleading results.
Skerry (2000) has argued that censuses should not be seen as ‘scientific’ undertak-
ings, but rather as political in nature. It is worth asking whether the same might be
said about other demographic research that relies on the use of identity categories.

Ethnicity

Much ink has been spilled trying to provide a satisfactory definition of ethnicity,
perhaps the most general and frequently used term in trying to capture identity cat-
egories, especially in dealing with migration. In a recent attempt to specify what
should be meant by ‘ethnicity’, Brown and Langer (2010: 2) define it as ‘a sense of
group belonging, based on ideas of common origins, history, culture, language,
experience and values.” Recent instructions for the New Zealand national census
similarly emphasize a sense of belonging. ‘Ethnicity is the ethnic group or groups
that people identify with or feel they belong to.” Ethnicity, in this view, is a ‘cultural’
trait and not to be confused with race, ancestry, or nationality, even though, the
census manual laments, when asked for their ethnic identification people often pro-
vide exactly such responses.?

It is important to pause here to consider more carefully the widespread notion
that people ‘belong’ to ethnic ‘groups’. New Zealand’s census is far from unusual.

'We further develop some of our perspectives on the politics of identity categorization in censuses
in Kertzer and Arel (20006).

2Duster (2005: 1050) reminds us of Whitehead’s warning.
3 Statistics New Zealand, n.d.
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The 2001 Northern Ireland census asks: “To which of these ethnic groups do you
belong?’ There follows this list: White; Irish Traveler; Mixed; Indian; Pakistani;
Bangladeshi; Other Asian; Black Caribbean; Black African; Other Black; Chinese;
Other ethnic group. Similarly, the British Labour Force Survey asks: “To which of
these ethnic groups do you consider you belong? White; Mixed; Asian or Asian
British; Black or Black British; Chinese; Other ethnic group’ (MacInnes 2011: 281—
4; King-O’Riain 2007).

Can we forgive the poor confused respondent who cannot tell the difference
between ‘race’ and ‘ethnic group’ when she is offered such choices for her ethnic
group as ‘White’, ‘Asian’, and ‘Black’? Note, just as importantly, the implication
that every individual ‘belongs’ to an ethnic group, a lesson that the state and those
social scientists involved in such survey work keep trying to teach people. What, in
this context, one might ask, does ‘belonging’ to a ‘mixed’ ethnic group consist of?

That there is a clear distinction between racial categorizing and ethnic categoriz-
ing is a common refrain in the social scientific, and even biomedical, literature. Ford
and Harawa (2010: 251-2), in recently proposing ‘A new conceptualization of eth-
nicity for social epidemiologic and health equity research’, try to establish a clear
distinction between the two. Race, they write, is ‘a designation imposed on people’,
linked to centuries-old attempts to divide humans into major geographical catego-
ries. ‘Ethnicity, on the other hand’, they write, ‘encompasses the aspects of social
life (e.g., culture) and personal identity that people within some collective (choose
to) share’. There is considerable irony in these remarks for, far from choosing to
share an ethnic identity, people are forced by survey researchers and census workers
to identify themselves with one.

Rogers Brubaker (2009) has taken up this issue in a recent review of the literature
on ethnicity, race, and nationalism. He reminds us that, a century ago, Max Weber
warned that these are vague vernacular terms and should not be regarded as signal-
ing fundamentally different concepts (ibid: 26-28).

That ethnicity cannot be profitably differentiated from race or ancestry should be
clear from my Northern Irish and British examples. But let me give an example
from my own work of many years ago (Hicks and Kertzer 1972). A group of people
in Rhode Island (USA) in the 1930s took advantage of the newly enacted U.S. Indian
Reorganization Act to establish their claim as members of the tribe of Narragansett
Indians.* This surprised many people in Rhode Island who thought the last
Narragansett Indian had died decades earlier. The members of this group wanted to
be seen as Narragansett Indians, to be distinguished from their neighbors who were
viewed, on the one hand, as African American, and on the other as a variety of
‘white’ ethnic groups: Italian-American, Irish-American, and Portuguese-American.
Yet no one could claim that the Indian ‘racial’ identity was ‘imposed’ on them.
Their problem was just the opposite: how to convince a skeptical public to accept
their claim to Indian identity.

*In the original article Hicks and T used the pseudonym of ‘Monhegan Indians’ for the Narragansetts.
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On Groupism

The notion that people ‘belong’ to an ethnic group raises another important ques-
tion. What is meant by ‘group’? Cadogan (2008: 53), in a statement reflecting a
common view, asserts that ‘Sociologically, ethnicity may be understood as subjec-
tive belonging to a group’. It may be that sociologists would like to define ethnicity
this way, but I would argue that such modes of sociological analysis are misguided.
The perils of reification are evident here. In what sense is “White’ a group? Or even
‘Hispanic’ or ‘Russian’?

Again, censuses and many national surveys use exactly this language of belong-
ing. The Hungarian census provides a list and asks: “Which of these nationalities do
you think you belong to?” The UK census simply asks “What is your ethnic group?’
Here identity is cast as a simple self-evident trait such as age or sex. This idea of
people ‘belonging’ to an ethnic group is promulgated by international conventions
as well. Article 3 of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities stipulates that ‘every person belonging to a national minority shall have
the right freely to choose to be treated or not to be treated as such’ (Simon 2012:
1381). The implication, clearly, is that whether or not people belong to a national
minority is not a matter of individual choice but is rather a given. It would be hard
to find a clearer example of essentialism.

Brubaker (2009: 26-28) has referred to the error commonly committed by social
scientists in deploying these labels as ‘groupism’. He defines this as ‘the tendency
to treat various categories of people as if they were internally homogeneous, exter-
nally bounded groups’. This tendency leads social scientists (but also the general
public who adopt these perspectives) ‘to take ethnic and racial groups and nations
as basic constituents of social life, chief protagonists of social conflicts, and funda-
mental units of social analysis’. Brubaker notes that such groupist thinking has
somehow survived decades of academic critiques denouncing essentialism and
reification.

Looking at studies of migrant adaptation, Andreas Wimmer (2007) has offered
his own critique of such groupist thinking (although not using this term). He finds it
to be prevalent both in the classic assimilation paradigm in migration studies—
which he believes has recently seen a revival in both the U.S. and Europe—and
among ‘multiculturalists’. Those promoting a multicultural migration model
‘assume([s] that the boundaries of culture, category/identity, and community coin-
cide in an unproblematic way. The units of analysis are communities of immigrants
from a particular country of origin’. In the assimilationist paradigm, individuals
gradually weaken their ties to this ethnic identity, joining the mainstream. In the
multicultural version, by contrast, ethnic persistence is seen as a good thing, to be
nourished. “If they are nor maintained and therefore ‘lost’ to assimilation, it is
because these cultures/communities/identities have been suppressed and not given
public recognition by the dominant community, otherwise they would have been
maintained” (2007: 4-6). Wimmer does not exempt the more recent transnationalist
perspective from this critique. Although transnationalist studies deterritorialize
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ethnic group membership, and so view the group as stretching across national
boundaries, they still picture the world, in Wimmer’s (2007: 7) words, as ‘made up
by clearly demarcated communities of identity and shared culture’.

Wimmer draws both on the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrik Barth and on
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu to articulate a different approach to the study of
such identities. Both men have figured in my own thinking. Over four decades ago
Barth (1969) challenged what I here—borrowing from Brubaker—am labeling the
groupist view of ethnicity. He called on scholars to focus not on groups as such—for
they are highly problematic—but on boundaries, on the continuous process by
which people distinguish among people’s identities. This is a process that is situa-
tional and subject to a myriad of influences at a wide variety of social levels. It is
also a process that is continuously evolving. While Barth focused primarily on the
ways individuals deploy these identities from below, Bourdieu (1999) has empha-
sized the role that elites play in the creation and manipulation of these identities.

The generic identity of ‘immigrant’ can itself be profitably examined from this
perspective.’ How is ‘immigrant’ to be defined? A strict definition would limit the
immigrant identity to those who have themselves migrated (although this too, it
turns out, is not as straightforward as it might seem. I could live in Italy for many
years and intend to remain there yet not be considered an immigrant by Italians. By
contrast an African living in Italy for a few months and with a clear intention of
returning home might well be called an immigrant). We commonly speak of second
and third generation immigrants, and even fourth and fifth generation. But why
should this identity be transmitted from parent to child while other kinds of identi-
ties are not?

Pitfalls of Focusing Migrant Studies on Ethnic Groups

Among the pitfalls of the central position given to ethnicity in migration studies is
the tendency to see the migrant and the migrant’s family as first and foremost a
member of an ethnic group (or group of national origin). Rather than problematiz-
ing the importance of that identity, it tends to be taken as the person’s basic point of
reference. Given Wimmer’s critique of transnationalism—noting how it has shared
in the groupist fallacy—it is revealing that one of the best known figures in develop-
ing transnationalist approaches in anthropological studies of migration—Nina Glick
Schiller—has recently tried to free migration studies from these blinders. Her 2006
American Ethnologist article (with colleagues Caglar and Guldbrandsen), is signifi-
cantly titled ‘Beyond the ethnic lens: Locality, globality, and born-again incorpora-
tion’. ‘The central concern’ of their article, they state, ‘is to develop a conceptual
framework for the study of migration, settlement, and transborder connection that is
not dependent on the ethnic group as either the unit of analysis or sole object of
study’. In an unusual comparative ethnographic study of a small city in each of two

SWimmer (2007: 15) also makes this point.



28 D.I. Kertzer

countries—Germany and the United States—they show how a focus on migrant
participation in born-again Christian communities helps us understand migrant
adjustment.

The possibility that in some social settings religion may provide a more signifi-
cant identity than ethnicity in understanding the nature of migrant adaptation has,
parenthetically, been raised in various European contexts by the large number of
Muslim immigrants. Britain, which had previously resisted pressures to ask a reli-
gion question on its national census, came to seriously consider adding a question
due in part to this concern. The new question for the 2001 census asked ‘What is
your religion?” followed by eight boxes, of which respondents were to tick only
one.® Aspinall’s (2000: 590) discussion of the decision to use the religion question
on the 2001 British census is worth pondering:

In Britain Muslims make up about half of all persons who are not ‘white’ and their numbers
are growing in both absolute and relative terms (Anwar 1993). Modood has argued that this
group ‘must be reflected in any attempt to take some measure of ethnic minority identities
and culture’ (Modood et al. 1994).

Aspinall, one of the more sophisticated analysts of migration, revealingly refers
here to British Muslims as a ‘group’, something I do not think can be justified. But
the underlying point may simply be that there is as much justification in treating
Muslims as a group as treating ‘Arabs’ or ‘Whites’ or ‘Hispanics’ as a group.

Let us return from this detour into religion to Glick Schiller et al. and their cri-
tique of transnationalism. They excoriate their fellow transnationalist scholars of
migration for their prima facie treatment of ethnic identity as central to migrants. As
they put it (2006: 613):

scholars of migration continue to use “ethnic community” as both the object of study and
the unit of analysis in migration research. The new diaspora studies perpetuate the problem
by defining the unit of study as people who share an ancestry and a history of dispersal. The
ethnic lens used by these scholars shapes-and, in our opinion, obscures-the diversity of
migrants’ relationships to their place of settlement and to other localities around the world.

Their study takes aim in particular at the tendency in migration studies to
privilege large ‘gateway’ cities where the existence of large concentrations of
migrants from the same places of origin leads to misleading characterizations of the
centrality of ethnic identity in migrant adjustment. They conclude that ‘nonethnic
pathways [of migrant incorporation] will play a greater role in overall migrant
incorporation in smaller-scale cities’ (2006: 626).

®This formulation of the religion question brings up many of the same issues of reification of social
identities that apply to the use of ethnic categorization.
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Ancestry and the Problem of Multiple Origins

As scholars have struggled with the complexities of assigning people to ethnic cat-
egories, some have argued that it is preferable to use the concept of ‘ancestry’ rather
than that of ethnic group. In a recent examination of the impact of migration on the
racial and ethnic composition of the U.S. population, Perez and Hirschman (2009:
12) assert that ‘Ancestry’—which they define as ‘the countries or regions of birth of
a respondent’s parents, grandparents, great grandparents, and so on’—‘is a poten-
tially objective characteristic’. They contrast this with ethnic and racial identities,
which they assert are, by contrast... ‘subjective claims of affiliation’.

On first sight, this claim has some appeal. After all, one might say that the fact
that both of one’s parents were born in Mexico is an objective ‘fact’, while stating
that such a person is ‘Hispanic’ is not. Yet, if my grandparents migrated from a
Jewish shtetl in lands then part of the Russian empire but now part of Poland, in
what sense is labeling my ancestry as ‘Russian’ or ‘Polish’ an ‘objective fact’? One
might say the same for the ‘Iraqi’ or ‘Syrian’ ancestry of someone whose grandpar-
ents came from a Kurdish community before the postcolonial creation of either Iraq
or Syria.

Moreover, the distinction between ancestry and ethnicity is often, in practice,
elided. Consider that in the American Community Survey, which is administered
each year to three million households by the U.S. Census Bureau, there is an ‘ances-
try’ question. It reads: “What is this person’s ancestry or ethnic origin?’ There fol-
lows a list of examples that range from ‘Italian and African-American to Lebanese,
Polish, and Ukrainian’. Lest there be confusion, instructions specify that “The intent
of the ancestry question is not to measure the degree of attachment the respondent
had to a particular ethnicity. For example, a response of ‘Irish’ might reflect total
involvement in an ‘Irish’ community or only a memory of ancestors several genera-
tions removed.”” Revealingly, this question made its way to Census Bureau national
surveys as a result of political lobbying. In this case, ethnic entrepreneurs represent-
ing themselves as spokesmen for various ‘white ethnics’—Italian-American,
Polish-American, etc.—were upset in the 1970s about the government’s obsession
with race and Hispanic ethnicity. They wanted government surveys to show how
many Americans should be counted as part of their number (Prewitt 2013:
173-78).

Of course the other problem with trying to link ancestry to a particular ethnic
identity is the fact that people’s ancestry is so commonly complex. The Canadian
census, which asks an ancestry question, deals with this by allowing four boxes in
reply to its question: To which ethnic or cultural group (s) did this person’s ances-
tors belong? Interestingly, the list of examples given includes such ancestral ethnic
groups as ‘Canadian, Italian, Chilean, and Jewish’ (Bourhis 2003).

This brings us back to the question of ethnicity and religion and the futility of
treating these as if they referred to different kinds of social phenomena. Here the
Yugoslavian case is especially interesting. In much of the Balkans in the past insofar
as people had meaningful identities that went beyond the purely local—people
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frequently gave ‘I'm from here’ in response to questions of their identities—they
identified with a religion. If we take the case of what is now Bosnia, people long
identified themselves—and were identified by political officials—in just this way:
Muslims, Orthodox Christian, Roman Catholic, or Jewish. It was only beginning in
the mid-nineteenth century that the spread of nationalist ideologies led Bosnia’s
Christian population to begin to redefine themselves as Croats, if Catholic, or Serbs,
if Orthodox (Markowitz 2007: 54). Hence religious identities were transformed into
ethnic identities.

The Invention of the Hispanics

The invention of an ethnic group labeled ‘Hispanic’ in the United States offers a
particularly telling instance of both the power of the state in creating identity for
immigrants and the ways in which ethnic entrepreneurs are deeply implicated in
these identity creations.

Back in the early 1970s, the size of the migrant population in the United States
from Latin America and the Caribbean islands was growing. Among the largest such
flows were those from Mexico and from Puerto Rico. A smaller but highly visible
number of recent Cuban immigrants, post-revolution, were also settling in. At the
time these immigrants had no notion that they were all part of the same cultural or
ethnic group. On the contrary, early attempts at bringing together different popula-
tions of Spanish-speaking migrants failed miserably.

Linked to the question of the ethnic identity of these immigrants was the thorny
question—from the U.S. Census Bureau perspective—of their racial identity, for the
U.S. had categorized everyone by race since the first national census in 1790.
Mexicans, the largest immigrant population, had traditionally been categorized as
‘white’. In fact, an attempt by the Census Bureau in 1930 to create a separate
Mexican ‘race’ was denounced by representatives of the Mexican-origin population
in the U.S. and so Mexicans reverted to ‘whites’ in the following census (Schor
2005: 92). But by the 1970s some Mexican-American ethnic organizations were
calling on the Census Bureau to recognize Latin American immigrants and their
descendants as a separate, Brown race. The Bureau called on three expert anthro-
pologists to study the proposal, yet they failed to reach agreement. One of the three
anthropologists, as later described by a census official, ‘deemed [the Spanish Origin]
a separate race, especially if you considered the Mexican Americans ... but two oth-
ers found them to be white, especially if you considered Cubans in Florida’.” The
proposal to introduce a new, Spanish-origin ‘race’ also met resistance from political
representatives of other ‘racial’ groups—African-American, native American, and
Asians—who feared that adding the choice of ‘Spanish-origin’ as a race would
diminish their numbers and hence their political clout.

7Quoted by Mora (2014: 9). This account is based on Mora’s article.
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Given this situation, the Census officials decided that it would be safer to treat
Latin American origin as an ethnic question rather than a racial question. The final
decisions were made only after a new advisory body was created composed in part
of ethnic activists who were considered to represent these Latin American origin
populations. A new ethnic identity was invented, Hispanic, to incorporate (in an
only very imprecisely defined way) all those of Latin American and Caribbean ori-
gin from Spanish-origin countries.

Although earlier Mexican immigrants and their descendants had opposed being
identified together with others with whom they saw little in common—Puerto
Ricans, Cubans, Argentinians, etc.—ethnic entrepreneurs now came to realize the
major political and economic benefits to be derived from creating this omnibus
Hispanic identity. For example, the Mexican-American political lobbying group,
La Raza, transformed itself into a Hispanic identity group. Overnight, it went from
representing only immigrants of Mexican descent to claiming it spoke for a popula-
tion that, they argued, exceeded in size America’s preeminent minority population,
African-Americans (Mora 2014: 17). The claim that this newly fabricated ‘group’ is
huge and growing is now a common one. In a typical recent report, we are told that
‘Hispanics are the nation’s largest minority group’. The same report—by a major
U.S. survey organization—goes on to say that ‘At more than 50 million strong, they
make up 16% of the U.S. population now, and by some projections, that share will
rise to nearly 30% by mid-century’ (Pew Hispanic Center 2012: 11). Curiously, the
same survey report (ibid.: 6) revealed that less than a quarter of all those identified
in the survey as ‘Hispanics’ actually said they typically identified themselves that
way (or as ‘Latinos’, the other common pan-ethnic label, although one more closely
linked to Mexican-Americans).

One might think that social scientists, able to dispassionately deconstruct this
political process, would retain a critical perspective on these artificial identities. Yet
in practice the overwhelming proportion not only of social scientific work but even
work done in public health—and, indeed, in epidemiology—acts as if such a ‘group’
existed and that, in the biomedical case, it had some kind of genetic—or at least
environmental—unity.

Even those who are conscious of the problem seem to be unable to help them-
selves in slipping into fuzzy thinking. A 2014 study published in the American
Review of Public Administration (Visser 2014: 237), for example, notes that ‘a pref-
erence for ethnic group identification has persisted among Hispanics, despite
increasing rates of interethnic and interracial marriages as well as increasing levels
of assimilation in the United States’. Yet such a formulation assumes exactly that
which cannot be assumed, that there is an a priori population ‘Hispanic’. The arti-
cle’s topic, the ‘Hispanic undercount in United States census surveys’, itself illus-
trates the problem: how can one measure an ‘undercount’ without a notion that there
is some objectively existing set of individuals out there in the population to be
counted?

The problem only becomes more severe when the inevitable slippage occurs
and the migration analyst moves from the use of Hispanic as an identity to the
notion that people having such an identity are part of a Hispanic ‘community’.
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One commonly finds such statements in survey reports as the following: ‘Survey
responses are further complicated by the fact that the Latino population is a very
heterogeneous one, and groups within the Latino community might have widely
varying interpretations of racial and ethnic categories and their meaning’ (Campbell
and Rogalin 2006: 1033). Having invented the ethnic identity of Hispanic, social
scientists are now writing as if there were such a thing as a Hispanic
‘community’.

This kind of hazy thinking about migrant identities has many significant political
consequences. There are few more charged issues in Europe today than the size of
different immigrant flows into one’s country. The threat posed by an influx of
‘hordes’ of foreigners who do not share the country’s values is a common refrain in
nativist movements and among right-wing politicians. This makes fuzzy thinking
about migrant identity all the more dangerous.

In this context, what are we to make of such common claims as the following,
here offered by perhaps the most prestigious source of scientific analysis in the
u.s.?

According to National Research Council projections [made in the late 1990s], by the year
2050, America’s Latino and Asian populations are expected to triple, constituting about
25% and 8% of the U.S. population, respectively (Lee and Bean 2004: 221-22).

Consider that the same demographic study that cited this projection noted that by
the third generation, over half of all ‘Latinos’ married ‘whites’. Here there are mul-
tiple potential sources of confusion, for according to the census the former is an
ethnicity and the latter is a race. Indeed, most Hispanics in the U.S. answer the race
question by saying that they are ‘white’. However, from the context it seems clear
that what is meant is that most third-generation Hispanics marry non-Hispanics.
And given intermarriage rates (similar for Asian immigrants to the U.S.), one might
as well state that in the year 2100 the great majority of Americans will be either
‘Hispanic” or ‘Asian’. This is exactly the place where, following a logic best
described as reductio ad absurdum, much of the migration literature seems to be
taking us.

Conclusion

The study of migration is intimately tied to the use of identity categories. In the
simplest and most direct use of such categorization, demographers calculate the
number of migrants in a particular geopolitical destination by their country of ori-
gin. Yet from this relatively straightforward —though far from unproblematic— means
of identifying people, it proves a short step to something very different as new iden-
tity categories are invented (e.g., Hispanic) and old identity categories are used to
refer to individuals who themselves are not migrants at all (e.g., third-generation
Italian-American). People’s identities are multiple, complex, situational, and not
stable over time. They are influenced both by state practices and ethnic and racial
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entrepreneurs. While many scholars recognize this at a theoretical level, in their
empirical migration research they continue to embrace a much less nuanced under-
standing of migrant identity.
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Part 11
Building the Nation through Frontiers
and Classifications



The Uninvited Migrant, the ‘Autochtoon’
and the ‘Allochtoon’ in the Netherlands

Jeroen Doomernik

Introduction

This chapter discusses the process by which the Dutch statistical terms ‘autochtoon’
and ‘allochtoon’ turned from neutral tools with which to monitor the effects of inte-
gration policies into tools for populist rhetoric. This is done by an analysis of parlia-
mentary minutes and political debates from the past decade and a half. After
introducing the Netherlands as a country of immigration, and discussing the country’s
tradition of dealing with denominational diversity, the genesis of the terms ‘autoch-
toon’ and ‘allochtoon’ is presented. From this it becomes clear why and how espe-
cially the second one of this dichotomous couple, denoting foreign origins, is very
attractive for populist political use. Following that section, it is tentatively proposed
that the internal ‘bordering’ that is being performed in this manner is related to uncer-
tainties resulting from European integration, for instance in the field of joint asylum
and refugee policies, which so far is not matched by a nation-building component.
Going around Europe looking at what is reported in the national media, the like-
lihood is considerable to hear reference being made to people who are unlike ‘us’.
This then either pertains to those who take advantage (e.g. political elites in the
national capital or in Brussels) of our naivety or to those who should not be here in
the first place (Doomernik 2014). Looking a little closer it becomes clear that the
precise identity of this second category is puzzling. Generally speaking the subjects
are immigrants and their descendants yet the words employed to identify them can
be very different. This, moreover, is not merely (if at all) a matter of semantics but
one of substance: not just the terms used differ, but actual definitions differ too.
Consider the common use of the words foreigner, immigrant, allochtoon, or guest
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worker for residents with roots elsewhere or refugee, illegal migrant, or asylum
seeker for those who currently arrive uninvited and hoping to resettle. Leaving aside
the second set of terms for the moment, the main aim of this chapter is to explore
the first set and to investigate how ‘objective’ terms can be turned into powerful
political tools by certain — usually populist — political actors. The exploration starts
in the Dutch context.

The ‘Others’ in the Netherlands

The Netherlands has not always been home to a homogenous Dutch people. After
the country’s independence from Spain in 1648, the Dutch nation could only exist
and survive by considerable tolerance towards religious pluralism. This culminated
during the twentieth century in what Lijphart (1968) identified as a consociational
democracy. The term refers to a nation that contains parallel societies, geographi-
cally segregated to varying extents, and in any case with little social interaction. All
denominations (religious and political) thus were self-contained. Popularly the
image of pillars was often used (each a denomination) that only touch each other (in
the national state institutions such a parliament) in an overarching structure (like a
roof). Each ‘pillar’ had its own political party and social infrastructure like schools,
universities, labour unions, medical facilities, media and such. Access on an equal
footing to the state’s scarce resources guaranteed peaceful co-existence and conti-
nuity. This era came to its end with the assent of previously unknown levels of
wealth and education and a resultant distance to religion and ideology in the 1970s.
With few exceptions, the Dutch no longer consider it relevant whether their neigh-
bours or colleagues subscribe to Communist, Social Democrat, Roman Catholic or
Protestant convictions, whereas earlier the social distances between these denomi-
nations had been virtually insurmountable. In other words, ‘the others’ that most
Dutch people were most keenly aware of in those days of limited international travel
were actually part of ‘us’ as a nation at the same time.

Since this onset of secularization, the protagonists in the division between ‘us’
and ‘them’ have dramatically changed. Of course, the country had seen the arrival
and settlement of large numbers of international migrants arriving more or less con-
tinuously since the end of the Second World War (not suggesting there had not been
significant international migration during earlier periods). Early on in most cases
this did not yet mean that ‘others’ had arrived, especially not if these migrants had
been part of Dutch colonial elites. However, other immigrants did bring new cul-
tures and denominations into the country. Their social belonging was less self-
evident but since they arrived in response to labour market needs, at the time this did
not give rise to political concerns. This not immediately changed once these work-
ers started to bring over their family members. The government’s policy focus was
inclusive. The past decade and a half this has changed. Considerable electoral sup-
port has become available for politicians who point out imported deviation from the
Dutch main stream. Among those Islam is the most frequently invoked. This goes
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hand in hand with exclusionary rhetoric and policies; in Van Houtum and Van
Naerssen (2002) terms (b)ordering and ‘othering’ and a reshaping of what Geddes
(2005) calls conceptual borders. This happens wilfully by political entrepreneurs.
And it also is a paradoxical outcome of government’s categorization for the benefit
of inclusionary migrant policies.

More or less concurrently to secularization Dutch territorial borders lost most of
their meaning as a consequence of European integration. Only the seaports and
Schiphol airport (Amsterdam) are still actively guarded borders because they are
gates of entry for arrivals from outside the Schengen area (the European Union’s
member states minus the United Kingdom and Ireland, but plus Switzerland, Iceland
and Norway). The gradual expansion of this area of free internal mobility has meant
that presently many migrants are EU-nationals and, as a consequence, fewer are
third-country nationals for whom a restrictive regime applies. Yet more and more
efforts are put into keeping out unwanted third country nationals. The borders sur-
rounding the Schengen area obviously have gained relevance as a result. However,
though in a certain way these borders are also Dutch, they have little political con-
nection to Dutch sovereignty. This presently is primarily exercised at virtual admin-
istrative borders through admission, residence and naturalization policies. In other
words: governing admission to the system has replaced admission to the territory as
such (cf. Geddes 2005).

As we shall see, prospective immigrants who are to be excluded from admission,
at least as much as international legal obligations allow, are those who are not
EU-nationals, and whose arrival does not clearly serve an economic purpose.
Among those a considerable proportion are ethnically the same as those long-term
residents and Dutch citizens of immigrant background who are the subjects of ‘oth-
ering’ by ‘conceptual borders’.

Next we describe and analyse the processes by which this reordering, ‘reother-
ing’ and re-shifting of membership in the Dutch nation takes place; who might be
eligible to belong; and who dejure belongs but socially speaking is on the outside
regardless? In addition, we aim to investigate the role of intensifying bordering
practices at Europe’s outer perimeter might be playing in this. The reasoning will be
much in line with that of Geddes (2005) who identifies close connections between
European economic and political integration whilst access to welfare systems and
labour markets to an important degree remain national, and the salience of external
borders. Geddes furthermore argues that this in a sense means that borders within
the nation — those of an organizational and conceptual nature — stay important or
even gain in significance. Central in his argument stands the distinction between
those who are excluded and included by admission policies. After showing how this
works out in the Dutch case, we take Geddes reasoning a few steps further by dis-
cussing the effects of specific institutional arrangements that allow for the defining
of borders within the nation’s population; i.e. not those between nationals and aliens.
The Dutch case may have its specific characteristics but simultaneously, so it is sug-
gested here, is illustrative for virtually universal mechanisms. Indeed, it is postu-
lated that processes of integration of diverse populations (like the European area of
Freedom, Security and Justice) almost by definition demand an increased ‘othering’
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of those who are not partners in such a project. As Karyotis (2007) argues this takes
concrete shape in a performative manner at the European borders. Following Elias’
(2008) theoretical perspective or Anderson’s (2006) reasoning one might also see
this as a first step in a process of European nation building induced by instrumental
collaboration for defensive, economic and political reasons. On an empirical level
counter evidence most certainly is not difficult to find. In any event: as long as
Europeans cannot be sure about who they are as ‘a nation’ at least it is helpful for
them to know whom they are not. Here too the scope and implications of the article
aim beyond the Dutch case.

As a backdrop against which these developments can be described in detail first
of all a brief overview of immigration to the Netherlands of the past half century is
given.

The Netherlands as a Country of Immigration

World War II left Europe’s colonial powers weakened and in hindsight it was clear
that their empires were drawing to a close. The Dutch empire was no exception. In
1943 the Japanese invaded the Dutch East Indies. The occupation that followed laid
bare the inability of the Dutch to exercise their colonial rule and after the War cries
for independence became loud. Initial attempts to counter such development led to
an uprising, which the deployment of Dutch troops could not crush. By 1949
Indonesian independence had become inevitable. Not all of this new nation’s inhab-
itants were equally happy with this outcome and those people preferred to move to
the former motherland. They had been members of the Indonesian middle classes,
belonging to or being associated with the Dutch ruling elite. From the Dutch per-
spective, their arrival was seen as unexpected, an inflow of people with a tropical
background, but also as a logical consequence of the end of an era. In official dis-
course these immigrants were referred to as ‘repatriates’ suggesting they all had
been born in the Netherlands, which many were not (Lucassen and Penninx 1997).

After Indonesia became independent, only Suriname and some Caribbean Islands
were left as territorial remnants of the colonial past. From 1954 these had been full
parts of the Kingdom of the Netherlands and until today this holds true for the
islands Aruba, Bonaire, Curacao, Saint Maarten, Saba, and Saint Eustacius.
Suriname gained its independence in 1975, in the process of which a large section
of the Surinamese population moved to the Netherlands. Their numbers rose further
during the 5 years following independence. During that interim period Surinamese
citizens could still opt for Dutch citizenship provided they moved to the ‘mother-
land’ before late 1980. By that a third or more of all Surinamese people had reset-
tled in the Netherlands, predominantly in the larger cities (van Amersfoort and van
Niekerk 2006; Van Amersfoort 2011; Vezzoli 2015).

Once the Netherlands had economically recovered from the devastations of the
Second World War, demands on the labour market were such that employers began
looking for temporary workers abroad. Between 1960 and 1970 their recruitment
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became the subject of the bilateral agreements with a number of Mediterranean
countries. Although recruitment first focussed on countries on the European shores
the largest numbers of foreign workers ultimately arrived from Turkey and Morocco.
The migration of these workers, also referred to as ‘guest workers’ came to its end
as a result the oil crisis of 1973 (Penninx et al. 1994: 10). Implicitly it was taken for
granted that these ‘guests’ would return home once they were no longer needed.
However, this did not happen to any major extent. Instead immigration continued,
this time of the family members of these labour migrants. Compared to the govern-
ments of other states, notably Germany, who had similarly imported ‘guest workers’
the Dutch relatively early, i.e. by the end of the 1970s, realized that many migrants
had settled and therefore their integration should be facilitated. In concrete terms
this meant they should have easy access to Dutch citizenship so they could exercise
all necessary rights. Naturalization was offered after 5 years of legal residence and
few other conditions had to be fulfilled. It also meant that, following the Dutch ‘pil-
larization’ tradition they should be encouraged to retain their own culture and reli-
gion. On an equal footing with other denominations this allowed for the creation of
publically funded schools and also, albeit it small, broadcasting corporations for
Muslims and other new religions. Religious organizations were furthermore encour-
aged to join consultative bodies appointed by national and local governments.

Until the mid 1980s Dutch immigration first and foremost had its origin in these
(post) colonial and ‘guest worker’ experiences. Including its offspring this immigra-
tion resulted in sizeable ethnic communities. However, from the second half of the
1980s continuing immigration from these sources became superseded, at least in the
public’s perception, by a rapidly diversifying immigration of refugees and asylum
seekers. Those migrants arrived from many parts of the less developed world and
also from the disintegrating and civil war-torn Yugoslav Republic. This immigration
stayed dominant during the whole of the 1990s, only to lose its significance after the
introduction of a strict new alien’s law in 2001 (Vreemdelingenwet 2000).

On January 1, 2015 4372 thousand residents have their roots in Indonesia; 348
thousand in Suriname; 396 thousand in Turkey and 375 thousand in Morocco. The
immigration of people seeking refuge in the 1990s added numerous smaller com-
munities. Overall, in 2016, 1.9 million people who live in the Netherlands are immi-
grants (foreign born) (constituting 11% of an overall population of 17 million).
Adding their offspring 22% of the Dutch population has foreign roots, or in the
terms normally used in Dutch public discourse, this is the size of the allochtonous
population (something we return to later on) (figures from CBS Statline 2015 and
2016).

Categories of Native and Foreign

It seems safe to postulate that one of the widest windows through which to see into
the heart of a nation is framed by its population statistics because these signify who
is considered to be of political concern and for which particular reason. Countries in
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which membership traditionally has been characterized by ius sanguinis (the law of
the blood) assume ethnic homogeneity as the norm. Citizens are all those who are
children of citizens and those who are not tend to be discouraged from naturaliza-
tion. Statistics reflect this by a primary distinction between nationals and foreigners
or aliens (Fassmann 2009). Citizenship based on ethnic criteria almost by definition
makes it difficult to incorporate newcomers with clearly different ethnic features.
Under those circumstances immigrants for prolonged periods of time and to a large
degree, indeed are the equivalent to ‘foreigners’ and thus enumerated in the popula-
tion statistics. In fact, it is not unusual for the children of immigrants to also (still)
be among the foreign part of the population because they too inherit the nationality
of their parents. Paradoxically, by the same principle it is quite possible for immi-
grants to escape enumeration if they are and always have been co-ethnics (and de
facto nationals), perhaps even regardless of cultural or linguistic proximity to the
‘fatherland’. The millions of Aussiedler (ethnic Germans who are descendants of
migrants who left Germany for Eastern European destinations two centuries ago)
freely resettling in Germany or Jews ‘returning’ to Israel are well-known cases in
point (Doomernik 1997). Another example is found in Japan, a nation virtually
closed to foreign settlers but comparatively open towards Peruvian and Brazilian
immigrants who are descendants of emigrants who left for Latin America several
generations ago (Tsuda 2003).

Nations whose nationality law is based on the notion of ius soli (or law of the
land) define membership according to place of birth. This usually has a more inclu-
sive effect than ius sanguinis. Indeed, countries that are typical representatives of
this principle do collect statistics based on immigration (foreign born persons) and
on nationality but descendants of migrants as a rule are not traceable in the popula-
tion statistics (Fassmann 2009). They thus are an unknown quantity.

When the Dutch government developed its migrant integration policies in the
early 1980s, as mentioned, these included easy naturalization. At the same time the
government expressed an interest in the ability to monitor the long-term effects —
i.e. into the second generation — of its integration efforts. This necessitated the intro-
duction of descend as a statistical marker. To this end the concept of allochtoon was
developed. The term gained currency once the Scientific Council for Government
Policy (WRR) embraced it in a milestone report of 1989 titled Allochtonenbeleid
(Allochtoon Policy) (Jacobs and Rea 2012). The allochtonous are currently defined
as those residents who are foreign born and has at least one parent who likewise is
born elsewhere or, if born in the Netherlands, have at least one parent to whom this
applies (Ibid.). To be sure: nationality is of no relevance. Indeed, the large majority
of the allochtonous population are Dutch nationals (and often also of the country
they or their parents came from). By default, those who are not allochtoon are the
autochtonous. Commonly this applies to all who are Dutch nationals of Dutch
native extraction but could and undoubtedly will include persons who are legally
speaking aliens.

Not all immigrant groups were deemed to be in need of government support so a
further distinction was made between people of western and non-western origin.
Westerners are Europeans and others from industrialized countries (for historical
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reasons including Indonesia). Non-western allochtonen are those who originate
from the less developed parts of the world.

This conception of allochtony introduces ethnicity in population statistics but at
the same time does so in an imprecise way. For instance, migrants and their children
who arrived from Kurdistan or who fled Turkey because they belonged to the
Armenian or Assyrian minorities are all labelled as “Turkish’. ‘Moroccan’ likewise
includes people with roots in the Rif Mountains as well as those stemming from the
Arab speaking part of the nation. ‘Surinamese’ is a label under which a heteroge-
neous people with African, native Indian, Dutch and Asian roots can be found.
Needless to say ethnic groups as identified for Dutch policy purposes are also in
other ways highly diverse in character and hence also have members with widely
differing needs for government attention and support.

Furthermore, compared to population counts that are only based on place of birth
of the enumerated individual, the notion of allochtoon unavoidably inflates the cat-
egory of persons in (potential) need of government concern. As mentioned, 1.8 mil-
lion people or eleven per cent of the Dutch population are immigrants. Of those 723
thousand are of western origin. The remaining 1.1 million migrants were born in a
non-western country. Crucial to note is that when we speak about these migrants
plus their children in terms of allochtoon the category all of a sudden doubles in
size. Given the fact that having a single foreign-born parent already meets the crite-
ria of the definition it automatically includes the offspring of exogamous marriages,
relationships which paradoxically suggest substantial social integration.

In current Dutch political discourse, the distinctions between western and non-
western; migrants and Dutch-born; nationals and foreigners; settlers and temporary
migrants; EU nationals and third country nationals; and other possible significant
distinctions are more often than not surrendered to the catch-all term allochtoon.
Obviously, it is not at all easy to then clearly know which speaker is referring to
what precisely when (s)he invokes that term. Yet, to this author and others (e.g.
Geschiere 2009) it is abundantly clear that the term has gradually moved from being
a neutral instrument of benign inclusion to one denoting lacking integration and
even to one suitable for pejorative usage. Or as Jacobs and Rea (2012: 46) note “It
was gradually bestowed with a connotation of the ‘non-white non-European Other’”.
In effect, while they constitute the majority within this category, it also gradually
has become a label for the Turkish and Moroccan immigrants and their children
who, by and large, constitute the Dutch Muslim community (see also Geschiere
2009: 151). This imprecise use is especially noticeable in the popular media but is
also found in political discussions (Jacobs and Rea 2012: 45). For these reasons, and
fearful of possible (further) stigmatizing effects, the Council for Societal
Development (Raad voor Maatschappelijke Ontwikkeling, RMO) proposed to the
Dutch government (in 2012) to limit the use of ethnic categorization to an absolute
minimum. Meanwhile, on their own initiative several municipal governments have
in recent years decided to ban the word allochtoon from their political deliberations,
official documents and other communications. Some other actors, in contrast, are
very adamant in their claim that it is of great societal importance to keep using this
term. To this we turn next.
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Populist Discourse and the Allochtoon

Added to the above observations on the diffuse, inflationary and possibly stigmatiz-
ing nature of the concept allochtoon should be some on the ascent of populist politi-
cal parties in the Netherlands. In the run-up to the general elections of May 2002 a
charismatic Jack of many trades founded a new political party. This was Pim Fortuyn
who, named the party after himself (Lijst Pim Fortuyn or LPF). One of the issues he
was particularly vocal about and which resonated strongly with a considerable part
of the electorate was Islam, immigration and integration. Islam he called a back-
ward culture. Furthermore, he advocated a total ban on further immigration (surpris-
ingly he proposed to combine firmly closed borders with a general amnesty for
irregular residents, especially failed asylum seekers). Nine days before the general
elections, Fortuyn was assassinated by an animal rights’ activist (who took offence
against Fortuyn’s proclaimed love for fur). Nevertheless, or perhaps also as a conse-
quence of this murder, for the public shock by it had been large, the LPF landed a
landslide electoral victory (resulting in 26 out of 150 available parliamentary seats).
The coalition government that was subsequently formed included a number of LPF
ministers. It was not long-lived: after ninety days the government resigned. In the
elections that followed, the party itself dwindled but its short-lived success had
made clear to many mainstream politicians that it might be wise to echo Fortuyn’s
sentiments. Notably Geert Wilders, a member of parliament since 1997 for the
Liberal Party (VVD, Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie), adopted a number of
Fortuyn’s opinions. Together with his own explicit refusal to consider Turkish mem-
bership in the European Union these put him at odds with the VVD’s line and sub-
sequently, in 2004, he left the party while retaining his seat in parliament. He entered
the 2006 general elections with his own party, de Partij voor de Vrijheid PVV
(Freedom Party). It gained nine parliamentary seats. Since then Wilders can be
quoted making statements like: ‘Islam is not a religion but an evil ideology’; ‘Mein
Kampf is outlawed — if that’s justified so should be the Quran which likewise is a
fascist book’; ‘because they amount to pollution there should be a tax on heads-
carves’; ‘all criminal Muslims should be expelled’. Wilders and his party, further-
more, call vandalism and crime by young Moroccans ‘street terrorism’, mosques
are ‘hate palaces’, and Islam is a ‘desert ideology’. During a March 2010 press
conference in which he once more underscored his refusal to accept Turkish mem-
bership in the EU ‘because it would mean more immigration from the Islamic cul-
ture’ he referred to the Turkish prime minister as a ‘total freak’.! On the same
occasion he informed the audience that he prefers to have no further mosques and
would applaud the abolition of Islamic schools.

On the night of the 2014 municipal elections Wilders addressed a crowd of sup-
porters in The Hague and posed three questions, each to be answered with ‘more’ or

'As recalled on the party’s website on 13 September 2016: https://www.pvv.nl/index.php/36-fj-
related/geert-wilders/9247-video-inbreng-geert-wilders-debat-over-de-nasleep-van-de-legercoup-
in-turkije.html
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‘less’. It was obvious the crowd was set up to cry ‘less’ on the first two questions.
The third question was ‘do you want in this city and in this country more or less [i.e.
fewer] Moroccans?” The crowd yelled: ‘less, less’.> In response to these yells
Wilders promised that he ‘would fix this’. To be sure: to any Dutch observer it was
clear the PVV leader was not referring to Moroccan nationals, i.e. non-nationals,
but to all residents who are Moroccan in the allochtonous sense.

It should be added that among the allochtonous groups ‘the Moroccans’ are most
frequently subjected to negative stereotyping: by the PVYV, in the popular media and
by segments of the population at large (Van Heelsum 2014). The relatively high
educational drop-out rates for young men, their overrepresentation in certain types
of crime (Van der Laan et al. 2014), relatively highest unemployment rate (Huijnk
2014: 45) and concentrated presence in certain parts of the main cities make them
the easiest targets for scapegoating.

The PVV as a party stands not alone in its scepticism towards immigration and
its disdain for Islam but tends to phrase its views less veiled and more bluntly than
most others, including the more or less prominent public intellectuals who partici-
pate in debates on the place of Islam in society. Frequently voiced in public debate,
for instance, is an assumed intolerance among Muslims towards homosexuals and
disregard of gender equality and it is then proposed their religion is in need of a
reformation (like Christianity is said to have needed to become modern) (Mepschen
et al. 2010). Dutch morality is more and more conceived in secular terms (Kennedy
and Zwemer 2010: 266) adding to the moral high ground claimed by those who see
adhering to a religion in general and to Islam in particular as backward or
ignorant.

The rhetoric of the PVV intimately links Islam as an assumed threat to modern
society with the allochtoon in general as a person who is much more prone to crime
and a subscriber to different — i.e. non-Dutch — norms and values. For this the con-
nection with young Moroccans is convenient to make.

Whenever doubt arises about the present value of the duo allochtoon and autoch-
toon as voiced for instance by the RMO (2012) the PVV is among the first to cam-
paign for its continued use. To quote a PVV parliamentarian on the need for such a
widened definition into the third generation: ‘Non-western allochtones are still
overrepresented in the crime figures. Next we won’t see that anymore because
they’ll be registered as autochtoon. (...) Measuring is knowing.” (Volkskrant 29
June 2011).

On 3 July 2014 PVV parliamentarian De Graaf entered a motion in which he
requested the government to see to it that the definition of allochtoon will not only
include the third but also the fourth generation because ‘specific third and fourth
generation migrant groups are disproportionally represented in [sic] high school
drop-out, crime and welfare dependency’.’?

2https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BaB75uznT80, last accessed 7 July 2015.
3Tweede Kamer, Vergaderjaar 2013-2014, 32824, Nr.69. Motion rejected by a wide majority.
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Earlier, in February 2008 its parliamentarians Fritsma and Wilders asked the fol-
lowing questions to the Minister of Justice (who already then had proposed to aban-
don the term ‘allochtoon’):

1. Is it correct you want to ban the words ‘allochtoon’ and ‘autochtoon’ from our lan-
guage? If so:

2. Do you expect the misery caused by many ‘allochtonen’ for Dutch society to go away if
we simply stop using these words?

3. Why do you not want to make the distinction between ‘autochtoon — allochtoon’ even
though the distinction clearly is highly relevant when it comes to crime, street terror,
welfare dependency and such?

4. Could the Cabinet stop its politically correct drivelling and move to deal with the many
problems that, whatever way looked at are largely connected to immigration/integra-
tion? If not, why not?*

In June 2010 general elections took place. By then support for the PVV had
become considerable and its results had come close to those attained by the LPF in
2002: with 23 seats the PVV had become the third largest party in parliament.
Wilders’ party remained outside the new coalition government, which was built
upon a parliamentarian minority. Following the strategy successfully tested by the
Danish People’s Party in the decade before, the PVV offered to tolerate and support
the new government in return for a substantial say in the coalition agreement. This
deal was struck and explains, at least to a large extent, why the government pursued
such goals as:

— renegotiating EU law pertaining to family migration (in order to raise the legal
age for bringing in a spouse and to introduce integration requirements as a condi-
tion for a residence permit);

— aban on burka wearing;

— discouragement of multiple nationalities;

— naturalization becomes the crown upon successful integration;

— revoking nationality acquired through naturalization in case of serious criminal
conduct;

— naturalization conditional on integration (e.g. professional experience, income
level or educational attainments);

— turning illegal residence into a crime or offence;

— barring anyone who at any point irregularly resided in the country from ever
receiving a residence permit;

— reduce by half immigration from non-western countries.

The latter point is particularly interesting because the PVV motivated this ambi-
tion by the need to curtail ‘mass immigration’ in general and that of Muslims in
particular. At the same time, as mentioned, immigration that might be subjected to
restriction stood (and still stands today) at a low level because most migrants are
EU-nationals (and approximately only a fifth of all immigrants has a non-western

*Published onthe PVV’s website. http:/pvv.nl/index.php/home-mainmenu- 1/1 1 -kamervragen/889-
voorstel-om-term-qallochtoong-te-schrappen-kamervragen.html, posted 25 February 2008,
accessed 20 October 2011. Author’s translation.
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nationality) (see Jennissen 2014: 25). Whether this can appropriately be called
‘mass immigration’ stands open to interpretation. It also is a matter of appreciation
whether it is justified to define uninvited migrants who end up in an irregular situa-
tion as people who are criminals, and as people who by definition can never be
deserving of a residence permit. Yet, the conclusion seems justified that the con-
struction of an ‘enemy’ or problematic others needs little relationship to reality. It
seems, moreover, typical for the discourse employed by the PVV to use language
the recipient will have his/her own associations with instead of trying to be as pre-
cise as possible in defining political issues. This, obviously, makes it hard to criti-
cize Wilders and his fellow party representatives who might easily evade fact-based
discussions by disclaiming the assumed meaning of such statements. More com-
monly, however, the PVV simply refuses to react to any criticism and Wilders rou-
tinely ignores calls for public debate.

As mentioned earlier, the term allochtoon tends to be used in an inaccurate and
generalizing manner both inside and outside the political sphere, usually by invok-
ing the overall term when actually meaning to remark upon non-western allochtonous
people. To be sure, Wilders himself not usually makes this mistake. However, even
though he normally speaks about non-western allochtonen he then implicitly con-
flates them with the Muslims among them. The fine differentiation between western
and non-western is lost on other PVV parliamentarians. Two of those formulated the
following question to the Secretary for Health, Welfare and Sports (following up on
media reports about nurses failing to report violent abuse they are subjected to):

Is it correct that cultural differences often are the cause of violent incidents? What will you
do to protect nurses against allochtonen who could not care less about our norms and
values?’

It is clear the term serves the PVVs purpose. As we saw, not only does it argue
against its ban from public discussions, the PVV proposes to expand the definition
of the allochtoon by adding additional generations.

Already on the basis of the present definition Statistics Netherlands predicts that
by 2050 the Netherlands is going to be home to five million allochtonen (30% of the
total population) (Garssen and Van Duin 2009). By adding the third generation this
percentage is set to grow significantly. If at the same time the allochtoon remains
associated with maladjustment, crime and ‘street terror’ this would seem a path
towards social disintegration and conflict on an unprecedented scale — at least for
the Netherlands.

In the spring of 2012, the Freedom Party withdrew its support of the coalition
government. The argument was that it would not be made responsible for sizeable
cuts in the national budget. New elections followed and in November 2012 a new
government was installed, this time consisting of Liberals and Social Democrats.
Their stated ambition was to run a pragmatic course. Sense then discussions on
Islam and allochtonous people has made way for economic concerns resulting from
the Euro crisis and the high price the Dutch nation is likely to pay for the survival of

SKamervraag 20117218965 (vergaderjaar 2011-2012)
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the Eurozone. This challenge overshadows others although it did not keep Wilders
from holding his ‘fewer Moroccans’ speech.

Effects of European Integration

Up until 1973 migration regulation in the Netherlands was relatively easy going and
legal regularization of migrants without residence or work permits was common
practice. With time the government pursued a more restrictive immigration policy
but there remained due consideration for humanitarian principles and a generous
interpretation of international legal obligations. In effect few obstacles where put in
the way of family migration and the arrival of refugees. This relatively welcoming
position gradually shifted. Europe became an area of justice, freedom and security
(to recall a mantra coined by the European Commission) with no internal limits to
mobility of all kinds. While this process developed, it necessitated a joint European
position towards the rest of the world: a position that had to be based upon shared
interests. The result was, among other things, a common immigration and asylum
policies (an ambition laid down in the 1998 Amsterdam Treaty). Looking at what
was achieved in terms of those common policies by May 2004 and what is in exis-
tence at present, the conclusion is that harmonization has focused on joint restric-
tions, border enforcement, and off-shoring of refugee protection (Tsolakis and Van
Selm 2004). Joint positions on how to be attractive to immigrants (even the Blue
Card never really got off the ground) (Doomernik et al. 2009) or to offer optimal
protection to refugees on EU territory are meanwhile rare. Discussions on ‘burden
sharing’ between member states lead nowhere. The only truly progressive policies
are those towards third country long-term residents who have been granted uniform
rights throughout the Union, and uniformed rights to family migration. Emphasis,
in other words, is on cordoning-off the joint EU territory and defining those who are
outside it as suspects of possible border transgression. For those who uninvited
attempt to get in across the highly visible fences around Ceuta and Melilla such
terms as bogus asylum seekers, economic refugees, and illegal migrants are invoked.
Legally inaccurate as these terms may be their meaning is powerful and thus legiti-
mizes extraordinary control measures. Almost any intervention seems permissible
in order to keep out uninvited migrants even when it is obvious that these are people
who perfectly fit the definition of the Refugee Convention. There is a wealth of lit-
erature on the securitization of migration in political, rhetorical and instrumental
terms demonstrating this (e.g. Bigo 2002; Huysmans 2006; Van Houtum 2010).
Borders are no longer pragmatically managed but ‘performed’ (Green 2010). Those
who manage to get in in spite of these measures and do not successfully claim for
asylum (or never apply in the first place) find themselves not only excluded in legal
terms but often, and definitely in the Dutch case, also to such a practical extent that
their lives become precarious (Doomernik 2008).

These observations are generally true for all EU member states although with the
caveat that some are (or were until recently) much more open towards uninvited
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newcomers than others. Yet the salience of internal ‘bordering’ practices generally
seems to be growing (Doomernik and Jandl 2008a, b). Some of those are a direct
reflection of the hurdles imposed on prospective migrants from third countries and
function as internal migration controls at the gates of the welfare state. This aim is
much in line with Geddes’ (2005) observation that drawing of borders in this respect
serves to differentiate between ‘useful migrants’ and those who are unlikely to be
so. Specific for the Dutch case, is that this ‘bordering’ is not limited to territorial and
organizational boundaries but has also found a translation in the folds of society’s
fabric and this is done by institutionalized means: de allochtoon. The term seems to
have become the tool for comprehensive ‘othering” while its future is unclear. The
concept has found little resonance elsewhere in Europe — with the exception of
Flanders (Jacobs and Rea 2012) — albeit the ‘race’ concept used in the British cen-
sus comes close. Other nations have their own terms by which to signify the ‘oth-
ers’. Even though these too may be derived from official categorization (e.g. by
calling a person a foreigner with a German passport) this is not based on institution-
alized practice.

Conclusion

Allochtoon was originally devised to target policy efforts and the scientific evalua-
tion of policy outcomes. Over the years, as integration progresses the relevance of
being born abroad, and especially of having foreign born parents, normally loses
salience. By furthermore including children born out of exogenous relationships
(e.g. a Dutch mother and a father of non-western origin) it is assumed that the ‘for-
eign’ parent’s ethnic or other traits are of greater consequence for the child’s iden-
tity and societal position than those of the other parent. Obviously this is a
problematic assumption. Furthermore, this practice leads to an inflation of the per-
ceived number of people in a disadvantaged position. In other words, where in pol-
icy terms and for scientific evaluation the relevance of the distinction between
autochtoon and allochtoon decreases, the category keeps growing in size.

The fact that the size of the allochtonous part of the Dutch population increases
is convenient for populist political rhetoric for it offers the possibility to identify ‘a
growing problem’. It is not without reason that the Freedom Party proposes to
include the third generation of immigrants. Again: the objective justification for
identifying societal problems and attaching those to persons of distant foreign ori-
gin becomes smaller while the ‘objective’ figures proof differently. Populist framing
has furthermore associated these growing numbers with a very specific threat: that
of an Islamic fifth column already present within Dutch society and to which many
more Muslims are added who arrive uninvited in waves of ‘mass immigration’.

Geddes (2005) points at the connections between several types of borders; among
those that define the nation state and its institutions and those that encircle the joint
European Union’s territory. On the basis of the Dutch experience we might ask
whether there is yet another connection. Might not the loss of visible territorial
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borders, the loss of visible sovereignty, and hence the connection between the politi-
cal and the practical be fertile soil for those populists who stress the need to defend
the nation to threats from elsewhere and — having failed to do so earlier — now from
within as well?

Van Houtum and Van Naerssen (2002) show by what means ‘othering’, ordering
and bordering are shaped and they convincingly argue that these are dynamic pro-
cesses. As far as bordering serves administrative and fiscal purposes their presence
and function do not pose great riddles. This is not a given when we ask why the
‘othering’ within societies gains in relevance and follows very particular lines. Nor
is it self-evident that the outside borders of Europe should be maintained in such a
visible and militant manner as currently is the case, unless the aim is to signify a
safe inside versus an unsafe outside. In effect they underscore who are the insiders
and who are the outsiders and thus who ‘we’ are as a European ‘nation’. Nation
building is not achieved overnight but as Anderson (2006) and Elias (2008) demon-
strate nevertheless is a social process that can be made to happen, on purpose by
political elites, or as an outcome of joint practices. From that perspective, it does not
seem far-fetched to understand the external and internal ‘othering’ that currently is
taking place both as a symptom and perhaps in a perverted way as a contributor to
European nation building. For as long as the Europeans have not found a proper
common identity it may help them to have a least some idea of whom they are not.
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The Politics of Racial Disproportionality
of the Child Welfare System in New York

Viola Castellano

Introduction

This chapter aims at examining the analytical category of racial disproportionality
in the New York City child welfare system. Racial disproportionality is the statisti-
cal category which identify an unbalanced ratio between racial groups in a certain
area of social life and in this case defines the over-representation of people of color
in the institutional arena developed to protect the well-being of children subjected
to abuse or neglect in their household. This theme has emerged from a wider
research topic, which wanted to analyze how social inequalities are represented in
the area produced by an intense (and forced) interaction between institutions and
citizens, with a particular focus on processes of marginalization and racialization
typical of North-American cities.' In order to investigate this vast and complex phe-
nomenon, | chose to take as field of analysis the institutional structure of the child
welfare system, so to say its juridical organization and its array of services.

In the United States the complex of institutions charged with child protection has
been generally denominated the child welfare system. It consists of services devel-
oped to protect the well being of children subjected to abuse or neglect and the
rehabilitation of family members accused of their endangerment. Within its frame-
work are included: preventive services for families going through a troubled period;
child protection services which conduct the investigation in a suspected case of a
child’s abuse or neglect; the foster care system; the family court and the relative
legal representatives of parents, children and social services; the rehabilitative

'This chapter is a further elaboration of my dissertation, titled “What can I do when the system is
wrong? Rappresentazioni delle disuglianze nel child welfare system a New York City” (Castellano
2014).
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complex for parents (therapy, treatment for substance abuse, mandatory courses of
parenting skills, anger management or to prevent domestic violence). The over-
representation of people of color in the child welfare system is a national trend but
reaches one of its highest peaks in NYC. The rate of ‘racial disproportionality’, so
to say the proportion of families and children involved in its institutional complex,
is indeed particularly stunning: the white population makes up only the 4% of the
entire child welfare pool of recipients, despite it represent the 40% of the general
population (NYS Office of Children and Family 2011, 21).

Statistics show how the majority of the cases of children’s removal come from 15
community districts, whereas in others the foster care population is almost absent.
These community districts have been targeted by the Administration of Children
Service (ACS), the main governmental agency to administer child protection, in
order to implement services as well as community empowerment programs, with
the aim of reducing the numbers of removals and develop a knowhow about the
causes which lead to this disproportionate outcome.

Thus the statistics about demographics features of the population in foster care
have been published on the Administration of Children Services website, making
the disproportionality phenomenon, and its urban, racial and socio-economical
characteristics, visible and comparable for the public and policy-makers.>

Anti-racism activists and policy-makers started to problematize and discuss racial
disproportionality in the first years of 2000. Institutional actors and research agencies
developed tools to monitor and balance the racial gap, and internal committees and
ad-hoc programs about it were created not only in New York State but also nation-
wide (Hill 2006; Bartholet 2009). Revolving around the struggle for racial and social
justice, this movement can be considered a product of the kind of institutionalized
antiracism which marks the current social work practice and pedagogy. Differently
from other struggles to achieve racial equity its existence and action is somehow
limited to the internal debate about child welfare services and struggle to cut across
professional realms becoming a wider and participated terrain of contestation. The
data were initially made available and analyzed by private agencies and foundations,
like the Annie E. Casey Foundation® and Chapin Hall.* The issue of racial dispropor-
tionality therefore started as a policy-related topic more than a community claim, and
only later it became part of community-based discourse and response.

*You used to find such data at: http://www.nyc.gov/html/acs/html/statistics/statistics_cd_snapshot.
shtml at the time I conducted my research, between 2011 and 2013. It is interesting to notice,
though, that in the latest version of the Administration of Children Services website, created in the
first half of 2015, community snapshots with data about the racial component of child welfare
recipients disappeared. As it is possible to verify in the section “Data and Analysis” of the new
ACS website (http://www1.nyc.gov/site/acs/about/data-analysis.page#Agency-Wide%20Reports)
statistical data about NYC child welfare population are now based only on community districts. It
would be important to investigate how and why this new policy was adopted by the main govern-
mental agency, which changed is Commissioner in 2014.

3The Annie E. Casey Foundation (AECF) is a child welfare foundation, born as a philantropic
organization, focused on improving the well-being of American children and is one of the domi-
nant organizations in child welfare issues in the U.S

#Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago is a research and policy center, focused on a mission of
improving the well-being of children and youth, families, and their communities.
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Despite the complexity of the process of race-making in the welfare system, and
more widely in US society, has been debated for years by scholars in the anthropo-
logical and sociological field (Gregory and Sanjek 1994; Back and Solomos 2000;
Neubeck and Cazenave 2001), I will extend this field of investigation to child wel-
fare policies in this essay.’ In section “How and why the significance of race emerged
in the history of child welfare” I will describe the genealogy of racial disproportion-
ality, how it was historically produced and how it was conceptualized.

In section “Technologies of truth and the re-appropriation of statistics” I will
discuss the double function of statistical data: as a mean to categorize, governing
and stigmatizing some population’s groups; as a tool for social analysis and political
mobilization. In order to do so I will use literature about nationhood and governa-
mentality as key theoretical frameworks to interpret population’s categorization.
Finally, in sections “Difficult conversations” and “Problems of representation: pov-
erty and race” I will describe some of the attempts made at the institutional, as well
as grass-root, level to intervene in this phenomenon. There are indeed different
modalities in which such data is thought and “put into work™ to shape collective
responses, more or less explicitly politicized as well as different way in which sev-
eral groups of activists, professionals and researchers identify the causes of the
asymmetry and try to reduce the racial disparity reforming the system’s policies.
These sections aim at highlighting the short circuits of racialized representations of
social disadvantage and illustrate, through ethnographic cases, the inexpressibility
of the racial issue, even in political circles constituted to discuss it.

My analysis doesn’t argue about the ultimate legitimacy of statistics based on
ethnicity and race but limit itself in showing how they can be conceived as impor-
tant tools to achieve social justice as well as a way to reinforce a racialized percep-
tion of social deviance and disadvantage.

Therefore, in my conclusions I argue that a focus on racial disproportionality is
a too ambiguous argument, easy to overturn, if it is not taken into account along
with the other structural features which co-produce it, like class, gender and urban
segregation.

Methodology

In order to gather data and a deep ethnographic insight on the topic of my research,
I attended weekly support groups for parents in a grass-root association and monthly
meetings of antiracist workgroups and racial disproportionality committees

3T would like to acknowledge and thank some of the professors at the Department of Anthropology
of the City University of New York Graduate Center, where I was a visiting scholar between March
and June 2013, who gave me precious suggestions and directions of research. In particular I would
like to thank Jeff Maskovsky, Dana Ain-Davis, Michael Blim and Leith Mullings, whithout whom
precious reflections I would’t have been able to develop the main arguments of this chapter.
Anyway I take full responsibility for all the statements express here and I, by no means, intend to
attribute any of them to their suggestions, which I elaborated personally.
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throughout 14 months, conducting participant observation. I shadowed parents
attorneys in the Brooklyn Family Court and the Bronx Family Court, following the
cases of 20 families. I participated in policy and community forums, initiatives and
workgroups created to reform the child welfare system and took part at workshops
and classes of parenting skills planned by two organizations, switching from a more
active and engaged participation to a more discreet observation, depending on the
context I was researching.

I conducted semi-structured and in-depth interviews with 47 people, which I
encountered moving in and out of the intricate child welfare institutional apparatus.
They are: parents, parent advocates, social workers, policy-makers, psychothera-
pists, family court attorneys, racial and social justice activists. I conducted reiter-
ated interviews with four privileged informants, selected for their key-role in the
system (a parent, a no profit director, a psychotherapist and a parent advocate) and
the close relationship I developed with them.

How and Why the Significance of Race Emerged
in the History of Child Welfare

My questions develop starting from the appearance of race as an analytical category
to construct objective data in the child welfare arena.

It is correct to say that the racist structure of the system pre-existed any race-
based analysis made by statistics and social scientists, but with the end of the civil
right movement, the data begun to be discussed in the wider political debate and
public opinion. In 1971 Billingsley and Giovannoni published “Children of the
storm”, one of the first books within the social work field in the US to focus on
disproportionality and disparity in service quality between African American fami-
lies and white families. At first, African American families were completely
excluded from the benefits of child welfare institutions. Their initial role, operated
mostly by philanthropic and religious organizations in the eighteenth and nineteenth
century, was to save children from poor and dysfunctional families of Irish, Italian
and German immigrants. They would have been future citizens of the US and this is
why elites were interested in stopping the dangerous classes from reproducing con-
stantly and without control, increasing issues of degrade and criminality and threat-
ening the well being of the society as a whole (Billingsley and Giovannoni 1971;
Reich 2005). Charles Loring Brace, founder of the Children’s Aid Society, one of
the first foster care agency in the US, which is now a major contractor of the NYC
child welfare system, stated in its essay ‘The life of street rats’ that the ‘dangerous
classes” of New York were mainly constituted by children ‘of Irish and German
immigrants’ who ‘like rats, they are too quick and cunning to be (...) caught, so they
gnaw(...) away at the foundations of society undisturbed’ (Brace 1872).

We can see clearly as child welfare institutions were created not from the desire
to protect human and children rights but as a device of social control and discipline
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towards the ‘undeserving poor’ (Katz 1990). If the humanity and social behaviour
of the undeserving poor needed to be shaped and addressed through such devices,
African American children were not even considered part the ‘dangerous classes’.
They were simply excluded from the first forms of foster care, as their humanity and
social presence was denied, and their existence objectified and commodified. The
history of the child welfare system indeed developed throughout the history of slav-
ery first and segregation later, that is why the conceptual framework of a rigid hier-
archy based on race was deeply embedded in its first formations, according to
nationhood’s projects and conceptualizations (Ross 2005).

The following developments reflect somehow this initial unbalance and conse-
quentially show its intrinsically unequal nature. Even when African American chil-
dren became part of the pool of recipients of the child welfare system, which
meanwhile was more and more administered through public and state institutions,
significant difference in treatment didn’t disappear. For example, many of the foster
care agencies were Catholic, as the majority of recipients at first were Irish and
Italian children, both Catholic groups: they were not accepting children from
Protestant families, like almost all the African-American families were, while the
few Protestant agencies were privileging white children anyway (Billingsley and
Giovannoni 1971). In this way African American were still excluded, although not
anymore through a legal status, as in segregation before. In particular, the book
showed the difficulties related to black children’s placement in foster care and adop-
tive families compared to white children. Race was meaningful as well as it is now,
but instead of the current high number of children of color in foster care, the problem
in the aftermath of the civil right movement was constituted by the numerous black
children and families left unserved or underserved by the child welfare system (ibid.).

If this was the situation until the 1970s, the landscape and attitude of services
began to change in the course of the last decades of the twentieth century, as a con-
sequence of several factors. The civil right movement had the merit to increase
preventive services instead of foster care services, implementing radically
community-based programs and making an issue of the disadvantaged position of
minorities in the system. Despite such a change, in the first part of the 1980s started
a long-term process in the political economy of the city as well as in the whole
country which heavily affected child welfare policies and outcomes (Roberts 2002,
2008; Tobis 2013).

An inversion of the tendency to underserved African American children in the
system begun to show from the late 1970s and increased massively during the 1980s
and the 1990s. There were structural reasons as the fiscal crisis and recession which
marked the 1970s and the process of de-industrialization which caused unemploy-
ment and urban blight in neighbourhoods of color, traditionally working-class
(Wilson 1987; Massey and Denton 1993). The segregational dynamics were, as
many sociologists discussed, emphasized by a raising real estate market, which
started processes of gentrification, increasing rents, racializing the mortgage mar-
ket, and confining poor people of color in areas where the scarce quality of services
coincided with a pervading form of surveillance. The historical structure of the
ghetto, segregated but more socially and economically heterogenous, with family
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from the middle and working class, switched to the paradigm of Wacquant’s hyper-
ghetto, where the penal state is merged with a socially de-structured and culturally
impoverished environment of the economically isolated inner city (Wacquant 1997,
1999; Bourgois 1998; Gregory 2005).

Crack and AIDS ‘epidemics’, as they were defined by media at the time, were
other important factors in determining the skyrocket of children in foster care and
the widening of the racial gap, as poor community of color were both the most
affected and the ones in which institutional surveillance had the harshest impact
(Tobis 2013). The case of crack-babies irrupted in the public debate and brought to
immediate removals of the newborns of crack-addicted mothers. The medical sci-
ence of the time was convinced that these babies would have had life-long conse-
quences in terms of health because of the exposure to crack-cocaine but that wasn’t
the case, as recent surveys and research have shown (Winerip 2013). Lastly, welfare
restructuring and the neoliberal turn of the economy, contributed to the peaks
reached in the mid 1990s, generating a surveilled and selective access to welfare for
families and in particular African American and Latino families and shaping the
widespread despise towards single mothers, redefined as “welfare queens”
(Kingfisher 1996; Morgen and Maskovsky 2003; Davis 2006).

These phenomenons and the consequential juridical modification adopted to ease
children’s removals, are the main causes which produced in NYC the rate of 50,000
children in foster care in 1994. Nowadays, the rate of children in foster care dra-
matically dropped from the 1990s, and is attested around 14,000 children, but the
system is still widely perceived as unfair and biased towards minorities.

Technologies of Truth and the Re-appropriation of Statistics

In my research I wanted to explore which role technologies of citizenship® (Ong
2003), as production and dissemination of data about the population, had in repro-
ducing social stratification. In particular, I wanted to investigate which was their
contribution in structuring a political debate about moral requirements to access to
resources within a national context where being a black single mother on welfare
(three features revealed and builded through statistical knowledge) implies social
exclusion and is strictly connected to a representation of social failure. There is a
lively debate in social sciences and in particular in anthropology of government and
institutions about how subject-making is managed and realized in contemporary
societies. Part of it takes also in consideration how knowledge on population is
constructed and used to regulate the ‘conduct of the conduct’ (Foucault 1994: 237),

¢ Aiwa Ong inaugurates this concept drawing from Michel Foucault’s work on governmentality and
technologies of the self (Foucault 1988). With technologies of citizenship she identifies the prac-
tice through which individuals produce and shape their life, as particular categories of citizens. In
Ong’s sense, we can also see the dynamic of producing and interpreting data about the population
as a technology of citizenship.
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meanwhile many scholars have pointed out how ideas of race, ethnicity and nation-
alism are intertwined in shaping nationhood and citizenship (Ross 2005; Brubaker
2009). The child welfare system has a governing dimension central to what is con-
ceptualized as normative and pathological, a construction particularly powerful
when is about practices of parenting and child rearing. On one hand, as Leifsen
noticed, the child welfare system turns to be a crucial institutional arena in convert-
ing an ideology of citizenship in a practice of civilization (Leifsen 2009). On the
other hand any ideology of citizenship excludes other forms of existence, labelling
them as inappropriate. The ideology of the child welfare system was represented in
the first two century by its segregated nature and the deny for certain racial group to
benefit from it. Despite its changes in time, it continued to reproduce exclusionary
practice through the notion of inappropriate motherhood, in turn racialized also
when race is silenced (Davis 2007).

If being part of a state implies being counted and categorized in population’s
groups that are created in order to administer and govern (Hacking 1991; Engle
Merry and Coutin 2014; Urla 1993), in the US this specific governmental practice has
been a key-factor in the reproduction of racial categories and the shifting social mean-
ingfulness attached to them depending on the historical moment. The peculiar history
of race-based statistics and census in the US, and its consequences in terms of their
interpretation, never stop to create controversies and heated debates (Baker 2001),
useful to highlight the complexity of the social fabric and the difficulties and chal-
lenges people have to face living within imposed and re-claimed subjectivities. Many
scholars agree on the fact that ‘the production of official ethnic and racial statistics is
never unilateral, nor straightforward’ but that ‘there are often competing paradigms,
and policy outcomes are the result of contestations, negotiations and compromises’
(Simon et al. 2015: 8). As Ann Morning has highlighted, the production of such data
are always a result of top-down and bottom-up pressures (Morning 2015).

Any counting and categorizing practice is rooted in a specific cultural and his-
torical context (Omi and Winant 1994). In the United States this context reflects the
history of racial formation and the attempts to overcome divisions and achieve
equality (Nobles 2002). In so doing, the cultural politics of race, as Baker defined
them, are permanent features of american society (Baker 2001, 2010).

Once a device of social oppression, the practice of dividing population in ethnic
and racial groups has been re-appropriated by the same groups becoming a way to
monitor social mobility and achievements of minorities and the base to articulate
political demands, denounce inequalities and practice affirmative action (Baker
2001; Kukutai and Thompson 2015). As Jaqueline Urla, talking about the basque
minority, highlighted: ‘In the hands of the socially or politically disenfranchised,
numbers may be also a language of social contestation’ (Urla 1993: 818), describing
as a characteristic of modernity the notion that we can know ourselves through
numbers. At the same time the neoliberal framework and what Polsky (1991) has
defined as the therapeutic state rely heavily on statistics in order to diagnose social
problems and elaborate responses based on the concept of efficiency. Overall, statis-
tics tell a lot about how the State defines legitimate identities for the purpose of
policy making and redistribution (Morning 2015; Kertzer and Arel 2002), demon-
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strating how in the US ethno-racial classification are fundamental to the project of
nation-building and its multicultural self-representation.

In child welfare’s practice and debate, statistics regarding the racial makeup of
its pool of recipients are the most important factor in deciding which priorities the
system should endorse. They represent an evidence of a racially unequal society,
where African Americans are still affected by a number of social problems which
compromise their ability to care for their children and comply with what parenting
should look like for the State. Of course there is not only this in what the statistical
‘truth’ or reality reveals.

Once a researcher enters in the labyrinthine complex of services for children and
families what emerges almost immediately is the experience of injustice that fami-
lies have within the system. What they go through is perceived as an unfair and
biased treatment, which marginalizes the role of parents and express a punitive atti-
tude towards them, making them feel less than actual citizens (Williams 1992).
Throughout my ethnography this feeling of unfairness was a leitmotiv and a basic
assumption of almost all my interlocutors. From the parents attorney I shadowed in
family court who used to start her first colloquium with her clients saying ‘This
system is totally unfair’ to the judge who, before a hearing in family court, told me
that I was in the right place if I wanted to look at institutional racism in the US, it
didn’t matter which part of the power spectrum social actors were occupying as its
asymmetry was blatant.

Here I report a piece of my fieldwork notes during a support group for parents
who lost custody of their children organized by a community-based organization I
worked with during the research.

I enter the room, the meeting starts at 11 am, but, as usual, it starts to fill up after 11:15. The
majority of people are women between 20 and 50 years old, they are all Latina or African
American, simply dressed and with a concerned look in their eyes. After the serenity prayer,
the typical prayer used in support groups, first of all Alcoholics Anonymous, during which
we stand in circle and hold hands, J., a mother I saw other two times there, starts updating
the group about the recent developments of her case. She is visibly upset while she explains
that the judge postponed once again the date of the reunification while ACS asked for the
termination of parental rights, alleging her fragile psychic condition as cause.

‘I don’t want to be just the next African American woman with an addiction and mental
health issues who is incapable of taking care of her children!” she said vehemently. T., the
parent advocate and facilitators of the group looks at her with empathy and she quietly
foster her rage, encouraging her in turning into determination in demonstrating the opposite
to the judge and the case-worker and trying to transmit her trust and reliance. She calms
down and the conversation steers on finding a strategy to use the services available to better
her condition and, most importantly, her image in front of the institutions. (East Harlem,
7/03/2012)

J. is a poor single mother on welfare, she has issues of drug abuse, she was diag-
nosed with bipolar syndrome and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
years ago and she is a former foster kid. J., despite the fact and precisely because of
the fact that she is marked by multiple stigmas and that she represents the statistical
image of the parent who lost custody of her children, rebels against this same image.
Doing so she rejects the way in which technologies of truth and subjectification
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have constructed her social identity, acknowledging their weight, recognizing and
resisting her same subjectification. As Urla (1993) said, the subject in participating
and envisioning statistics is encouraged in a sociological monitoring. Such tactics
don’t challenge the power of statistical discourse to define social reality also if they
strategically appropriate it but in this way they also participate in the construction of
subjectivity in the present. Such forms of awareness and monitoring cannot be con-
sidered completely act of resistance but they can give us clues ‘about forms of
power and how people are caught up in them’ (Abu-Lughod 1990: 42) counting as
a potential engine of contestation in highly stratified and conflictual social and cul-
tural contexts.

What Ian Hacking has called the nominalism implicit in technologies of admin-
istering of the population is always dynamic as he points out: it is important both to
reveal it as a social construct and to show how names interact with the named, gen-
erating what he calls a looping effect (Hacking 1991, 2006). The named tries to take
back imposed classifications and overturn the authority of experts, creating new
experts and new classifications. In the case of child welfare practice this is testified
by the range of institutional and community initiative to fight racial disproportional-
ity, through different channels.

As showed by Engle Marry and Bibler Coutin, systems of audit, designed to
manage and supervise, can be appropriated as modes of self-definition that create,
rather than merely document, facts about selves (Engle Merry and Coutin 2014).
This operation moves towards a shift from a command-and-control strategy of gov-
ernance to collaborative, consensus-building discussions focused on problem solv-
ing and improvement.

The two anthropologists recognize how data gathering contributes to transpar-
ency and supplies to advocates data which are crucial to advance the struggle for
social justice, but they also warn that these are practices always connected to the
aim of controlling and surveilling, pointing out how this could potentially exacer-
bate structural violence, reinforcing a certain perception of determinate categories
of people, which will be regarded and treated with even more suspect. Clarke and
Newman as well pointed out how there could be a side effect in the monitoring of
different population’s groups. They noticed that with the “death of keynesianism”
and the emphasis on public spending as unproductive costs (Clarke and Newman
1997; Rose 2006) particular lines of social differentiation became a focus for collec-
tive action and political conflict, questioning the problematic universalism of wel-
fare. But as they highlighted, the emphasis on cultural diversity exposed minority
ethnic groups to the repressive dimension of state welfare, diagnosing various ‘mal-
adjustment’ in respect of education, social work and health ‘which necessitated
greater intervention and surveillance’ (Clarke and Newman 1997: 10).

If even writing about subalterns and the disadvantaged is ethically and politically
dangerous when it comes to ethnography (Susser 1996), with its opportunity to
describe a complex and nuanced social reality, is easily imaginable what are the
consequences of statistics and demographics, constructed as neutral datas and pre-
sented as the ultimate truth about population. In statistics there is not complexity
and the categories are approximated for the sake of measurement as well as con-
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structed on previous material. The interpretative elaboration and the historical and
contingent nature of these artefacts are elided and the generic language and defini-
tions of what is conceived as child abuse or neglect, what constitutes poverty and
what defines a female-headed family become a ‘metacode’ (Engle Merry and Coutin
2014: 18) which transcends phenomenological particularity and traces boundaries
between legitimate and illegitimate parenting. It is interesting to notice how vari-
ables which heavily affects the probability that a family encounters child protective
services are not particularly examined in statistics, which conflate differences
mainly inracial categories. On the community snapshot section on the Administration
of Children Services website the samples are divided into the following categories:
Black, Hispanic, White and Other.

These variables could be attributed to belonging to a cultural community with
different standard of parenting, to the fact that parents are not anglophone, to the
lack of a network of relatives, or to the lack of a valid legal status to be in the United
States, for examples. Many times I met during my fieldwork families which cases
were enormously complicated by the lack of adequate transmission of informations,
like in the case of M. a Spanish speaking and illiterate migrant from Ecuador who
was asked to sign documents concerning her kids without a proper translation,
allowing case-workers to take decisions which extended the period of foster care.

Evidence-based projects and analysis answer to these complicated political
aspects with the strength of data and evidences like rate of reunification, length of
time spent in the foster care system and incidence of re-abuse. This kind of shift
towards a more technical knowledge is evident also in the new methodological tool,
used by case worker, of risk assessment analysis but doesn’t solve the intricacy and
complexity of each situation, as also Scherz (2011) highlighted. As she noticed, the
intensity of the moral conflict and political ambiguity that any child welfare case
entails, generated by the double aim of protecting the child and preserving the fam-
ily, poses a political question. This mechanism was described to me by M.A., direc-
tor of a community-based organization and former social worker, as the ‘pendulum’
that always characterized the child welfare system and is addressed through very
highly standardized techniques to calculate risk.

Case-workers have to fill up documents assessing the level of risk (low, medium,
high) for many categories, like housing, education, health etc. The option of choos-
ing between only three level of judgment and equalizing procedures for everyone is
aimed at reducing the political weight of the single decision and neutralize contro-
versies regarding citizens’ rights and state responsibility. One of the many problem-
atic aspects that risk assessment should erase is racial disproportionality, but this
technique is not capable to really lower the level of contestation and the arbitrari-
ness of decisions, which always rely on the personal judgement of the case worker.

Most importantly, neutralizing the moral and political weight of child welfare
practice through technical knowledge doesn’t correct the structural and deep causes
of abuse and neglect, but succeed in presenting a more rationalized and efficient
way to treat with state’s subjects.
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Difficult Conversations

Once I got closer to the public sphere where issues related to inequalities and social
policies were discussed, what I discovered is the degree of uncertainty and circum-
spection in acknowledging the multiple factors contributing to them. Such difficulty
can lead to a unidimensional interpretative framework, as in the case of some anti-
racism organization I came across with. In their case, race is seen as the dominant
factor in determining inequalities in the child welfare system and this could lead to
a controversial process of reification of racial features, risking to underestimate the
role of other components and the way they reinforce each other, as intersectionality
theories have demonstrated several decades ago (Davis 1983; hooks 1984; Crenshaw
1989).

If in informal and politically involved anti-racism associations the issue was con-
ceptualized as an expression of structural racism, in the more formal environment as
the Court or policy forums, it was faced in a very prudential way, using a coded
language in order to speak about racial aspects and racial bias in the system. The
difficulties such social actors face to organize within the same institutional frame-
work around issues of social and racial justice reveal how deeply they are embedded
in social, economic and cultural dynamics. Initiatives to eliminate these inequalities
struggle in order not just to intervene but also to identify them and propose possible
solutions. Family courts, so to say the courts convened to decide matters and make
orders in relation to family law, have decided to implement initiatives such us Court
Catalyzing Change, a state wide program to prevent biased treatment of child wel-
fare cases. Another organization was instead pushing for a state-level commission
within the system charged with racial equity supervision in child welfare practice.
Nonetheless, these proposals often clash with both discoursive and practical diffi-
culties to address the question of race bias in the system, which appears as an
unmanageable object.

Here I report the words of C.J. a social worker and racial justice activist I inter-
viewed, who was part of a Disproportionality Committee in New Jersey Family
Courts and part of Court Catalyzing Change. He explained to me how it was hard to
address the issue of disproportionality through a policy-driven lens. He was a law-
guardian, the person who is charged with protecting the rights of children involved
in a case, a position which is often read as an anti-parents and anti-reunification
role. Nevertheless it is considered a crucial role to switch to a more family-oriented
approach, and as a consequence, to reduce the number of removals, especially in
African American families. I met him on an anti-racism meeting about the child
welfare in Manhattan and he accepted to be interviewed about its activism, a
life-long commitment to social justice he had made and was exercising through the
institutional system he was working for, combining his job with his political strug-
gle. Sitting on a diner’s table in Newark during our long interview he admitted the
conceptual and pragmatic obstacles him and the committee he was part of in Newark
faced when they start meeting and discussing the topic of racial disproportionality:
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When I was a lawguardian [ became member of the disproportionality committee and at
that time we really don’t know what to do. There was the Court Catalyzing Change initia-
tive but we were still looking at how to define disproportionality accurately and once we
defined that accurately we focused on how figure out solutions and for years nothing really
came of that (...) (C.J., 02/02/2012).

It took a while for his group to reach an agreement on how to define racial dis-
proportionality, and move to a more action-oriented approach.?

Another ethnographic account at this regard could be offered by my field-notes
during the Disproportionate Committee in the Bronx Family Court, where the same
organizer, an African American judge, at some point during the meeting acknowl-
edged the resistances in addressing explicitly issues of race in the meeting, as prob-
ably they were too uncomfortable to be faced by the audience in a direct way. All
the participants of the different kind of initiatives already participated or wanted to
participate in the Undoing Racism Workshop, promoted by the People Institute for
Survival and Beyond. They wanted to participate in order to get a ‘common lan-
guage’ to be able to define and speak about racial issues and create a ‘safe space’ to
look at the weight of their own racial belonging in their daily practice. The People’s
Institute for Survival and Beyond (PISAB), is a national and international collective
of anti-racism, multicultural community organizers and educators, which originated
in New Orleans and then spread out nationally with different branches, one of whom
is in New York. Undoing Racism Training is a 3 days workshop thought to inform
and educate people about structural racism and give them organizing tools through
dialogue, reflection, role-playing, strategic planning and presentations. The multira-
cial team of organizers/trainers are mostly people working in social services as the
public the workshop is mainly addressed to.

The two antiracist organizations I worked with and to whom the trainers belong,
the ‘People Institute for Survival’ and ‘Beyond and Anti Racist Alliance’, are mul-
tiracial organization, divided into different work groups and race caucus that meet
singularly and transracially once at month. They are part of the inclusionist politics
which aim to an ‘equal opportunity through struggles within the confines of the
social and legal system’ (Mullings 1997: 133). Racial inequalities come to be
understood and acknowledge also as an individual feature, seeking to ‘deactivate’
what is called Internalized Racial Oppression through a collective healing process.

The caution in which racial data are talked and discussed has multiple causes:
one of the main reason is the ease in turning that discussion into a personal argu-
ment, risking of being offensive (white activists stereotyping or silencing activists
of color, activists of color accusing white activists of racist attitudes) and compro-

"In order to protect the privacy of my informants, T will put just their initial in the entire chapter.

$The Court Catalyzing Change Initiative describe racial disproportionality as the way in which,
according to researchers, ‘children and families of color are disproportionately represented in the
child welfare system and frequently experience disparate outcomes. While children of all races are
equally as likely to suffer from child abuse and neglect, the percentage of African-American chil-
dren who enter and remain in out-of-home care is greater than their proportion in the population’
(National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges. The NCJFC register. http://www.ncjfcj.
org/our-work/courts-catalyzing-change. Accessed 25 June 2016).
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mise relationships which account also for the social weight of racial and ethnic
belonging, struggling on the ground of identity politics.

Here the need of agreeing on the same language and definitions, to escape from
this personal and highly discretionary way of make sense of racial data, construct-
ing a conceptual base which is shared among participants, and allow them to exit
from their positioned racial self and construct a dialogue.

At the same time the different political and cultural belongings of the people
involved in the racial disproportionality groups and their diverse productive and
economic sites, put in question this rigid vision of the same anti-racism practices,
fostering a spectrum of different proposals and actions. They could range from a
strong and radical protest against institutional practices and attitudes towards inner-
city residents to the partnership with the Administration of Children Services in
various forms of discussion and education.

Anyway, activists and policy-makers in general prefer to look at community and
parents involvement as the only effective way to correct racial disproportionality,
but also this solution contains multiple ambiguities. The claim to involving com-
munity organizations was a way to de-center the tension created by an explicit dis-
course on race and re-conduct the issue of institutional racism in self and community
empowerment discourse, which appealed also to the memories and political mean-
ings of civil rights struggles.

The difficulties I witnessed in naming and defining the racial disproportionality
within the child welfare system refers to what Didier Fassin called the embarrass-
ment in designing racial issues, embarrassment that for him has as an ethic as well
as a practical motivation, but it is precisely this characteristic which reveals itself as
the condition allowing the same possibility to acknowledge it: ‘our inability in nam-
ing the racial issue imply an obligation to think about it’ (Fassin and Fassin 2006:
20, my translation). In the French context this claim can be even more meaningful,
due to the assimilationist republican model that, until few years ago, didn’t acknowl-
edge or report ethnic or racial characteristics in the population management (Simon
2015). But I think that also in the US, even with the trivialization and bureaucratiza-
tion of racial categories, this inability still marks the discourses and perceptions
about race. The insistence I noticed on finding a common language, a univocal defi-
nition of what is racism and the kind of analytical work that is tirelessly made in the
US about what is race is emblematic at this regard. ‘If you are not fluid in the lan-
guage you become a skilled disorganizer’ (M.C. Anti Racist Alliance Meeting,
22/03/2012) said once during a child welfare anti-racist meeting. M.C, a PuertoRican
advocate working in a grass-root organization for family preservation, highlighting
the risk of talking about race without a previous pact on how to talk about it. The
people and activists I met during the fieldwork feel and live these ambiguities in
their everyday experience, carrying on a struggle for the re-appropriation of their
rights to define what they lack and what they need.

Statistics are just part of the equation but they have a key role both for what they
reveal and how they are handled and manipulated. For example, almost all researches
try to identify where racial bias ‘materialize’ in the process of child welfare decision-
making (Derozetes et al. 2005). According to these research is extremely difficult to
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trace where race starts to be a meaningful variable in the unfolding of a case with
the child protective services. When the different chronological and institutional
moments are broke down and investigated separately, it remains unclear how and
when the disproportionate outcome starts to show up, leaving scholars without a
clear explanation on where to locate the action of a discriminating mechanism. My
point is that, when race is isolated as a data and somehow reified through statistics,
despite its striking presence highlighted by the different rates and huge gaps in the
racial makeup of a certain population, it is handled with caution, becoming unspeak-
able and impossible to be faced in a direct way. As M.A. told me, talking openly
about racial disproportionality is ‘political dynamite’ (East Harlem, 05/06/2012,
interview to M.A.). Although it would be impossible not to use racial categorization
in order to pursue a fight for social justice in a still not color-blind society (Baker
2001) what I would like to point out is the way in which ‘race is, at turns, made
transparent, invisible, monumentally significant, and immaterial’ (Davis and Cox
2012:5).

The following extract from my fieldwork journal describes a specific event, the
encounter between the Administration of Children Services and several anti-racism
and social justice groups active in the human services arena, held during the Black
History Month. This short paragraph describe at the same time how ‘thick’ is the
conceptual and social existence of race as a political category and exemplifies its
unspoken, painful ambiguities in a society which continues to be extremely divided
through the color line, a color line which shapes the everyday life of its citizens.

The meeting is held in a professional conference room at the ACS headquarter. There are
around 50 places in three tables, every station is provided with a microphone and there are
three big screens in front of them, connected to other three ACS offices in New York. The
panelists sit in front of the public, on a desk slightly raised from the others. The room is
initially full of people, that during the two hours diminish until it becomes half empty. The
majority of ACS employees present are black women, as I also always see in family courts.
There are few whites professionals and just a couple of men. During the meeting the tones
of the conversation are kept moderate and friendly, and the main topics revolve around com-
munity partnership, the shift from a client-perspective to a more independent and self-
managed developing model and the incorporation of a white privilege analysis in ACS
work. After a panelist, the president of a community empowerment initiative, finishes to
talk, the public sit still, until one woman of color, a case worker for ACS as she further
explains, breaks the silence with an irritated and emotional remark. Those are some of her
words I was able to capture: «We can talk about empowerment and everything else but I
have to pause and ask me who I am and how screwed up I am, and we need to move,
because there can’t be no change if I think there’s no reason to change (...) when the people
find out, you know, that we’re try to include a white privileged model, they shut down! ‘Oh,
I’'m not going to talk about that problem!’. Every time we have these events, as you call it,
you look around the room and there is 900 of us and two of the dominant culture in here!
So you know, I get really frustrated. (...) We have to look at ourselves and find out why as
an agency we investigate white families differently than we do with black families, why
when we try to have a dialogue, most black people won’t come, thinking ‘I want nobody
hear me saying that’» (ACS Meeting on racial disproportionality, 13/02/2012).

I wanted to insert this piece from my fieldwork notes as it illustrates how antira-
cism is part of the agenda of social work practice. Partnering with community-based
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organization, promoting cultural competences training and Undoing Racism
Workshop among professional working in the field, monitoring the rate of dispro-
portionality and creating programs to reduce it, are initiatives and directions public
and private child welfare agencies are taking since years.

On the other hand, the intervention of the case-worker exposes the depth and
intricacy of the racial issue in the child welfare. As the case-worker explicits, the
problem doesn’t concern just a disinterested white majority of workers who mildly
acknowledge the issue of racial disproportionality. Instead, also black social work-
ers, who represent the majority of child welfare social workers, are elusive towards
the ‘political dynamite’ of race.

Problems of Representation: Poverty and Race

V: Why do you think there is just 3% of white kids in the NY system?
T: Cause the system was made just for poor people, and this is how they get money. Rich
get rich from the poor, you know? (interview to T.B, 20/10/2012, East Harlem)

This is a short exchange from an interview to T.B., a Puerto Rican mother and
grandmother who had more than one case with the child welfare system, and who is
now a parent advocate. T.B was born in Puerto Rico but came with her family in
New York when she was little. She grew up in Harlem during the 1970s, living in
projects and experiencing juvenile justice, poverty and violence, including the kill-
ing of her son during a shooting. I reported this short extract as an introduction to
the topic of this section as it illustrates well the conflation between poverty and race
which is so common in the United States, a self-evidence in the experience of many
but a highly controversial aspect of the academic and political debate.

Although anthropologists and sociologists efforts showed in their work that this
conflation is often incorrect, ideology of US welfare reform quickly devolves into a
racialized argument of black versus white (Schneider 1999) where ‘racial meanings
are attached to particular issues-often treated as social problems-and with the man-
ner in which race appears to be a, or often the, key factor in the ways they are
defined and understood” (Murji and Solomos 2005: 3). This could be attributed also
to the effect of what Brubaker called ‘groupism’ in conceptualizing ethnicity, which
is instead socially constructed in a much more complex way, through the use of
‘practical categories, cultural idioms, cognitive schemas, common-sense knowl-
edge, organizational routines and resources, discursive frames, institutionalized
forms, political projects, contingent events and variable groupness’ (Brubaker 2002,
186). Furthermore it reflects the national tendency of reading social behaviours
according to the black-white dichotomy (Ong 2003). Scholars insist on how people
practice racial belongings in different ways depending of the context and how a
further racialization is operated within conventional racial categories, once it inter-
sects with social-economic status, professionalization, geographical positionality,
etc. The dichotomies and rigid containers in which population is broke up by statis-
tical technologies don’t reflect an equally dichotomous social reality. At the same
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time statistics about the over-representation of people of color in the child welfare
system speak about a structural condition of disadvantage. Coherently with the ther-
apeutic state, this condition can become a device of victimization or pathologiza-
tion, depending on the political spectrum where is discussed.

The difficulty to exit from the circularity of this argument explains the hardship
for US society to become a post-racial society. Welfare and the same child welfare
system were implicitly racialized throughout their history, even when efforts were
made to establish an equal treatment of families in a previously racially segregated
institutional system. This is why racial disproportionality in child welfare remains a
highly controversial social policy issue and struggle to be defined, recognized and
address through institutional devices. As Sally Engle Merry and Susan Bibler
Coutin highlighted, it is important to remind how much ideologies and cultural poli-
tics enter this interpretational game and affect the way in which the discourse is
structured. During an interview with a policy-maker of the Administration of
Children Services, the principal public agency of the child welfare system in NY,
she told me that although everybody in the office was aware that race was a funda-
mental factor in determining the chance to have a case with Administration of
Children Services or not, for her was extremely difficult to raise the question as she
would have been exposed as ‘this crazy person who talks about racism’ (interview
to C.R, Manhattan, 9/06/2012). C.R has a long career in the Administration of
Children Services and she is also a member of an anti racism organization I worked
with. She is African American and she holds an advanced position in the hierarchi-
cal structure of Administration of Children Services. Often at the meetings she func-
tioned as an insider to highlight and anticipate decision-making processes of the
city child welfare system, keeping a position that obviously was never too radical
and antagonistic towards the system. In that occasion, sitting with just me in a cafe
close by the central office of Administration of Children Services in the Financial
District, she was very critic about the role of the system, putting as a central argu-
ment the highly political ground in which decisions and reforms of the child welfare
system takes place.

In a similar way attorneys who offers free legal representation for parents in
Family Court told me that, although really aware of the incredible disproportional-
ity rate in the child welfare system (a lawyer told me that in 5 years of practice, with
an average of 100 cases at year, she could count cases with white families on one
hand) it was not useful at all to raise issues of bias in court since they were impos-
sible to prove and would have been detrimental to their clients. In the child welfare
system, a series of social taboos, of tensions and decisive topics for governance and
citizenship, conflate. Imploding in a myriad of contradictions, they unveil their con-
tingent, historical and cultural construction and the power dynamics which pervade
them. Just to name some of them we have: politics of reproduction, ideologies of
family, human and children rights, moral economies of community participation,
ideas and expectation about maternity and gender, hierarchy of resource access,
need of social control and conflict resolution by the state.

This intricate bundle in which social actors have to disentangle themselves, espe-
cially the ones who work within the same system, put them in the difficult position
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of handling in their everyday practice these contradiction, trying to find a way to
escape, elide or manipulate these ‘impossible objects’. Over-representation of peo-
ple of color is refracted in any of the punitive section of governance, making the
child welfare system just another piece of the puzzle. As statistics showed ‘African
American children and adolescents are overrepresented in child welfare, juvenile
justice, mental health and public school services for children with serious emotional
disturbances, even when the researchers controlled for socioeconomic status, com-
pared with the youths proportion in the population and compared with white chil-
dren’ (Derozetes et al. 2005: 36).

It is, however, a very delicate piece of the puzzle, as racialized groups represent
both the perpetrators and the victims: if pointing the finger at bias within the deci-
sion process can lead to accuse of underestimation of the dangers children face in
inner city communities, on the other hand insisting on these last topics can lead to a
racialization of the child welfare system and a pathologization of families living in
poor communities of color.

Elizabeth Bartholet (2009), a famous child welfare jurist, for example is a strenu-
ous advocate against the racial disproportionality movement, as she interprets the
different rate of white and black kids in the system as an outcome of the underclass
effect and the condition of precariousness and social frailty in which kids are raised
in inner city communities. In her opinion a movement to fight institutional racism in
the child welfare system is pointless and even dangerous as it refuses to acknowl-
edge the risks embedded in dysfunctional family models and in degraded urban
areas. Focusing on bias and processes of discrimination in the institutional system,
that are not present in her opinion, just risks to divert attention to the needs of family
and children to be took in charge by social services. On the other hand, scholars like
Dorothy Roberts (2002) or Joyce James (James et al. 2008) highlight how structural
and institutional racism, extreme surveillance and social stigmas about black single
mothers are the main reason for the disproportionate number of black kids in foster
care. The first study about incidence of child maltreatment among different strata of
the population goes back to 1980, (National Study of the Incidence and Severity of
Child Abuse and Neglect 1980) but the one from 1996 (Third National Incidence
Study on Child Abuse and Neglect 1996) didn’t find any difference in the maltreat-
ment rate among black and white families, and was taken as the most important
evidence of a biased system from the racial disproportionality movement. Recently,
however, the fourth National Incidence Study came out and found significant differ-
ence in the rate of abuse and neglect among black families compared to white fami-
lies (black kids have a 1.7 more of chance compare to white kids of suffering of
abuse and neglect) (Fourth National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect
NIS—4 2015). These results echoes with the widening of the income gap between
black and white families and with a general worsening of the living situation of
African Americans in the aftermath of the financial and economic crisis of 2008.
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Conclusion

The racial disproportionality phenomenon echoes a specific cultural way in which
poverty is produced and represented in the American society. As statistics regarding
child welfare recipients show, the majority of the households which are recipients of
child welfare services are the ones represented through the prism of the underclass
in the political and cultural debate. The demography of child welfare counted and
produced as a truth in statistics about population is the one made up of female-
headed, impoverished African American and Latino families which rely on welfare
to survive.

What in my opinion this feature brings to light is the history of the child welfare
itself, which makes it an interesting example of ‘welfare racism’, so to say the
racialized way to perceive and politicized welfare in public opinion. This wide-
spread and consolidated perception is based on the disproportionate representation
of people of color who are in the US poverty population and the view of welfare as
a black problem (Neubeck and Cazenave 2001). In the colorblind rhetoric, further-
more, these outcomes are represented as the consequences of the dysfunctional and
morally deviant underclass environment, reinforcing ideas about the pathological
nature of family relationship and models of the urban poor, a powerful trope always
quiescent in the US and cyclically brought up by different political contingencies.
Indeed, in the 1980s the kind of attention towards technologies of truth and knowl-
edge on population changed together with a new economical and political ethos,
neoliberal choices and new ways to acknowledge, rationalize and intervene on
social problems were elaborated (O’Connor 2001). Statistics were more and more
focused on family’s composition, switching the focus from structural disadvantage
to a “flawed citizenship” caused by moral inadequacy of inner city families. The
very same female-headed, impoverished African Americans and Latino families on
welfare were therefore labelled as the main source of disparate social issues, rang-
ing from racial riots to drug violence, and of course the most fertile environment for
children’s abuse and neglect.

Instead, as many scholars highlighted in the case of public assistance’s recipi-
ents. (Gordon 1990; Mullings and Wali 2000; Goode and Maskovsky 2001), I
believe that the two main causes of a certain specific demography in the child wel-
fare mechanisms have to be attributed to the kind of institutional surveillance to
which impoverished and racialized communities are subjected and the dysfunc-
tional relations of households and means of production in them. As D.S., advocate
in a no profit organization working in the Bronx said, ‘It is the desire to punish
which renders the neighbourhood unsafe’, a statement which can be referred to
police brutality as well as an invading child welfare practice. Most of the time fami-
lies avoid to voluntarily contact preventive services, the ones which should prevent
for a family in trouble to degenerate at the level of involving child protective ser-
vices. This fear is motivated by the funded perception that services are more prone
to punishment than to assistance, a perception which shapes the general attitude
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towards the child welfare system, whose professionals in certain urban areas are
known as ‘baby-snatchers’.

In conclusion, what is then the role of statistical population’s knowledge in such
a complex political economical panorama? On one hand, we have seen how statis-
tics could resonate with a common sense regarding irresponsible and lazy single
mothers, who don’t comply with mainstream images and model of maternity and
who are incapable of taking care of their children (Kingfisher 1996; Goode and
Maskovsky 2001; Davis 2006). The intimate connection between motherhood and
nationhood has been documented by several scholars, who highlighted how repro-
ductive work and its normative ideals are a strong component in nation-building
(Skocpol 1992; Gordon 1990; Ranchod-Nilsson and Tetreault 2000), a feature par-
ticularly visible in the despised imaginary of ‘welfare mothers’, who don’t really
hold the right to be mother, according to national ideals of motherhood.

On the other hand race-based statistics are an important tool in the pursuing of
social justice. The first studies on how race was a significant variation in the child
welfare population were carried on by African American and civil right activist and
scholars, as an evidence of inherited and structural inequalities in public policy and
as a device to correct them in years where black empowerment was also operated
through institutional channels.

The paradox of racial statistics relies in their same malleability, in their potential
to be read in multiple ways. The multiple ways in which they can be analysed and
deployed is inherently linked to the ‘polyvalent mobility’ of race (Stoler 1995).
What such statistical profile shows, in my opinion, is the ambivalent population’s
knowledge produced by technologies of citizenship and the struggle for appropria-
tion of their social and political meanings.
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Childbirth on Europe’s Ultra-Periphery:
Maternity Care, French Universalism

and Equivocal Identities on the Maroni River,
French Guiana

Vanessa Grotti

Introduction

This chapter uses the prism of institutional healthcare delivery to analyze individual
and collective notions of citizenship, reproduction and belonging on one of Europe’s
most remote external borders. It is based on the analysis of ethnographic data which
I collected during several periods of field research in north-eastern Amazonia
(Brazil, French Guiana and Suriname) from 2003 onwards, and in particular in 2011
to 2014, when I conducted a study of antenatal care in Suriname and French Guiana.
Field sites included villages, health centers, hospitals and governmental and non-
governmental headquarters. Research participants include Amerindian and Maroon
people, governmental and non-governmental officials, secular and missionary
health practitioners and policy-makers. As a social anthropologist with a decade-
long involvement with transnational Carib-speaking populations living in remote
village and urban settings in north-eastern Amazonia, my introduction to the intri-
cate tensions pertaining to reproduction, migration and national identity grew out of
accidental encounters with medical bureaucracy on the Maroni river. The Maroni is
a large Amazon river which constitutes the international border between Suriname
and French Guiana, in the north-eastern corner of the Guiana shield, in South
America. I was first led to this European ultra-peripheral border as a graduate stu-
dent trailing behind my semi-nomadic Trio and Wayana host family. I had met my
host family in the Trio village of Tépu, in southern Suriname and decided to follow
some of its members as they migrated back to Antecume Pata, on the upper reaches
of the Maroni river in French Guiana. Despite concerted national sedentarization
campaigns which started in the late 1950s on all sides of the triple border area across
which the Trio and Wayana live, these Amerindian populations maintain a high
degree of mobility along extensive transnational kinship networks. One of the
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reasons for migrating back to this small Wayana community built on an island in the
middle of the treacherous rapids of the Maroni headwaters, was to enable my adop-
tive mother to give birth to her fifth child in French Guiana. But Antecume Pata had
changed considerably since the family’s last residency several years before, because
of the encroachment of illegal prospecting for gold in the vicinity of the village, and
the increasing pressure of state interventions through targeted security and health
campaigns. In the months to follow, I was to travel to Cayenne, French Guiana’s
capital city, to accompany my adoptive mother who had been convinced to fly by
herself to the coast to give birth in the maternity ward of the Andrée Rosemon state
hospital. As a Surinamese national without entitlements to French social security,
my adoptive mother occupied a peculiar position on the ward, where she languished
for weeks before finally giving birth to her baby boy. While spending time on the
ward with her, I met other indigenous and tribal women in a similar situation, and
talked with medical staff attending to them. Out of these initial encounters in 2005
grew the idea for an ethnographic project which examined local maternity care
delivery as a whole, primarily as experienced from the point of view of the patients
and their relatives, but also from the perspective of the clinical and non-clinical staff
delivering care. As an anthropologist, I work with qualitative data collected through
first hand extensive fieldwork. Methods used include participant and non-participant
observation, semi-structured interviews and archival research. Rather than focusing
on French Guiana as a whole, I decided to focus on the Maroni river for several
reasons. Besides being a river basin with which I was familiar through personal
contacts and fieldwork experience, I was interested in the powerful images of wil-
derness and lawlessness the Maroni conveys locally. Indeed, my local informants
often referred to it as ‘the Wild West’. I was also attracted by the idea of working on
questions of transnational mobility, sovereignty and cross-cultural healthcare in a
densely crossed borderland very distant from conventional representations in media
and European political discourse on international migration and national
sovereignty.

In this chapter I will argue that focusing on reproductive encounters set in medi-
cal institutions located in peripheral border areas reveal unique insights into migra-
tion dynamics that are concurrently internal and international. Indeed, the
institutional delivery of maternity care in this distant, peripheral European border-
land presents us with formidable contradictions which perfectly illustrate the deep
intertwining of individual and collective reproductive tropes in biomedical encoun-
ters. As Decimo and Gribaldo have rightly argued in the introduction to this volume,
‘[plopulations are made geographically identifiable through politics that have his-
torically constructed them as an object of increasing political attention, a resource
to monitor, valorize, manage and, ultimately, an object of governmentality’. As an
illustration to this observation, in this chapter I argue that maternity care appropri-
ately embodies the tension between stately duties of care and control that govern-
mentality encapsulates. Because of the special protected status occupied by maternal
health in European political history since the post World War II era, childbirth rep-
resents a unique example of humanitarian governance (Feldman and Ticktin 2010),
a site of intervention in which the protection of those who are most vulnerable
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becomes entangled in processes of national accountability, deservingness and legiti-
macy (Bacas and Kavanagh 2013). The peripheral nature of French Guiana within
France and the EU as a whole, and the particular place which the Maroni River, a
wild frontier par excellence, occupies in the local regional imagination, exacerbate
these entanglements in the minds of the local maternity healthcare and support staff.
As an example of the institutional and cultural contradictions I wish to highlight, I
focus on indigenous and tribal women’s experience of antenatal and perinatal care
on the Maroni river, and the contrasting perspectives of patients and healthcare pro-
viders as they come to share the intimate moments preparing for the birth of a new-
born baby. Whilst maternity checks require close contact and physical manipulations,
interactions between clinical staff and local patients are plagued by misunderstand-
ings and social distance, as the actors involved belong to quite different worlds and
often only come to interact with one another at the end of the pregnancy and during
childbirth. Because indigenous and tribal women represent a native and yet mobile
population of the Maroni river basin, whose rich history has only partially and
recently become acknowledged by national states in the form of official documenta-
tion and territorial recognition, their encounter with local medical bureaucracy
highlights particularly well the contradictions and equivocations I wish to analyze
here. As I hope to demonstrate here, on the Maroni river, daily interactions between
medical staff and women patients are based on different sets of misunderstandings,
practical misunderstandings (such as poor communication, language barriers or
bureaucracy), but also ontological misunderstandings (for instance differing ways
for patients and staff to deal with unfamiliar people and situations). Rather than
being an inevitable consequence of the statelessness which rules this frontier zone,
perceived to be a hotspot of informal economy and illegal migration, or solely
because of the remoteness of its villages, it is because of mutual misunderstandings,
and in particular, wrong assumptions on the part of those who design healthcare
policies and those who deliver it, that maternal and neonatal health indicators are
rather poor on either bank of the Maroni river (ARS 2011). These inadequacies
between health policies and healthcare delivery on the one hand, and local patient’s
lived worlds on the other, demonstrate the intimate interplay between universalism,
hierarchy and subjectivity in relations of care on Europe’s periphery.

Contextualizing Healthcare on the Maroni River

The Maroni river is a broad, clear-water river originating in the Tumucumaque
mountain range which stretches across the states of Pard and Amapd in northern
Brazil, and it flows into the Atlantic Ocean. It marks the boundary between
Suriname, to the west, and French Guiana, to the east. French Guiana has the full
status of a French overseas département, and Suriname, formally known as Dutch
Guiana, obtained independence from the Netherlands in 1975. The Maroni there-
fore constitutes a border between an emerging, postcolonial nation, and one of the
European Union’s nine Ultra-peripheral Regions. However the Maroni basin is first
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and foremost a cultural and social space with a rich history and a strong identity,
which is very specific and different from urban centers such as Paramaribo,
Suriname’s capital city, and Cayenne, French Guiana’s departmental capital. This is
something which is very present in the minds of the Surinamese and French
Guianese, who for the most part are urban Creoles who live on the coast and who
have little knowledge or first hand experience of the ‘interior’ or the ‘bush’, where
mostly indigenous and tribal people live.

Because of its peculiar history and demographics, the entire Maroni basin is
perceived as being a place of wilderness typical of the Guianan interior; indeed the
Hospital of St. Laurent du Maroni, one of the two hospitals of French Guiana, is
permanently understaffed, partly because nurses trained in the Cayenne Institute for
Nursing Studies (IFSI') prefer to stay in Cayenne, move to the French Antilles
(Guadeloupe and Martinique), or to mainland France, than to be posted on the
Maroni River (Lama 2013). In an ironic migratory twist, on the French bank of the
river, most civil servants working in the local administration or in the various state
healthcare agencies such as the Hospital of St. Laurent are French coming from
mainland France. In French Guiana, the mainland French are known as ‘métro’, an
abbreviation from Metropolitan French. When it is used by Creoles, the term métro
is a slightly pejorative term. It encapsulates the idiosyncrasies of France’s relation-
ship with its overseas territories: the métro usually stand out due to their physical
appearance, their dress code, their communication, their wealth and their peculiar
enclosed sociability. The métro who come to work in the local administration,
receive as compensation for their relocation, material incentives and advantages, for
instance a salary premium of 40% which the Creoles who work alongside them, in
the healthcare sector for example, are not entitled to. These disparities tend to foster
a feeling of resentment among the least affluent Creoles, who have to get by in an
overseas department which has a high cost of living and malfunctioning public ser-
vices. But rather than encourage medical staff to settle in French Guiana, these
financial perks often have the opposite effect: they allow recently qualified medical
students to base themselves in exotic, tropical yet ‘safe’ placements for the time it
takes them to save enough money to travel across South America. In this context,
the encounter with patients on the Maroni becomes part of a personal journey into
exotic worlds in which there is little time or place for the nurture of long-term
bonds, or for developing an insider practical knowledge of how healthcare delivery
works on the Maroni (Carde 2010, 2012).

There are of course a few notable exceptions of Metropolitan French who stay
and devote their lives to French Guiana; however, a significant part of the Metropolitan
French form a highly mobile and perpetually fluctuating collectivity with little long-
term engagement with French Guiana. This is particularly true of the healthcare
sector where few medical staff remain for more than a year. To give an idea of high
staff turnover in the medical sector, I turn to the figures given by Charlotte Weisberg
in her ethnography of maternity care in St. Laurent du Maroni: ‘[t]he medical and
midwifery interns practice at the hospital for less than a month; the family medicine

!Institut de Formation en Soins Infirmiers.
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residents practice obstetrics at the hospital for a six-month rotation; and the hospital
midwives usually practice for six months or one year’ (2013: 85).

In French Guiana, besides the hospital, there are four health centers located fur-
ther upriver in three Maroon villages and in the town of Maripasoula; and there is
only one doctor I have met who has stayed in Maripasoula for over a decade. The
smaller health posts are located in Amerindian villages and those on the headwaters
are attached to the hospital in Cayenne, which means that Amerindian mothers are
invited to travel to the maternity ward of the Cayenne hospital to give birth roughly
2 months before their due date.

On the other side of the border, the coastal-interior divide can be felt just as
strongly. While the French hospital in St. Laurent is the only one on the river, the
health posts of the Surinamese Medical Mission, the primary healthcare network
funded by the Surinamese Ministry of Health and dedicated to the populations of
the interior, face the same understaffing problems. I have only come across one
Creole senior nurse who enjoyed living in the interior and spent 10 years of his life
in the Amerindian village of Kwamalasamutu in southwestern Suriname. Since
2007, the Cuban Medical Brigade has been operating in Suriname and a doctor has
been posted in the mining settlement of Stoelmanseiland on the Maroni headwaters.
The rota of Cuban doctors is slightly longer, 3 years on average; but as these doctors
leave their family behind in Cuba when they are posted in Suriname, they rarely stay
for longer than what their compulsory service requires. All in all, on either side of
the border, these non-native medical collectivities share a detachment from the
region and a temporality based on the short-term and the projection of a personal
and social future away from the Maroni (Brightman and Grotti 2014).

The Maroni river has a rich colonial and postcolonial history marked by resis-
tance, inter-ethnic conflict and local resilience which can still be strongly felt today.
More than a state boundary, the Maroni river is perceived in French Guiana and
Suriname as a specific liminal zone inhabited by independent tribal and indigenous
collectivities which challenged colonial authorities and were bitterly torn apart by
the Civil War of the 1980s.

The Surinamese Civil War (1986—1992) brought lasting disruption and displace-
ment in the Maroni region, where some of the most vicious fighting took place
towards the end of the conflict. Local tribal and indigenous populations living on the
Surinamese bank of the Maroni fled persecution into French Guiana, concentrating
in particular in St. Laurent du Maroni. In the late 1980s, St. Laurent du Maroni, was
little more than a sleepy back water, renowned only for its penal colony which had
gradually dwindled to full closure at the end of the Second World War. Thirty years
ago, St. Laurent’s hospital was only a small structure based in the old infirmary of
the penal colony, and residents say that until the war, they would commonly cross
the river to be treated by the Dutch doctors working in the hospital in Albina, the
town opposite St. Laurent on the Surinamese bank.

When Maroon refugees arrived in the St. Laurent area, they were allowed to stay
in makeshift camps managed by the armed forces. The French authorities registered
them in 1991, giving them temporary identity cards to allow them to circulate freely
within a restricted part of the département (Kruijt and Hoogbergen 2005: 203), but
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without granting them the status of refugees on French soil (French 1991). At the
end of the war, these ‘non-refugees’ were invited to return to Suriname, which many
Ndjuka and Saramaka refused to do, as they still feared persecution and had for
most of them lost everything in the conflict: their villages had been destroyed, they
had no home to return to. Today, eastern Suriname is relatively peaceful, but a large
number of Surinamese Maroons have remained in French Guiana, only some of
whom have been granted French citizenship, indeed a significant number of Maroon
mothers who come to seek antenatal care in St. Laurent today were born in French
Guiana, but often do not possess French identity papers or social security, nor do
they speak French, which plays a significant role in the way in which they receive
care. The Surinamese state never resumed the initiatives for integration and develop-
ment that were emerging in the early 1980s. The Paramaribo authorities turned their
backs on the Maroni and left it devastated: the schools and hospitals were not rebuilt.
The principal motor of development and change has instead been the informal econ-
omy, most notably that surrounding the gold rush that took root even as the Civil
War was drawing to a close at the beginning of the 1990s, further transforming local
demographics and integrating the Maroni river to larger regional and international
migration networks which spread across the entire sub-continent (Piantoni 2012).

In the past 25 years, thousands of Brazilian migrants, have entered Suriname and
French Guiana to work alongside smaller numbers of Maroons and Amerindians,
cutting forest and scouring creeks and river beds for gold (Theije 2006; Theije and
Bal 2010; Simonian and Da Silva Ferreira 2006). This wide-scale movement of
population concentrated on illegal resource extraction has exacerbated social and
environmental tensions on the Maroni River. With visible consequences for the
environment and the health of local indigenous and tribal populations, gold mining
has led to an increase of river pollution, and to the presence of high levels of mer-
cury in river fish, which is part of the daily diet of the populations living on the
headwaters. Mercury intoxication can have detrimental effects on the development
of children and, above all, fetuses. Pregnancy among indigenous women is now fol-
lowed with greater anxiety by relatives, and is monitored more nervously during
medical visits.

The expansion of the mining frontier on the Maroni is having direct consequences
on processes of state interventions and securitization (Brightman and Grotti 2014).
While social scientists studying the Suriname-based gold mining and drug traffick-
ing industry have described the area as stateless and relatively peaceful in compari-
son to other South American mining frontiers, there has been a clear increase in
operations aiming at securing the area, or reasserting the state’s presence, most nota-
bly through the deployment of French military operations and patrols. As the mili-
tary become a more visible presence, especially upriver from Maripasoula and
Stoelmanseiland, interventions in the healthcare sector seem to follow a similar
course, especially on the French bank. Healthcare, from policy making to delivery,
has become a privileged place for the performance of processes of securitization and
state control at the individual and collective level. In this context, in the minds of
those who deliver healthcare, childbirth represents a particularly contentious issue.
Enmeshed in a discourse of personal and collective security and responsibility,
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antenatal care becomes entangled with questions of national identity, bureaucratic
regulations, and universal rights to state welfare. But whose personal security is at
stake here? And how effective are these securitization discourses in the context of
maternal health? This is what I will turn to now by looking at native Amerindian
experiences of childbirth policy on the Upper Maroni.

Caring and Civilizing: Maternity Care on the Upper Maroni

The Wayana are a Central Carib population numbering about 2500 people who live
across the triple border area separating Suriname, French Guiana and Brazil. They
are swidden horticulturalists who live on the banks of rivers or creeks in cognatic
settlements traditionally numbering 30—-40 people but which now can be five times
as big. The villages in which the Wayana live in today on the headwaters of the
Maroni river are thus bigger, and tend to last longer than in the past; they also some-
times refer to their villages as ‘white people’s villages’ as their foundation resulted
from a process of contact and sedentarization which began in the late 1950s. The
Wayana villages in Suriname were founded as mission posts by North-American
Protestant missionaries in the early 1960s. The remaining Wayana villages which
are located on the French Guiana shore of the Maroni River, were founded around
the same time, when the French administration started to encourage the ‘sedenta-
rization’ of the population, through the creation of schools and health posts.
Although national discourses still tend to represent the Wayana as ‘traditional’,
‘pristine’ and thus fragile in the face of contact with the outside world, this contact
has arguably been ongoing for a long time, and in its most decisive expression since
the arrival of the foreign missionaries three generations ago.

As we have seen, the healthcare system on the Maroni is divided by national
traditions: the Surinamese shore is dotted by health posts staffed mainly by local
nurses. On the French Guiana side, the health centers and health posts are staffed by
Metropolitan French personnel. Whereas health posts in Suriname provide free
basic healthcare for all with a centralized system managed from Paramaribo the
capital, the delivery of healthcare in French Guiana is divided geographically: the
Maroon population on the Maroni river’s lower reaches is under the responsibility
of the hospital of St. Laurent, located by the mouth of the river, while the Wayana
population living on the river’s upper reaches is under the responsibility of the hos-
pital in Cayenne. The differences in quality of care under both systems derive from
strategic policy choices that were made at the foundation of the respective systems.
Primary healthcare among the populations of the interior in Suriname was initially
gradually designed and managed by a consortium of Protestant missionary
organizations. While the Medical Mission has since the 1980s been integrated into
the Surinamese Ministry of Health, it retains its original autonomy with its own
board of directors, who are often connected to the Protestant mission’s church. The
basic principles emphasize the training and use of local staff (supervized by a senior
nurse from the city), a general involvement in public health and sanitation measures
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(such as water purification, etc) and the reliance on radio communication and day-
time airlifting to deal with emergencies. Under this regime, antenatal and postnatal
checks as well as childbirths are conducted in the health post or at home, with the
visit of a gynecologist who having been assigned a specific portion of the interior,
flies into each successive village over two consecutive days every month or so. The
Medical Mission has in the past 5 years registered a sharp decline in births in
Wayana villages on the Surinamese side. Women do not seem to give birth in the
health posts anymore, and some suggest they may prefer to cross the border instead.

In French Guiana, healthcare to the interior originally grew out of the emergency
department of the Hospital of Cayenne. The health posts in the Wayana villages on
the French Guiana side are usually better equipped, but the centralized bureaucratic
nature of the French healthcare system, prevents these health posts and their medi-
cal personnel to do what Suriname, in line with other emerging tropical nations, is
better at doing: hands-on community-based healthcare and sanitation. This results
in few Wayana people working in the health posts, and those who do, do so on pre-
carious short-term contracts, since in order to be employed as health worker or
nurse they would require a bachelor’s qualification in nursing in line with
Metropolitan France, something difficult to achieve in these villages where on-site
school education ends with primary schools, and where promising Wayana students
are faced with the prospect of leaving their village to become a boarder in the
regional frontier town of Maripasoula, where the nearest secondary school is
located. The doctors travel by canoe at regular intervals to visit the villages and
perform routine checks and antenatal screenings with a portable scan machine.

Unlike infectious diseases which require targeted interventions, pregnancy and
childbirth represent a process whose outcomes rest on the measurement of risk at
social and bodily levels, and both the Wayana and the foreign doctors involved
evaluate risk differently. Considered as a particular time in the life of a woman, both
shamans and plant healers usually follow the woman and the unborn child with
plant preparations and chants. Medical practitioners have for their part considered it
either as a hyper-extended social phenomenon or as a self-contained biological pro-
cedure. Thus missionary medical personnel focused on the powerful connection
between pregnancy and ‘satanic’ shamanic practice and introduced ‘rationalizing’
healthcare measures which focused on breaking the connection with the spirit
world. On the other hand, secular governmental and non-governmental health initia-
tives tend to view it in physiological terms centered on the individual female body.
There is little to no communication between doctors and women during antenatal
visits; and as one French doctor commented to me: ‘antenatal checks are for two
things: to tell women they cannot take any traditional remedies as these could kill
their baby, and to convince them childbirth is a dangerous matter and they have to
come to give birth at the hospital in Cayenne if they want to give birth to a live and
healthy baby’.

In French Guiana, the relative poor records on women’s health have led to a
tightening of the policy on hospital births, especially since 2006. Until then a good
proportion of Wayana women informally chose to give birth in the local health cen-
tre at Maripasoula. This practice is now officially strictly forbidden, and women are
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to be flown to the maternity ward in Cayenne, approximately 2 months before they
are due, to give birth in a hospital environment. This is to my knowledge the only
time Wayana women travel on their own to such a distant sphere of alterity (the city,
the coast) for extensive periods of time. During these extended stays, they share
hospital rooms with distant affines from other villages, but also strangers such as
Creole or Metropolitan French women. Through daily commensality they come to
develop intimate social relations with these distant people, including medical staff.
Their bodies transform: they eat and sleep like urban people, they have few if no
opportunities to talk to their kin. Most crucially, they give birth like urban people:
on their own, surrounded by strangers in white gowns whose language they often do
not understand, and lying in the ‘physiological’ position, that is on their back, with
their feet stuck in stirrups.

The terms under which childbirth is being uprooted from the village and the
familiar context of close kin, and this with increasing regularity, bear profound
changes on the ways in which Wayana babies are moulded in-utero and brought into
the world, especially when the mothers are young, still children themselves.
Concerns on both sides highlight problems with communication and misunder-
standings. Midwives point to the difficulty of young mothers leaving their families
for the first time for their first birth, being very distressed during labour and experi-
encing physical and mental complications as a result. Women in the maternity ward
in Cayenne worried about the medicines they were told to take, about the difficulty
in observing the couvade (ritual food prohibitions) away from their relatives, and
their lack of trust of the effects of ‘machines’ and their invisible waves, seen as
white people’s spirits, on their unborn children. Fetuses are said to be very sensitive
to invisible beings with whom they can develop kinship ties even before birth, and
these can determine their future lives. In this context a common strategy is not to
show up on the day of the scheduled flight from Maripasoula to the Cayenne hospi-
tal and to wait until the expecting woman is in labour to set out to give birth in the
health centre in Maripasoula. This explains the increase in babies being born in
canoes. When willing to talk, young fathers express frustration at not being ascribed
any nurturing role during childbirth: they either stay behind in the village or are too
busy to navigate their canoe while their partner is in labour to have any physical
contact with either mother or child; they claim they do not really follow the post-
natal dietary rituals with their wife as she is not there, although I know that some do
restrict their eating and hunting in the weeks following the news of the birth, even if
mother and baby have not yet returned from the hospital. With the development of
distant hospital births, the Wayana see the process of giving birth as closely tied to
white people and the city. Life now starts in a distant sphere of alterity which can
only be imagined by kin and residential affines, women and their babies develop in
this context new forms of processual ties which are not dissimilar to traditional trad-
ing partnerships nurtured by their male counterparts in distant Maroon villages or in
the city. It appears that with sedentarization and national healthcare policy plans,
new ways of moving through space and social environments are being devised by
the Wayana. While the possibility of benefiting from the recently introduced family
benefits in French Guiana does influence the choice of pregnant indigenous women
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as to where to give birth, the prospect of having to be uprooted from relatives for
several months to be taken to a large hospital ward in the city leads women to make
a choice in their own terms, which explains the increase in ‘canoe births’. Faced
with little state recognition and scant economic prospects, the Wayana respond to
antenatal care in their own terms, insofar as this strategy is one of the last survival
strategies that the state is offering them on this frontier zone.

Caring and Controlling: Childbirth and National Identity
on the Lower Maroni

During my interviews with medical doctors, when I asked them to reflect on what
the future held for Amerindian populations, they often returned to the problem of
social welfare and the ravages their introduction into Wayana communities some
20 years ago had provoked. Rather than pinpointing the absence of recognition of
land rights, the inadequacy of educational and healthcare policies whose universal-
ism precisely left the Wayana at greater disadvantage, or the obvious lack of eco-
nomic prospect or the gold mining, it was the money distributed through family
benefits which was portrayed as the main problem, the poisoned gift to their fragile
collective and personal way of life. With surprising consistency, my French doctor
informants returned to how the introduction of benefits had plunged the river popu-
lations into a dependency leading to moral and social corruption: alcoholism, pros-
titution, violence were on the rise. Their attempts at discussing the issue of welfare
money at communal gathering with the Maroni populations were met with anger.
“You are a doctor, so you do your job and treat our illness, but don’t meddle with the
way in which we live our lives, that’s none of your business’, that is what a doctor
was reportedly told during a recent medical visit among the Wayana. The doctor’s
intention, I was told, was to try and help, but there was a feeling that the Wayana did
not want to be helped, they barely came to seek treatment or advice from doctors
stopping over in the Maroni villages on their fortnightly trips. ‘Trust and common
sense; sensible and pro-active’; these words often return in the mouths of doctors
and midwifes when they tried to express what they were seeking to instill in the
Maroni patients, and for them Maroon and Amerindians alike seemed to consis-
tently lack such qualities.

From the natives’ perspective, they were actually being consistent in their treat-
ment of medical staff, whose faces kept changing, and who appeared to stay too
little to know much about life on the river. We are faced here with what could be
described as an ontological misunderstanding, an equivocation: to the French medi-
cal staff, healthcare was a familiar entity which had set guidelines and rules, and it
did not matter that the persons running it in the frontline kept changing, the overall
structure remained consistent. Yet, for the Wayana or the Maroon populations who
privilege personal long-term relations with non-related Others (Grotti 2007, 2012,



Childbirth on Europe’s Ultra-Periphery: Maternity Care, French Universalism... 85

2013),? this entity appeared amorphous, and deprived of sociability, and further-
more, made of distant Others who were young, inexperienced medical staff at the
end of their training, and who seemed to be coming to French Guiana to have an
exotic experience, take pictures, and leave again. With representatives of such dis-
tant alterity, the Wayana in particular behave in the way in which they treat non-
related Others: with cunning distrust, and controlled verbal and physical
communication. In practice, as observed by Charlotte Weisberg in her ethnography
of maternity care on the Maroni River, French medical hospital staff and local
patients rarely meet more than once during medical check-ups preceding birth, and
seldom manage to exchange information as they struggle through some French and
Sranan phrases (Sranan Tongo, Surinamese creole, is the main lingua franca used
on the Maroni, alongside the Maroon languages). This lack of direct communica-
tion is further hampered by the contradictory directions and requirements given by
medical staff who have little knowledge of where to send women for scans or tests
when these women have no official entitlement to social security, that is when they
have no state medical insurance which would enable them to have their medical
treatments reimbursed, or who have pending applications for universal healthcare
coverage. Studies on the experience of childbirth in a context of migration regularly
mention the problem of communication as detrimental to the quality of care
received, leading to medical complications (Bulman and McCourt 2010: 366; Niner
et al. 2013: 539; Sauvegrain 2012: 100; Weisberg 2013: 7). Weisberg recounts the
comments among hospital staff that women patients are not compliant or reliable;
they cannot get them to do what they want. They seem to appear out of nowhere at
the end of the pregnancy as if only interested in obtaining free healthcare and so-
called ‘papers’: French identity papers, or entitlements to family benefits or state
medical care. The women who come to give birth in St. Laurent du Maroni become
then the new face of this history of migration which has marked the region. Pregnant
migrants originating from Suriname, and supposedly the entire Guiana region, are
understood to cross the Maroni River with a calculating mentality to plan to enjoy
free childbirth and to earn benefits from the state, in a move which was conten-
tiously described as ‘obstetric migration” 5 years ago by the local politician and
ex-maire of St. Laurent du Maroni, Léon Bertrand. But is this perception accurate?

France’s laws and healthcare provisions are exceptionally protective of maternity
and early childhood, regardless of nationality and status. As a direct consequence of
the post-second world war consensus to protect working families, pregnant women
and small children are entitled to walk-in free basic health check-ups across the ter-
ritory through a network of health centers entirely dedicated to them: the PMI, the
Protection Maternelle et Infantile (Maternal and Child Protection). PMI posts are
mostly based in parts of the country which are disadvantaged economically and
socially, and are particularly well developed in the overseas territories. Besides
these health posts, pregnant women are entitled to seven antenatal visits which com-
prise regular tests which are performed at the hospital or in a private practice, and

*Non-related Others are distant affines with whom traditionally social relations would have been
avoided.
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for which they will have to pay in advance if they do not have social security or have
not been approved for universal health coverage. Unlike many ‘less developed’
countries such as Suriname, in French Guiana there are no longer traditional birth
attendants, no non-governmental clinics or dispensaries, no locally trained mid-
wives or physicians. There are only private practice and state-employed midwives
and physicians, all trained in Metropolitan France (Weisberg 2013: 26).

Since 2000, when a Universal Health Insurance (Couverture Médicale
Universelle) was introduced in France, non-EU nationals, whether legally present
on the territory or not, can claim access to medical care and have their medical
expenses reimbursed (Carde 2012: 3). French Guiana, as a French Department,
introduced universal healthcare coverage on its territory in the same year, thus pav-
ing the way for a legal framework to medical assistance to migrants in a situation of
irregularity.® The procedure to obtain universal health insurance however is usually
fraught with bureaucratic obstacles which can delay the process indefinitely.
Nevertheless, France has a special legal provision for the urgent treatment of foreign
non-EU citizens on its territory, which means that a person who is illegally present
on the territory and does not have any papers or insurance will still receive immedi-
ate and free treatment if her life is in danger: for example following an accident.
Childbirth is classified as ‘urgent care’, meaning that any woman is entitled to give
birth in France without having to produce any identity papers or social security. As
all births are hospital-based, this means that their stay and treatment in hospital will
be free. In this context, it is striking to note that France has a budget of 20 million
euros for the ‘urgent care’ of its foreign citizens, and that according to recent esti-
mates from its Regional Agency of Hospitalization, French Guiana uses up to 14
million euros of the total budget (Léveille 2008). Official figures of the birth rates in
French Guiana in general and St. Laurent du Maroni in particular make the mater-
nity ward the largest per inhabitant in the whole of the country (Gragnic 2013a, b;
Jolivet et al. 2009).* It is hard to deny that we are faced with a population boom,
astonishing in scale even when compared to the comparatively high birth rate in the
rest of France. Whether French Guiana is a veritable ‘baby-making factory’ or not,
the scale of the baby boom contributes to the specific nature of birth on the Maroni
river; medical staff come to encounter there a situation which is very different from
what their training in Metropolitan France had accustomed them to, and this has
consequences for the way in which they perceive and treat patients.

France has recently been reprimanded by a UN human rights body about a
‘discriminatory political discourse’ associated with ‘the increasing difficulties faced
by certain inhabitants of [French] overseas territories in accessing health care with-

3Tt is worth noting that French and EU nationals resident or visiting French Guiana are entitled to
exactly the same healthcare coverage as in the rest of France; nevertheless French Guiana, as an
Overseas Department, presents some peculiarities typical of remote European peripheries and bor-
derlands such as worse health and economic indicators (ARS-Guyane 2011; Grenier 2011; Jolivet
et al. 2009; PAHO/WHO 2012).

*Official figures demonstrate high natality rates in St. Laurent du Maroni: in 2009, with 2300 births

for a population of 20,000, it placed the birth rates of this small Guyanese town at over 100
births/1000 inhabitants (Jolivet et al. 2009: 80).
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out discrimination’” (UNHCHR 2010, in Jolivet et al. 2010: 1827). Relations
between medical staff and patients are also caught up in anxieties and perceptions
of questions of citizenship, as the former tend to assume that expectant mothers who
wish to give birth on French soil do so in a bid to obtain French citizenship for their
children, and thus to obtain for them the privileges of social security and better
opportunities for employment. Medical staff express fears of losing control over
patients unaccustomed to the rigors of medical bureaucracy, and fears that patients
seek to exploit the system (see also Weisberg 2013). This leads staff to produce a
discourse of securitization: their claims that the patient’s health and the integrity of
the state are felt to be at risk lead them to treat patients in a way which alienates the
latter, making them less willing to place themselves in the hands of medical staff.
Ironically, rather than facilitate access to healthcare for the most disadvantaged
patients, recent research suggests that the introduction of the Universal Healthcare
Plan has made healthcare providers living in French Guiana feel responsible for
controlling what they perceive to be an increasing influx of economic migrants,
especially from neighboring countries and the Caribbean. As Estelle Carde sug-
gests, healthcare professionals start to become discretionary regulators of immigra-
tion in their daily encounters with migrant claimants (2012: 5). Although existing
studies have demonstrated that migration in the region is not driven by health-related
motivations but rather by economic ones (Jolivet et al. 2009), the overall perception,
regularly used by local authorities and politicians is that migration to French Guiana
is driven by healthcare objectives, especially in the case of pregnant women. The
Maroni basin, with its history of conflict and migrations, has become a place where
medical encounters are marked by the tension between caring and controlling. It is
a good example of the contradictions present at the very heart of French republican
ideal of universalism, which in this case produce a system in which, as Miriam
Ticktin has written: ‘apparent regimes of care and compassion, enshrined in prin-
ciples of universalism, are actually forms of anti-politics insofar as they systemati-
cally maintain inequalities and hierarchies’ (Ticktin 2011: 19). Yet, as we have seen,
recent historical events which have triggered mass migration, and the disparities in
health provision and delivery, mean that the existing system is inefficient, overbur-
dening hospitals which have to treat patients who do not benefit from regular con-
sistent check-ups, either because they struggle to travel to them, to understand their
purpose, or to be able to pay for them. As a prominent member of staff of the mater-
nity ward of the hospital of St. Laurent once said to me in his office in November
2011: “We try to give first world solutions to third world problems, and this makes
us inefficient, inefficient with our patients and with our means’. Some of the long-
term staff on the Maroni are aware of the misunderstandings which cause the sys-
tem’s shortcomings, but as long as border controls, migration and welfare
entitlements remain emotionally-charged topics in wider national and international
discourses, maternity care for minority populations is bound to remain a conten-
tious issue.
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Conclusion

[A]lthough the language of universal humanity provided a way for colonial subjects to
make claims for a different political reality, it was also part of colonial logics of governance.
The idea of a ‘civilizing mission’ ...relied on a hierarchical understanding of [a] human
community which suggested that European powers and populations had an obligation to
assist the colonized in developing their human capacity (Feldman and Ticktin 2010: 8).

‘But of course!” retorted the senior midwife I was interviewing when I asked her
whether she thought indigenous and tribal women living on the remote upper Maroni
ought to face the long and tiring journey by canoe and plane to travel to Cayenne to
give birth. ‘Giving birth in a level-2 maternity ward’® is the human right of every
woman living in France!” she added with warm enthusiasm. The universalism of her
comment was a spontaneous manifestation of the sincere commitment of my inter-
locutor; a French citizen from metropolitan France, she had settled in French Guiana
as a young trainee, fallen in love with the country and decided to stay. She took a
great interest in the unique diversity of this French Overseas Department and had a
personal fondness for traditional beliefs surrounding pregnancy and childbirth. But
never did she doubt that the clearest manifestation of France’s universal commit-
ment to equality was in its delivery of the best quality of care to all expecting moth-
ers. And the measure for what good quality of care meant could only be found in
fixed universal guidelines. Yet it was precisely this universalism which caused
inequality (a blatant ‘hierarchy’ as eloquently referred to in the quotation above) in
a country in which a significant proportion of its inhabitants live in remote tropical
hinterlands, and who found hospitals daunting and alienating sites of alterity and
danger, and the cause of disruptions and misunderstandings of the kind I have
described. My contribution to this volume is thus not only intended to be about
indigenous and tribal women’s experiences of maternity care in a border region, but
also a study of their relationship with urban, Creole society, and, beyond that, a
reflection on their relationship as socially and geographically distant minorities
within nation-states, one of these being a European nation. While from the
Amerindian and Maroon patients’ perspective there is no problem as such with bio-
medical procedures and interv