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Introduction

Crisis for whom? Global border
regimes, minorisation, (im)mobility
and care

Rachel Rosen, Elaine Chase, Sarah Crafter,
Valentina Glockner and Sayani Mitra

Venezuelan children in Colombia are turned away from shelters for
migrants because they are not accompanied by their parents. Children
who have fled Afghanistan with their families value the lives and care
they experience in refugee camps in Europe. For them, a ‘migration crisis’
lies not in the movement of people across borders or the trials of these
journeys. Unlike their parents, it is not the unsustainability of lives in
displacement which trouble them, but their imminent enforced
deportation back to Afghanistan. Care and notions of childhood in
occupied Palestine are shaped by multilayered systemic forms of violence
which are historic and embedded, undermining physical, social and
economic mobility and generating a perpetual sense of crisis. Colonial
idealisations of Christian nuclear families lead contemporary Zimbabwean
children to feel a deep sense of ‘lack’ and ‘abnormality’ when their
mothers are forced to migrate for work. Children as young as 9 or 10,
internally displaced due to climate change and neoliberal agricultural
policies in India and Mexico, wake at dawn every day to work as rubbish
or vegetable pickers and bring home vital resources to their families.
These are just a few close-ups of the lives of children and young
people in contexts of (im)mobility depicted in this book. The minutiae of
such lives are nested within worlds undergoing radical and relentless
changes brought about by the intersecting effects of dispossession, racial
capitalism, conflict and climate change, and the politics and policies of
migration regimes. Narratives of ‘crisis’ — whether ‘migration crisis’ or
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‘childhoods in crisis’— have become the rhetorical tropes which shape and
are reproduced by value-laden political and policy responses to children
on the move. These reflect a sedentary bias, normative ideas about ‘good’
and ‘bad’ childhoods and rigid assumptions about children and care. As
we go on to argue, these have translated into border regimes that
normalise and legalise migrant children’s subjection and exclusion
through racialisation and minorisation processes. Consequently, children
on the move globally, whether with family members or separately, and
those who remain in place when parents migrate, do so in contexts where
migration is typically framed as a political and existential crisis for rich
countries and associated with trauma and irreparable damage for
children. Equally, some children’s movements, particularly those involved
in South-South mobility, continue to be rendered invisible. Indeed, these
silent stories raise questions about when and why children’s movement is
or is not constituted as a ‘crisis’, who these judgements are made by (and
for), and what effect this has on infrastructures and practices of care.

Critical migration scholarship suggests a counter-narrative in which
mobility is understood as part of the human condition and that it is the
conditions under which movement is controlled, disciplined and
discursively framed that cause politicised precarity and crises for people
on the move. Colonialism, both as historical legacy and present-day
condition, is key to understanding these contemporary conditions of
global migration.! Patterns of (im)mobility — including who moves, who
remains or becomes stuck in place and where people move to — are shaped
by ‘imperial grooves’ wrought by colonialism.? At the same time, notions
of ‘race’ and processes of racialisation developed in and through projects
of colonial empire are embedded in contemporary border regimes, in
what De Genova refers to as ‘yet another re-drawing of the global colour
line’,® controlling movement, limiting legal and moral entitlements for
care and support and reducing political and social belonging to ideas of
the ethno-nation.

Consequently, we use (im)mobility purposely in this chapter, and
not simply as a synonym for migration. On the one hand, (im)mobility
foregrounds an acknowledgement that migration cannot be reduced to
movement but is just as much about stasis, being stuck in place and
indeterminate waithood. By speaking of (im)mobility, therefore, we aim
to keep in view ebbs, flows and circulations — shifting dynamics of
emplacement and spatial movement - including how these are
understood, experienced, controlled, desired and resisted. A focus on
(im)mobility also allows us to attend to the ways that ideas and imagery
—of childhood, migration and care — move. It turns our gaze to which new

CRISIS FOR WHOM?



or well-worn paths they travel and why, how these socially constituted
representations come into contact and conflict, and with what effect for
marginalised children and childhoods.

On the other hand, our use of (im)mobility allows us to move away
from the overdetermined category of ‘migrant’, the subject of migratory
processes, which is often experienced as a derogatory figuration, rendered
‘underserving’ when contrasted, for example, with the figure of the
‘refugee’. Moving away from categorical terms and reifications of
migration, and towards processes, allows for simultaneous consideration
of those who might otherwise be separated into seemingly discrete groups
by border regimes: unaccompanied minors, stateless children, asylum-
seeking children, refugee children and ‘left behind’ children, to name but
a few. This is but one small act of ‘refusal’* we make in the face of the
terms set by restrictive migration regimes, but also one that we see as
having generative potential, as we go on to discuss.

Relations between crisis, care and childhood (im)mobility

When we first began the process of curating this volume, one of the
challenges we set ourselves was to explore the relations between crisis,
care and childhood (im)mobility. Rather than viewing these as three
separate phenomenon or, more problematically, fixed objects of study
which were knowable in advance, our project has been to remain attentive
to the ways in which these phenomena are generated through their
interactions. We suspected that attending to their mutual constitution in
diverse contexts would shed light on the ways in which some crises come
to matter while others are erased; the diverse ways that care is understood,
constrained, recognised, governed, fractured and practised as well as its
vacillations between control, support and solidarity; and the sorts of
children and childhoods produced at these interstices. Our concern here
is unabashedly emancipatory: how we analyse these relations has an
important bearing on efforts to counter dehumanisation through crisis
narratives, inferiorisation and minorisation through childhood status and
violence perpetrated in the name of care.

In reading across the chapters in this volume, it is evident that crisis,
care and migrant childhoods do articulate together powerfully and
frequently across time and space. Yet, if relations between phenomena
cannot be assumed a priori, it becomes important to consider ‘what is
required to make that specific relationship exist’.” In many ways, ‘what is
required’ to make relations between crisis, care and childhood (im)
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mobility is obvious, given hegemonic views of children as essentially
vulnerable and in need of adult protection and care. Such figurations of
the child as quintessential dependant combine with dominant
sedentaristic views of human societies,® such that ‘good childhood’ has
become virtually synonymous with life within the private (nuclear)
family in locally embedded places. In these hegemonic terms, crises for
migrant children appear self-evident, as both mobility and physical
distance from parents or family are rendered existential risks for
individual children and childhood itself.

Apropos of Edward Said’s notion of ‘travelling theory’,” dominant
imaginaries of childhood have crossed global expanses in the hands of
(settler) colonialists, policymakers, humanitarian groups, academic
scholars and forced migrants. It is unsurprising, then, that these
imaginaries appear across the contributions in the book as shaping the
lives of children on the move. Yet these dominant narratives are not all
that there is to see, as they interact with situated histories, cultures,
practices and geopolitics in complex ways. In many cases, it is forced
immobility, rather than mobility, which presents itself as a crisis for
children, and it is care, even love, that motivates participation in political
movements for liberation — even though in hegemonic discourses this
may be seen as violating the safe and apolitical sanctum of childhood. In
other cases, mobility is understood as an act of love and care, part of a
good childhood in the sense of fulfilling responsibilities and supporting
family members. Migration in this sense is a solution to crisis rather than
a crisis for good childhood. Yet these young people also encounter
narratives where their movement is viewed as problematic or a crisis —
albeit for the receiving region or country.

Our point, then, is that there is at once a heterogeneity of relations
between crisis, care and childhood (im)mobilities and, relatedly, the
contingency of their effects. We are not suggesting here that anything
goes, or simply pointing to flux and indeterminacy. Instead, we see the
combination of heterogeneity and contingency as a generative starting
point or challenge: they require that we pay close and careful attention to
the ‘situated purpose[s]’ that materialise relations between crisis, care
and (im)mobile childhoods, ‘the means and norms to achieve’ them and,
finally, the effects of these relations.® Here we argue that the question of
what means and strategies bring these relations into being are best
tackled through close attention to power and perspective.

As Rosen elaborates, children and childhoods on the move
encounter multiple forms of crises, both real and imagined, which
intersect and amplify each other.’ Crucially here, it is the power to name
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and define certain phenomena as ‘crises’ that gives crises the power to
motivate or generate responses. Yet, what is understood as a crisis, how,
and for whom, is very much a question of perspective. For instance, we
hear about the ‘crisis for migrants’, articulated by forced migrants and
border abolitionists, in contradistinction to talk of the ‘refugee crisis’ on
the American-Mexican border or Fortress Europe, articulated from the
perspective of (nativist) nation-states and their populations. As this
suggests, different interpretations of the same ‘crisis’ can vary greatly. To
offer another example, readings of ‘refugee camps’ are very different from
the perspective of the media, the state, non-government organisations
(NGOs), and children and adults in camps, as the experience of Afghan
families that started the chapter brings into sharp relief. Likewise, while
humanitarian organisations build playgrounds in camps to counter a
perceived ‘crisis of childhood’, children make creative use of ‘spaces-in-
between’ for their play, interaction and caring practices long after the play
equipment turns to ruin.'’

In suggesting that children on the move may not experience life in
camps as ‘crisis’, to take but one example of how children read the
conditions of their lives, our point here is not to justify the condition
which many young people face during migration, be this paternalistic
humanitarianism,*' ‘conditional solidarity’*? or hostile push-backs on
land and sea and violent and punitive enclosure in camps. Our point is
that we must remain vigilant to questions about what is assumed when
‘crises’ are invoked, whose perspectives they centre and whose interests
they serve. In other words, we advocate repeatedly asking the question:
crisis for whom?

Posing the question in this way prompts at least three important
moves. Firstly, it calls on us to consider the ways that ‘personal troubles’,
such as the way that divergent experiences of children and adults in
camps — often experienced as conflicts within families and interpersonal
relationships — are reflective of a broader set of ‘public issues’.!* Key here,
we suggest, is attending to the ways that neocolonial, racial capitalist and
other geopolitical interests shape (im)mobility and national borders, as
well as the care that states do and do not provide, and the ways they
provide it. Certain crises for children, such as forced ‘returns’, are also
revealing of the colonial roots of contemporary crisis narratives and how
belonging, space and mobility are always already racialised. We are
insistent that this also requires a focus on generation, and the ways that
the long history of social subordination of children in diverse contexts
acts to contain, discipline, patronise, subordinate and/or violently
exclude the young, as well as to erase their perspectives and socially
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situated experiences — part of what we call a minorisation regime, as we
develop further below.

Secondly, in framing our approach to crisis in this way, we reject the
ubiquitous, albeit often implicit, assumptions that all care is ‘good’ and all
mobility is ‘bad’. Instead, we advocate turning attention towards the
conditions under which care is practised and (im)mobility occurs,
including the ways in which it is imposed. Doing so means that we do not
need to resolve uncomfortable ambiguities, such as those facing migrant
children who care for their families through work in the face of crises of
familial and migratory debt. Here, reciprocity, collective accountability to
the Other, and hyper-exploitation might be simultaneously present and
co-generative. These cannot be explained away simply as effects of
children’s agency and choice, nor can they be reduced to narratives of
trafficking or child exploitation. Keeping alive these complexities of
children’s lives, and the conditions of their production, is thus crucial
both politically and analytically. Turning our gaze towards the conditions
of care and (im)mobility also helps to ensure that the perspectives of the
marginalised and oppressed remain central, and that the implications of
crisis narratives for addressing injustices and inequities are always
considered. A focus on conditions and relations allows us to simultaneously
critique state violence perpetrated in the name of crisis and explore how
non-paternalistic care, solidarity, commons and justice may be forged
through the experience and articulation of crises,'* but also what happens
when such relations do not manifest in contexts of similar state violence.

Thirdly, by considering the question ‘crisis for whom?’ it becomes
evident that even when understandings of crises similarly centre on the
child figure, such understandings do not necessarily produce the same
kinds of care, even in the same context. Indeed, ‘the child’ is an elusive
figure: not all young humans are constituted as children, and some are
excluded when childhood is treated as the basis for entitlements to care
and support. Moreover, such exclusions are often determined not only by
perceived age but also by ‘race’ and country of origin. As a result, there is
no direct relationship between crisis and the provision of care for children
on the move, even in its most paternalistic forms.

Intergenerational fractures and minorisation regimes
Key to understanding the relations between crisis, care and childhood

(im)mobility is intergenerationality, and here we propose four important
insights offered by such a lens. First, when a ‘migration crisis’ is treated as
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a singular event in time, such as a significant turning point or major event,
this can obfuscate its long historical roots, as well as the fact that for many
communities around the world, migration has become the basis of social
and economic reproduction. In contrast, an intergenerational lens offers
a way to surface such roots, tracing the ways in which seemingly new
movements of people rest on long-standing inequities, dispossessions,
intergenerational work patterns, forced labour or nation-building
endeavours. Seen in this way, ‘crises for migrants’ can be better understood
as prolonged struggles, often across decades, each carrying their own
tensions and filled with historical legacies which are reproduced in the
present. Such protracted experiences are often normalised for the precise
reason that they linger, yet their impacts accumulate over time through
memory and in everyday intergenerational encounters.

This leads to our second point, which is what Hoang (Chapter 7)
evocatively refers to as ‘multigenerational punishment’.’* Here she is
getting at the notion that imposed (im)mobilities can end up fragmenting
care in families and communities, often with devastating consequences.
In some cases, this occurs as generations are separated through processes
of (im)mobility which literally move the physical, social, symbolic and
economic borders and boundaries of existence.'® While we do not dismiss
the possibilities for care and co-presence that occur transnationally,'” we
are aware that they are significantly constrained for people in contexts of
precarious migration, where multiple forces leave them consistently
struggling on the margins of societies. The long-standing impact of land
theft, bordering regimes and exile means that across generations, siblings,
parents, cousins, grandparents, aunts and uncles may never actually be
able to meet in person or be able to trace those they have lost through
forced (im)mobility. Nor are these challenges relieved by dominant
assumptions of ‘good families’” which conflate physical co-presence,
intensive parenting and vulnerable childhoods. In other cases,
‘multigenerational punishment’ occurs as long-standing understandings,
infrastructures and practices of care are decimated by the cyclical
hardships caused by crises, leaving people to care in impossible
circumstances. Extreme and punishing work hours or labour migration to
enable, or even as a mode of care, sit in tension with the emotional and
practical aspects of care, for example the requirement of physical
co-presence. Practices of ‘care’ in the present, therefore, are linked to the
sufferings of the past, as well as hopes for better futures, and such longings
are often most strongly attached to the figure of the child.

Yet, and this brings us to our third point, an intergenerational lens
gives scope to interrogate the situated processes whereby certain human
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beings are made into children. By understanding ‘child’ as a social position
that interpellates subjects and is performed, imposed, contested and
transformed, and ‘childhood’ as part of a socially constituted social
relation within generational social orders,'® calls us to attend to the sorts
of characteristics that become inscribed on the young and to consider
their effects. Such insights are central to childhood studies, where
scholars have also highlighted the ways in which ‘race’ and coloniality
operate through their equation with generation.'” Black and Brown?°
people from (former) colonies have on occasion been coded as children
or being in a child-like state, or in terms of dependence and irrationality,
which call up ideas about childhood.

Such infantilising and dehumanisation, of both (formerly) colonised
people and the young, continues to be used to justify subordination,
paternalistic humanitarianism to ‘induc[e] maturity’ or interventions of
a more brutal and explicitly violent character.?* As we see in the chapters
in this volume, in some cases young people may experience (im)mobility
as a violent imposition by border regimes, families and communities,
given their inferiorised status. In others, we see the ways that being a
child may provide access to institutionalised care, and so young people
become ‘minor’ through enacting the vulnerabilised tropes of childhood.
Not only does this mean they must subjugate or accept the erasure of their
independence, freedoms and ability to care, but they become part of a
process whereby deservingness in migration regimes stops at the point of
adulthood. This can create frictions between children and the adults with
whom they live their lives, but it also renders adults as ‘undeserving’, even
if they were considered ‘deserving children’ just days before. We refer to
this as a minorisation regime, calling attention to the ways it is taken up
and intersects with exclusionary border regimes.

As we have been at pains to note above, tensions and conflicts
between children and adults in intimate or familial relations draw their
force not simply, or primarily, from the relationships between them but
from the impossible contexts of lives lived in conditions of enforced (im)
mobility. Indeed, and this is our final point, this volume also holds
accounts of intergenerational projects of sustenance and care, whether
through sharing meagre resources, creating networks of support, building
mobile commons or acts of radical allyship. These practices of
intergenerational care may be precarious or finite, but they offer
generative possibilities, a point we elaborate on below.
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The abundance of care

‘What world is this that forces us mothers into a position where taking care
of some children means to abandon others?’ Daniela Rea, a Mexican
journalist, recounted from a powerful conversation with a young Honduran
mother displaced by violence in her country.?” To this we might answer:

'Tt is a world in which children take care of themselves and others, amid
and despite, recurring crises and exclusionary migration regimes. It is a
world where there seems to be greater determination to produce
technologies and spaces to deny children’s capacities and motivations to
care, than to recognise their right and ability to do so, whether they are
on the move or staying in place. It is a world where caring with, by and for
others is fraught with impossible choices, intense longings and sometimes
brutal violence'.

Indeed, if there is anything that becomes most clear through a
careful reading of the chapters in this volume, it is the complexities of
care. We could ask how it is possible that one thing, one set of practices,
can contain so many different meanings and experiences; and, in many
ways, it is this abundance that both offers us hope and causes us to flag
care’s risks. On the one hand, care is visible throughout this book as an
overflowing bundle of love, concern, empathy and reciprocity, and a core
ethic and value of life. As a result, however, to name a practice as ‘care’ is
to almost remove it from questioning,?® assuming it is inherently ‘good’.
But to do so misses the other sides of care, which may also, simultaneously,
appear in both intimate and institutional settings: cruelty, control,
instrumentalisation, subordination, obligation and so forth.

In contexts where mobility is an extraordinary and disruptive event,
as well as in contexts where it is a social dynamic that has become a
historical constant or contemporary expectation, care is a relationship
and practice that allows the (re)production of everyday life. Defending
the right to mobility necessarily involves the recognition of migration as
a strategy and practice of care. Even so-called ‘economic migration’,
which is often delegitimised in moral and legal terms and condemned, is
a strategy for the care and maintenance of common life. (Im)mobility in
the context of crises can be understood not simply as forced, but as an act
of personal care as well as a collective one, since the reasons for and ways
of moving are determined by shared structural and/or conjunctural
conditions, but also by collectively constructed social positions, affections
and responsibilities. In this sense, caring, in the singular, and caring, in
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the plural, are deeply inter-relational and transgenerational experiences;
but they also reflect the most intimate and subjective longings.

The centrality of the notion of care for debates about (im)mobility
and crises, as well as their intersections, lies in the fact that the act of
migrating, fleeing or being displaced always occurs as an act where
community is present in physical and/or symbolic terms. We evoke the
notion of community here not in the sense of a fixed, static or
predetermined entity, but as a dynamic (transnational) commons,>*
which may include those engaging in shared projects of mobility and
emplacement, as well as those who stay behind but whose memory
accompanies and whose existence and love drives the act of migrating. In
this sense, Heidbrink (Chapter 10) invites us to think of migration as a
‘cultural elaboration of care’,”> where fleeing and moving through
geographical space are acts that seek to safeguard, preserve and care for
what is both personal and collective: kin and friends, community, places
of belonging, worldviews, identities and life itself. All of these are
heterogeneous and changeable, forged through fragile practices of
‘commoning’ across difference. But understanding migration as a care
strategy also means understanding it as an act of rebellion: against
structural violence, transgenerational suffering, institutionalised
dispossession and the imposition of a future in which certain lives have
already been marked as ‘lives that are not worth living’.?* Indeed, the
chapters in this volume question and profoundly destabilise traditional
notions of care which frame it as an essentially hierarchical relationship,
exercised by adults on or for children. They show us multiple spaces and
circumstances in which children practise care, not only for the adults in
their families and affective circles, but also for their peers and themselves.

At the same time, the chapters expose care as an exercise of power
and truth instituted by multiscalar states and their migration regimes. In
contexts of welfare bordering, status determinations, detention and
prosecution, it is migration regimes that set the limits on who can care
and who should be cared for. Children are paternalistically reduced to a
category of ‘victim’ in which they are deprived of the right to care, in the
name of their protection — again, a form of minorisation. For not only are
imposed protection practices often contrary to children’s wishes and
needs, but they also erase children’s agency and deny their right to take
care of themselves and each other. Their personal, collective and
community capacity to care is not only erased and denied, but punished.
Children may be categorised as ‘unaccompanied’ when those they care
with and for do not fit within adult-centric legal and biologically based
notions of family. They are physically separated from those with whom
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they care, through detention and seemingly more humanitarian
accommodation and reception schemes. Border regimes create and
amplify the conditions whereby children’s sense of concern and
responsibility for others not only helps to sustain life in the context of
retrenchment or denial of social support, but becomes a site of extraction
and exploitation — yet one that remains obscured under the veil of care’s
paternalist framing. Likewise, adults’ efforts to care for children through
migration occur despite, or in the face of, the deleterious contexts in
which subaltern mobility, by necessity, occurs.

When analysing the practices of power which children on the move
are subject to in border and minorisation regimes, we find that state
violence is euphemised as care. It is not simply that targeting particular
social groups as deserving of care serves as a rationale for denying care,
border crossing or belonging to others.?”” Border regimes produce categories
such as ‘unaccompanied minor’ or ‘separated child’ to justify the
implementation of systems of care and protection that hide the violence
that occurs through the deprivation of liberty through camp life, imposed
placements and impoverishment; family separations; deportation; and
detention.?® The border regimes that produce such estrangement by
portraying child mobility as a ‘crisis’ are the same regimes that stigmatise
young people’s rebellions against the violence and precariousness that
haunts them in their places of origin and which they resist, including by
migrating. These border regimes are the same ones trying to stop children’s
mobility to ‘protect’ them and ignore their wishes, needs, autonomies and
agencies — that is, their humanity and dignity — by criminalising their
(im)mobility and hypocritically calling it a ‘crisis’.

If dispossession, detention and nativist exclusions done in the name
of caring for the child amplify such violence and work through the denial
of humanity (whether on national, ‘racial’ or generational terms), do we
silence our demands on states to provide caring conditions and do we
abandon care’s potentials against injustices??” Our answer to this question
is an emphatic ‘no’. In the context of pervasive migration crisis narratives
that obscure the impact of long-standing crises on subaltern communities,
caring for self and others constitutes what Abu Moghli and Shannan
(Chapter 13) recognise as the possibility of building alternative worlds
and the possibilities for other lives.** For them, this is a care articulated
through love and protest against conditions of colonial occupation of
Palestine which force both mobility and immobility. But equally, children’s
caring practices offer a basis for generating and sustaining alternative
ways of being and knowing through processes of imagining otherwise;
forms of radical connectivity; and emergent solidarities that expose
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borders for their fabrication and offer hope that reworks conditions of
existence. The ‘crisis’, then, is not that children take care of others,
something that has always happened in human communities, but rather
that they have to do so in the ways they do — in response to migration and
minorisation regimes that seek to annihilate the possibility of imagining
a different world and obstruct the right to migrate, as well as the right to
return or remain.

Critical global perspectives on childhood, care
and migration

As we said at the outset of this chapter, a key goal of this project has been
to think about crisis, care and childhood (im)mobility together, as
opposed to seeing these as three discrete aspects of the social fabric of life.
This is the challenge we posed to the authors in this collection, asking:
what are the diverse and diffuse effects of the intersections of care,
childhood and ‘migration crisis’ narratives for children and young people
living in, migrating through or rendered immobile within diverse global
contexts? By necessity, answering this question has been a collaborative
project. The authors bring to bear insightful and situated reflections on
what makes the relations between care, childhood (im)mobility and crisis
exist in specific time-spaces. Our introductory chapter has focused less on
the specificities of local or regional articulations of these phenomena,
which appear in the individual contributions. We have focused more on
how, read together, the chapters provide deep insights into how such
relations come into contact or conflict with and/or amplify each other
globally. In so doing, we, as well as the chapter contributors, have been
informed by each other in the process of putting this volume together.

This book is the result of a series of online international
conversations with scholars, practitioners and activists brought together
by shared concerns about the highly normative and often homogenising
discourses that dominate ideas about care and crisis in relation to the
(im)mobility of children. The aim of the seminars was to disrupt some of
these ideas and to provoke new understandings of crisis, childhood and
migration. The conversations involved in-depth discussions around pre-
recorded contributions by authors and discussants. They were followed
by thematic workshops with authors to further develop the ideas in
dialogue and consider the synergies across the contributions from
different global contexts.
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For us as editors, this project has been inspired by calls to decolonise
scholarship from the start. In part this is about centring projects of
colonial empire in conceptualising contemporary (im)mobilities, as we
discussed above, but it has equally been about disrupting orthodox and
Eurocentric ways of knowing.*! Such an approach seeks to problematise
exclusionary, ethnocentric and racist practices of knowledge production.*?
In practice, for us this has meant incorporating insights from a diversity
of geographical contexts and including scholars from the Global South,
who are often barred linguistically, financially and symbolically from
publishing in the North. That said, we are cognisant that despite our
efforts many contexts are missing from this book, and we have much work
to do to reframe dialogues to address Northern-centric exclusions. In this
regard, we view this volume as a small contribution and prologue in
efforts to think about childhood (im)mobility, care and crisis together; it
is neither a solution nor a conclusion.

Importantly, opening up knowledge production is not simply about
offering multiple empirical exemplars from the South, at best a form of
liberalism that continues to frame the practices and insights of those who
have been Othered as tolerable but neither desirable nor analytically
generative.*® Instead, looking at South—South migration as well as that to
the North, for example, has generated some new understandings of the
relations between childhood (im)mobility, care and crisis outlined above
and embedded in the chapters that follow. Our commitment to publishing
the book in Spanish and English, and in an open-access format, has been
part of our effort inspired by decolonial thought, seeking to challenge the
conditions of cost and language that make insights from academic work
inaccessible to so many.

This commitment is also evident in the diverse modes of engagement
and presentation of the contributions, which do not reduce knowledge
production to text, but also include the arts, storytelling and collaborative,
participatory methods. In keeping with this approach, Meera Shakti
Osborne, whose work appears throughout the volume as a special feature
called ‘Art in Dialogue’, facilitated a series of art-based activities during
our seminars, and the resulting imagery, displayed in this book, was
created in conversation with our online dialogues. Osborne’s images in
the volume are intended as provocations. These images are not
accompanied by interpretive explanation telling the viewer what to think
or feel. As such, their openness is both destabilising and liberating — a
refusal to offer the fixed meaning or forms of argument demanded by
traditional academic texts (see further discussion in Art in Dialogue 1).
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For us as editors, decolonial thought has motivated everything,
from the questions we asked authors to grapple with to our emphasis on
engaging with the long reach of colonialism into the present. In this way,
we have endeavoured to work with contributors who speak to the issues
and perspectives raised by decolonial thought, not necessarily those who
speak with decolonial theory. For instance, while some of the contributors
in the volume explicitly explore the productivity of decolonial
epistemologies, all seek to develop insights grounded in the realities and
voices of those who have been Othered or marginalised in diverse ways.
Indeed, amplifying the voices of those who have been historically
silenced and marginalised is a core aim of decolonial epistemology and
methodology and informed our selection of contributions, regardless of
whether authors articulate this approach through decolonial theory.*
Key to this collection is the challenge to adult-centric assumptions,
countering minorisation through methodologies and analytical
approaches based on co-authorship, horizontality and a deep
understanding of children and young people living in conditions of
(im)mobility as producers of fundamental social knowledge.

The contributions in this volume are organised in couplets, which
speak to each other across diverse contexts.>® The first two chapters, by
Rosen and by Dafa and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, offer conceptualisations of
crises as multiple, protracted, amplifying and generative. Despite, or in
resistance to, such crises, Rosen points to forms of radical listening and
solidarity across difference among unaccompanied young people in the
UK, while Dafa and Fiddian-Qasmiyeh show the complexities of care in
Sahrawi refugee camps. The next pair of chapters examine these themes
with specific attention to what we are calling a minorisation regime. In
Chapter 3, Nifio demonstrates the way Venezuelan children in Columbia
are reduced to subjects of protection in ways which fundamentally
contradict their own experiences, but which serve anti-Chavismo
geopolitical interests. Majidi and colleagues focus on ‘returns’ to
Afghanistan in Chapter 4, arguing that for children these are effectively
forms of deportation due to their subordinated social status. Adding to
this discussion are the chapters by Cortés Saavedra and Joiko, and by
Walker, which respectively examine the way that ‘child’ status intersects
with coloniality in Chile and with long-standing racism in Italy, rendering
Black and Brown child migrants as always already Othered.

While these first chapters have children and young people as their
central protagonists, the next couplet focuses more centrally on
motherhood in contexts of precarious migration — a recognition that
childhood is a relational social position and that children never live their
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lives in a vacuum. Hoang focuses on the extreme and punishing labour
Vietnamese migrants are compelled to engage in when working in
markets in Russia, while Takaindisa and Palmary (Chapter 8) trace the
ways that imposed colonial norms of Christian motherhood reverberate
in the present. Both chapters highlight the tensions these situations
create: the effort to make liveable futures is both an act of care and an
impediment to valued ways of caring for children.

Moving from the care of children by adults in often untenable
circumstances, the next set of chapters begin to turn the gaze towards
children’s acts of care. Storytelling through the voice of a young Rohingya
boy in a refugee camp in Bangladesh, Khan and Rana demonstrate
children’s creative and complex practices of building hope in the face of
dispossession, hardship and immobility. Heidbrink’s chapter takes us to
Guatemala; she argues, based on long-term ethnography with Mayan
young people, that child migration can be understood as an act of love
and generational reciprocity. Glockner and Shahrokh (Chapters 11 and
12, respectively) continue to develop these themes of migration as care.
Glockner develops a transnational dialogue between migrant children in
Mexico and India, showing the ways in which their labour is both an act
of care for their families, who are indebted and destitute due to neoliberal
dispossession, and a site of deep exploitation which remains unremarked
in the context of mutual need and practices of reciprocity. Shahrokh,
meanwhile, makes the case for research not only about care, but as a
practice of care, which she eloquently demonstrates through her
interactions with young migrant co-researchers in South Africa.

In the final set of chapters, Abu Moghli and Shannan (Chapter 13)
highlight multiple violences in occupied Palestine forcing
multigenerational mobility for some and imposing immobility on others,
while a layered dialogue between Duffy-Syedi and Najibi (Chapter 14)
points to the hidden violence and political limitations of narratives of
vulnerability taken up in response to the UK’s border regime. Importantly,
however, both chapters leave us — as authors, editors, readers, activists
and more — with a crystalline sense of hope. This is not a denial of past
legacies of brutality and extraction or a silencing of contemporary stories
of marginalisation and subordination, what Jones might refer to as a
process of ‘violent ignorance’ or a turning away from that which makes
the world unliveable for others.* Quite the opposite. These chapters leave
us with a clear and urgent message: to listen carefully, to attend with
alertness and to act for a world in which racism, occupation and
dispossession are replaced by kindness, care and emancipatory justice.
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Art in Dialogue: Introduction

Art invites. Drawings stimulate. Images evoke.

*

The Art in Dialogue features in this book were created by artist Meera Shakti Osborne. Their images
and words were produced in dialogue with chapter authors and other attendees during a series of
online seminars in 2020.

The images speak in dialogue with chapter authors, inviting us as readers to engage our hearts,
bodies and imaginations with the themes of this volume.

Art is formed in knowledge and is a form of knowledge. But it does not tell viewers what to think.
Art opens a space of possibility.

We invite you to consider how these images make you feel or what new ways of thinking they
provoke about childhood (im)mobility, care and crisis.

What you choose to take from the images is for you alone.
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Art in Dialogue 1. Ways of Listening. What does it mean to talk about a ‘normal’ childhood?
©DMeera Shakti Osborne.
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Emergent solidarities and children
on the move: what’s ‘crisis’ got to do
with it?

Rachel Rosen

Young Researchers on the Children Caring on the Move (CCoM)
project are talking about the advice they want to give to other children
and young people who have come to the UK without parents or
guardians. ‘We need to tell them to find organisations and charities
that can help,” suggests Zak.! ‘But also not to be scared to ask and
know their rights,” Mika exclaims passionately, bringing to my mind
her three-year struggle to obtain asylum and the xenophobia she and
other migrant young people have experienced in acts as simple as
going to the doctor. Rebin, having waited patiently for his turn, jumps
in: ‘When I came here, this young person took me to the shop and
cooked for me. It was really nice. I hadn’t eaten properly for one week.
In France, you can’t eat nothing. He showed me where to go — it was
really nice and really kind.” Zak comments with a smile, ‘Now you
help everyone!’ and everyone laughs. The Young Researchers carry
on discussing the ways they help: interpreting, giving advice, showing
people around and making introductions to community organisations.

It would not be a stretch to interpret this discussion as an example of the
impacts of bordering through migration crisis narratives, where
discourses of threat and instability categorise migrants as Other and serve
as justifications for repressive, exclusionary and often violent border
regimes. In the UK, for instance, young people have limited state-
sanctioned routes for entry, leaving perilous journeys as the only option,
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as Rebin hints at. This discussion could also be understood as an example
of how retrenchment of state welfare services in the UK in the context of
financial crisis has meant that community organisations and young
migrants themselves are increasingly providing informal services and
support. Certainly, both readings would be accurate. However, there is
something else in this brief conversation. The conditions of life in the
midst of these crises have given rise to new social networks between
young people and new forms of mobilisation to adapt to emerging social
needs. In the face of the extraordinary circumstances caused by the crisis
for migrants in the UK, and in efforts to sustain life, common cause is
being forged between young people on the move.

In this chapter, rather than selecting one of the above readings as
the ‘most accurate’, I seek to make sense of these different crises and
efforts to make lives within their shadow as simultaneous phenomena. In
so doing, I develop two key arguments. Beginning by mapping out various
forms of crises in the context of the UK’s border regime, I demonstrate
that ‘crisis’ talk is not exclusionary and repressive in essence. Instead, I
conceptualise crises as multidimensional, contextual and productive,
arguing that considering the contradictions, synergies and amplifications
of various forms of crisis is crucial to addressing the xenophobic and
exploitative aspects of migration crisis narratives. Second, I make the
case for hope, arguing that there is a need to understand and act on the
ways in which crises and their intersections open new spaces of action,
fresh fissures in seemingly hegemonic states and different opportunities
for care, resistance and solidarity. In short, I contend that unsettling
xenophobic migration crisis narratives requires complicating ‘crisis’ by
asking: crisis for whom? How are differently situated people affected by
crisis? How can we put the generativity of crisis to work in imagining and
practising more inclusive and transformative solidarities?

Given my conceptualisation of crisis as a situated, temporal-spatial
phenomenon, I ground my arguments in the experiences of children and
young people who have migrated to the UK without parents or guardians
(often referred to as separated, lone or unaccompanied children). Their
lives are emblematic of the issues at stake in the discussion of crisis, and
yet often they are understood as little more than the quintessential victims
of crises. As such, achieving social justice for these young people is often
framed in moral, humanitarian and legal terms, which have been
critiqued for their individualising, decontextualising and depoliticising
responses to border regimes.’> By taking ‘crisis’ as a question to be
conceptualised and contextualised, I hope to offer fresh insights and new
possibilities in relation to solidarity with and by child migrants.
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Much of my discussion draws on early-stage data from the CCoM
research project.” CCoM investigates separated child migrants’
experiences of care, and caring for others, as they navigate the
complexities of the immigration-welfare nexus in England. CCoM starts
from the premise that care is not necessarily limited to that provided by
an adult or the state, but that migrant children can also provide and
receive care from other children and young people. Because little is
understood about this care, policies and practices designed to support
separated child migrants can end up harming, excluding or discriminating
against them.* To address this gap in research, policy and practice, one
aspect of CCoM involves using participatory research methods to carry
out collaborative fieldwork with two teams of young migrant researchers.
In this chapter it is the voices of these Young Researchers and our research
participants, separated child migrants, that join my own.

Mapping multiple crises

Crisis talk is omnipresent in contemporary life. Migration crisis. The
Covid-19 crisis. Climate crisis. Care crisis. Childhood in crisis. Financial
crisis. How are these crises related, both in terms of discursive rhetoric
and concrete manifestations? Should we differentiate between various
ways of invoking crisis, and if so, how? Has ‘crisis’ lost all conceptual and
political purchase, given its ubiquity? This section begins to tackle these
questions by mapping out various crises and considering the ways that
separated children figure therein and how they are affected.

My starting point is talk of the ‘migration crisis’ which, in the UK
context, became particularly pronounced starting in the summer of 2015.
In response to what the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) referred to as the largest mass displacement of people in
recorded history, public discourse became saturated with talk of a crisis
confronting the UK (and Europe more widely). Media coverage and
political rhetoric invoked a sense of crisis for the nation-state, a loss of
power over geopolitical and racialised borders.> At the same time,
shocking images circulated of deplorable and unliveable conditions in
Calais and other (unofficial) refugee camps on Europe’s/UK’s borders,
just as horrifying news emerged of drownings, hunger and trauma caused
by the precarious conditions of mobility. As such, ‘Europe’s very idea of
itself as a space of liberalism and human rights’ came into question.®

In response to such a seemingly profound existential crisis, the
British state has intensified its efforts to control migration through the
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dual move of exporting national borders and internalising everyday
borders. Increased border infrastructures and industries are justified by a
manufactured sense of being under siege in tandem with a policy of
deterrence masked by humanitarian narratives of protecting children
from terrifying journeys and the dangerous conditions of camp life.
‘Bordering through crisis’, as Gordon terms this process,’” relies on
criminalising mobility and rendering shifting categories of mobile peoples
asillegal.®

We can, however, turn the gaze and ask, ‘crisis for whom?’ along the
lines that Sam Kriss urges in commenting that it is ‘migrants [who] are
experiencing a European crisis, one of fences and fascists and cops’.’
Indeed, as we are learning through CCoM, for separated child migrants,
bordering through crisis means perilous journeys to enter the UK, often
underneath lorries or on dangerously inadequate boats. Bordering
through crisis creates situations where, for some, self-harm is viewed as
the only means of control within a young person’s reach. Bordering
through crisis means young migrants face a climate of suspicion and
hostility upon arrival in the UK, where claims to asylum are greeted with
sceptical questioning about their knowledge of anything from images on
local currencies to names of local radio programmes to confirm countries
of origin. ‘Iran took my nationality. The UK took my age,” Bwar, a CCoM
research participant, explained to us while discussing the common Home
Office practice of age-contesting young people and thereby denying their
entitlements as children to state provision of care, support and education.
Bordering through crisis means indeterminate periods of waithood and
insecurity as asylum claims are processed under the threat of deportation,
destitution and the ‘transition to illegality’’° at 18 through denied asylum
claims or the criminalisation of irregular migration.

But state (and indeed popular) discourse is not monolithic, as can
be seen in the intersections of migration crisis narratives and another
order of crisis narratives: those surrounding childhood. We hear, for
example, about ‘lost childhoods’ and ‘childhood in crisis’ as ways of
narrating the experiences of (some) children on the move.!' Here, the
figure of the lone child refugee stands as a symbol of ‘pure’*?victimhood.
Such framings inform policies and have meant that despite migration
crisis narratives, separated child migrants are largely protected from
exclusionary measures denying them access to care provision, or
subjecting them to detention and deportation. Crisis narratives about ‘lost
childhoods’ rest, however, on normative assumptions that childhood is a
happy-go-lucky time, a sedentary and localised experience, and that
children are the object of adult care.*®
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In the face of these notions of childhood, the separated migrant
child or young person becomes the ‘unchildlike child’, yet one who can
still be ‘rendered safe and manageable’ despite their otherness.'* Such
constructed narratives shape the salvationist, protectionist and
homogeneous policies of the state in envisioning care policies for these
young people. While we know through CCoM that care from some foster
carers and social workers is highly appreciated (when provided), some
young people find the provision paternalistic, lacking in recognition of
their experiences and understandings of childhood. For instance, children
who have travelled together across multiple borders may be separated
upon arrival in the UK. Here children’s care for each other, such as that
elaborated on by the young people in the opening narrative of this
chapter, is viewed as ‘unchildlike’, and therefore a ‘crisis for children’
made to care before their years, or it simply goes unrecognised in a
context where the ability to care is conflated with adulthood.'® Addressing
the crisis of childhood thus seems to involve imposing a set of normative
relations and social positions on child migrants, largely shaped by
contemporary Western constructions of childhood. The ‘crisis of
childhood’ simultaneously means that some young people are rejected
from the category altogether, losing the entitlements it may ensure.'®
These young people are not viewed as ‘at risk’ and innocent, but are
considered a threat through crisis narratives at the intersection of
migration and childhood. ‘Children crying out for a new life in Britain are
being elbowed out of the way by migrants twice their size,” shouted one
UK tabloid headline.!”

Running alongside crisis talk about lost or risky childhoods are
narratives focusing on the unmanageable, and growing, costs to local
government and taxpayers for the welfare and education of separated
children.'® This economic framing of child migrants evokes another crisis:
the 2007/8 financial meltdown and the subsequent crisis of austerity.
This led to significant reductions in the budgets of local authorities, which
have the responsibility of delivering children’s services and those intended
for asylum seekers. Although social care was already being marketised
before 2008, this process was rationalised by discourses of austerity in the
wake of the financial crisis. Policy changes in 2014-15 meant that
children’s services were opened up to privatisation, with profit generation
achieved through contracting out administrative and estates services.'”
Similarly, much of the asylum system has been outsourced to private
actors often driven by profit motivations.?° The implications for separated
child migrants are that they are ‘increasingly commodified as “raw
materials for private profit”’.?! Indeed, in our CCoM research, young
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people have commented that they often feel like little more than money
in the pockets of those who are in a legal and social position of care and
responsibility for their lives.

The 2007/8 financial crisis has led to far-reaching alterations in the
political economy as the British state grapples with what commentators
refer to as the chronic and inherent crises of capitalism.?” Commentators
who invoke capitalism in/as crisis seek to provide a compelling critique of
an expansionist and exploitative political economic system. They analyse
how capital’s attempt to fix’ its ongoing crises have led to extensive global
restructuring,” which has caused dispossession, compelled migration,
shaped the conditions under which young people move and
simultaneously offloaded care to individuals and the third sector (as
indicated by the young people in the opening narrative) and turned it into
a site for profit. But they also do so to hint at the possibilities for change,
highlighting capitalism’s crises as areas of weakness and instability, and
therefore important sites of analysis and struggle.?*

Conceptualising ‘crisis’

All invocations of crisis discussed above point to an unstable and uncertain
situation, often of an existential variety. They typically anticipate or
reference a form of abrupt change or rupture. The conditions under which
lives are made, and made ‘worth living’, no longer offer a sense of stability.
The ability to foresee and plan for futures is profoundly shaken.? Looking
more closely across these various crises, however, it becomes apparent
that rather than a singularity, crisis points to multiple orders of things.

‘Crisis’ may be used to highlight material and everyday experiences,
such as the ways in which the financial crisis has meant mass redundancies,
default on debts and so forth. Alternatively, ‘crisis’ talk alludes to
constructed claims, as critics of ‘childhood in crisis’ and ‘migration crisis’
suggest in contesting the ideological motivations of these narratives.
‘Crisis’ can be used as a conceptual category in lay and academic discourse.
Crisis sometimes appears simultaneously in these various forms, but in
ways that blur and slip.

‘Crisis’ talk also shifts between different temporalities. In
mainstream economics and public perception, crisis is often treated as a
rupture, but one that is punctuated by the mantra that ‘things will go back
to normal soon’.?° The UK government’s response to the 2007/8 financial
crisis was the call ‘We are all in this together,” and the idea that normality
would return with some collective belt tightening. But this has produced
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profound changes to the conditions of life, from privatisation of children’s
services to growing levels of personal debt, including for young migrants,
who are often burdened with repayments for migration journeys and
expensive applications for citizenship. Rather than being an exceptional
and short-lived state, here uncertainty and crisis can be understood as a
stretching of time towards an infinitely distant horizon. It can also be
understood as endemic to capitalism’s ‘boom and bust’ cycles of
overaccumulation.?” Crisis, then, may be experienced as fast and deep, or
an extended period of waiting, enduring and even normalisation, in the
sense that ‘radical uncertainty’ becomes the new normal.?

Much of how crises are experienced depends on the contextual and
stratified social positions people occupy and the relative room for action
these entail. Indeed, an important question to ask is whether something
only becomes a ‘crisis’ when powerful groups and certain ways of life are
threatened. For instance, environmental destruction has been occurring
for years, prompting the forced migration (among other impacts) of
subaltern communities. However, it has become a ‘crisis’ only as more
privileged people begin to feel its impacts directly. Relatedly, while ‘crisis’
often signifies a new or unexpected situation, many contemporary crises
are an intensification of older phenomena. For instance, ‘migration crisis’
narratives can be understood as an extension of British colonialism. The
UK’s social and physical infrastructures, and wealth, were made possible
through (neo)colonial extractivism. However, the logic of ‘protecting our
own first and foremost’ which emerges from migration crisis narratives
denies these ‘spoils’ to the negatively racialised post-colonial subjects
from whom they were taken.*

Finally, invocations of crisis have different impetuses and varying
effects. To oversimplify, we might compare the exclusionary and nativist®
calls of migration crisis narratives to the protectionist impulses of
childhood in crisis. We could consider the ways that conceptualisations of
‘capitalism in/as crisis’ generate an emancipatory field of action. Put
differently, crisis talk is not inherently a good or bad thing. Crisis
narratives do not have a predetermined call and response; they are
imbued with different meanings in diverse contexts and (are made)
through political struggle. This prompts questions about how crises are
understood, what is at stake in the claim to crisis, who makes such claims
and who benefits.

Rather than simply dealing in difference, another core point here is
that crises overlap and multiply.*! This insight has been largely bracketed
out in the literature on childhood migration. Various crises, including their
forms and referents, intersect in ways which produce both amplifications
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and contradictions. For instance, separated child migrants may be viewed
as ‘at risk’ or ‘risky’ in different contexts, at different times and in highly
racialised and gendered ways.* This slippage relates, in part, to the ways
in which migration and childhood crisis narratives intersect, and how they
become more or less synergetic in the face of financial crisis.

‘Crisis’ therefore can be conceptualised as multidimensional,
contextual and multiplicative. While crises and crisis narratives may
produce and refract exclusionary, repressive and exploitative phenomena,
they do not necessarily do so.

The productivities of ‘crisis’

Taking the above points together, it becomes clear why the term ‘crisis’
means ‘decision’, ‘choice’ and ‘judgement’ in its ancient Greek roots
(krisis). Crises may be multidimensional, contextual and multiplicative,
but they speak to a profound sense of rupture. Such uncertainty means
that practices which may have previously worked to navigate instability
and reproduce life (in terms of systems of value, responsibility, sustenance
and so forth) may no longer do so.>* Thus crises, whether or not we agree
with their narrated premise, require creativity and serve as a call to
action, as the resounding appeals to address the ‘climate crisis’ crystallise.

In pointing to the creativity that crisis necessitates, Narotzky and
Besnier make clear that innovation is not neutral or positive, but can be
exclusionary, violent and punitive.>* Repressive creativity, they argue,
demonstrates that the conditions in which ‘ordinary people’ meet and
respond to crises are not of their own making. Here they imply that
migration crisis narratives may develop in the context of financial crisis,
through a displacement of responsibility of the impact of austerity on to
Othered migrants. There are certainly links between the two forms of
crises. However, I am sceptical about such arguments insofar as they make
assumptions about who ‘ordinary people’ are, erase the effects of austerity
on migrants and accept nativism as a seemingly inevitable response to
financial crisis rather than one among many socially produced responses.

Consequently, my point here is somewhat different. I heed the
complexities of crises and the ‘decisions’ they demand (in other words,
the productivities of crisis) not as a form of justification, but as an
approach of hope. In the instability of crisis, new fields of action, social
relations and subjectivities may emerge. Putting this in more active terms,
I am concerned with finding the gaps and openings in racial capitalism’s
stronghold which become exposed through crises.
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One proposal of how young people on the move ensure care and
protection even in the midst of harsh border regimes and xenophobic crisis
narratives is through their social networks.*> Such understandings are
given theoretical weight in the concept of ‘mobile commons’, which
highlights the sociability, support and mutual care forged among migrants
outside of recognisable forms of polity.>® Not simply survival or resistance,
these commons involve ‘attempts to create a new situation that allows those
who have no part to enter and change the conditions of social existence
altogether’.”” While an inspiring formulation, there is nothing guaranteed
about the creative action that happens in these mobile spaces, including
whether mutuality and reciprocity rather than competition and exclusion
prevail. To grasp the potentiality of the creative temporal-spatial contexts
of the mobile commons, I suggest that we need to better understand the
forms of solidarity that emerge (or not) in such crisis-riven encounters.

While solidarity is not without problems when reduced to
hierarchical humanitarianism or essentialisms in the form of a priori
identity bonds, I argue that ‘solidarity from below’, as Featherstone puts
it,>® is an important qualification to mobile commons because it is
precisely about efforts to change conditions of existence by ‘remaking the
world in more equal terms’. As such, solidarities — like crises — are ‘world-
making’,* and the two can be understood as mutually constitutive.

Here, there is much to learn from the practices of separated child
migrants involved in the CCoM project who engage in small acts of mutual
support to make and sustain lives in times of crisis, as the following
example from my field notes illustrates:

The research training session is coming to an end, and I am
distributing bus passes to the young people. Everyone duly signs for
their bus pass. Mimi quietly slides her bus pass across the table to
one of the other Young Researchers. Seeing me watching the
interchange, Mimi explains, ‘They don’t get a bus pass from college
because they are too old.” I nod, noticing others in the group
listening intently. At our next session, two people hand over their
bus passes to the same Young Researcher. Six months into the
training, this has become somewhat of a ritual.  hand out the passes
to each individual, and they immediately share the bus pass with
the team member who has no other support for their travel.

These generous acts between young people suggest the power and

potentialities of a relationality motivated by concern for collective well-
being where the arbitrary imposition of chronological age serves to divide
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those young people who arrive in the UK aged under 18 from those who are
older. This age-based boundary draws an official distinction, marking those
deemed, officially if not in practice, worthy of services and support due to
an essentialised vulnerability tied to imaginaries of childhood. Such
boundaries are imposed by the migration regime regardless of how long a
person has been on the move or the reality that the human condition is both
existentially vulnerable and deeply interdependent. The need for care, in
other words, does not begin or end with chronological age. The invocation
of age as a seemingly natural border produces both a violent ‘minorisation™
of the young, who often endure control and containment in the name of
care, and a dehumanisation of those on its higher limits.

Consequently, the Young Researchers’ small act of sharing bus passes
is by no means insignificant, but reflects a refusal to accept the seemingly
banal and everyday violence inflicted by a border regime criss-crossed by
age-based boundaries. It can helpfully be understood through a frame of
solidarity, where people ‘mobilize for the welfare of other members and of
the community as a whole’.*! Indeed, as I go on to discuss, young people’s
creative responses and emergent solidarities in the face of crises shed light
on ways of challenging xenophobic crisis narratives, and more broadly,
building transformative solidarities in and across mobile commons.

Durability through ‘listening with respect’

Mohanty argues that solidarities are provisional, made through labour
across ‘common difference’, not common identities like migranthood.**
Here, difference is assumed, and commonality is generated through
collective socio-political projects of both survival and standing together
in the face of injustice. Such arguments resonate with the emerging
solidarities apparent in CCoM. While links between the young people are
superficially based on static identity categories (for example, ‘separated
child migrant’), recognition of differences seems to be core to solidaristic
actions taken in the face of multiple crises. This was evident in the case of
the bus passes above and the following example:

‘If you could change one thing in the system, what would it be?’
Mimi, a Young Researcher, asks our interviewee, a young person
who came to the UK alone. When he asks for clarification, she
explains: ‘If someone asked me that question, I would say I would
want it to be equal for everyone — equality. Because they don’t do
equality here . . . That’s why I say . . . don’t just look for yourself.
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Because me, to my status, it was, like, quick, and everyone was
shocked: “Wow.” My interview wasn’t well, but my response
was quick, and I was happy. But when Ilook to the other side, some
people are here for five years or ten years but still didn’t get their
status . . . That’s why we are doing this [research].’

Further, some young people actively disassociate from what might
traditionally be considered a possible common identity and condition for
shared action:

During an interview, Joshua, a CCoM participant, describes a letter
he sent to his sports coach and friend: ‘Since meeting you, my life
has been very enjoyable. That you have never made me feel like a
refugee at all.” A little while later I ask him if he can say a little more
about what he means about ‘not feeling like a refugee’. ‘Yes. I mean,
you know, she is like, she’s like look at me like I am a human being.
She didn’t look at me like I am like, you know, I just come different
country and people like just looking to different way and different
looking and different like, you know, talking and different’.

Joshua’s distancing recalls Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie on ‘the dangers of
the single story’.*> Here identification with legal or social categories
assigned by the state and mobilised by many humanitarian organisations
is refused. In this sense, solidaristic actions which maintain difference
counter the flattening and homogenisation of migration crisis narratives
in which labels of age and migration status are an erasure of human
complexity, and assert something more. In a blog for the CCoM website,
the West Midlands Young Researchers write:

We are young people who are asylum seekers and refugees. But we are
more than that. We are students, interpreters, helpers, carers, advisers
and researchers. We are humans. One day one of us will be a famous
person, a teacher, a female pilot, an engineer, a lawyer, a footballer, a
business owner . . . Every one of us has a different dream.*

Without a shared identity category to serve as a bond, solidarity is best
understood as tentative and fragile, something that has to be worked
for.* However, recognition of the inherent contingency of solidarity need
not lead to its rejection as simply another form of paternalism, where
‘givers’ of solidarity can easily withdraw its spoils from recipients.*® While
difference is not neutral, and power and inequality pervade any
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solidarities being made, it is through the labour of building common
cause that new forms of reciprocity and sociability can be made.*

Here especially, there is a great deal to learn from the young people
involved in CCoM. In the process of building solidarities in the research
group, the Young Researchers have engaged in heated debates and
deliberations. Raised voices, interruptions and frustrations have been
part and parcel of our discussions. Young Researchers have raised
questions including: Is it better to always look on the bright side and think
positively, or should we complain and challenge the conditions that make
life unliveable and unfair? If 18 marks and makes an arbitrary divide
between childhood and adulthood, and age and experience are not simple
correlates, what does this mean for the provision of care? Do separated
child migrants need special forms of care and support, or does everyone
need and deserve care?

The force of emotions in these contestations, including between
Young Researchers and university-based researchers like myself,
highlights the fragility and contingency of the common spaces we/they
are building. Yet, when we ‘listen with respect’ to differences in opinion,
as Mika (a Young Researcher) puts it, there is a sense that these clashes,
where we forge shared understandings without imposing harmony, make
the group stronger and make solidarity across difference more durable.
What I have learned from young peoples’ efforts at solidarity in these
encounters, therefore, is that these do not last because of similarities or
impositions of hegemonic stories through calls to authority. Quite the
contrary. Durability in the face of crises is built through opportunities to
debate, dialogue and experiment with such practices over time.

Solidarities against ‘bordering through crisis’

Migration crisis narratives do not simply flatten human complexity, but
they rely on the naturalisation of social, political and territorial borders.
Britain’s shifting geopolitical borders have been exposed in scholarship
and political debate for their fabrication and violence, a dominating
afterlife of Britain’s colonial empire.*® Yet, these boundaries are also
experienced and embodied subjectively in daily life, reinforced by
migration crisis narratives. As such, the possibilities of solidarity are
shaped by affective and embodied experiences of borders and their
reshaping or refusal.

Part of this reshaping is about the act of radical listening, suggested
by Mika: bearing witness to other young people’s stories against the
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dehumanising backdrop of migration crisis narratives. ‘This is not a Home
Office interview’ has become an important part of how we present our
research approach to separated child migrants. Interviews are
opportunities to speak up about things participants think are important.
AsYoung Researchers, Mika and Mimi put it in a blog: ‘If we ask about tea,
and a participant tells us about bread, we listen carefully and are happy
to do so.” Coupled with conditions of radical listening are those of
courageous sharing, such as those in a conversation between Mimi (a
Young Researcher) and Khan (our interlocutor and an unaccompanied
young person).

Mimi: Not every young person wants to talk about their experience.
Khan: We need to talk about that stuff.

Mimi: They are shy, or they feel like, ‘Even though, if I say it, nobody
will listen to me.” But no matter what you’ve been through, you still
want to share your voice so it can make some change, and that’s a
good thing.

Khan: No, no, we need to share. Because when you didn’t share,
they will play with your life as well. Because you will not share, and
we need to share, and it will change.

Such moments in our encounters in CCoM, however fleeting, suggest that
in the face of crises, one possible creative response is the generation of
shared understandings of grievances. I am also struck by glimpses of a
collective sense that borders can be otherwise, such as this scribbled
moment in my field notes:

For months now, one of the Young Researchers has been insisting
that other young people do not understand their situation and has
mentioned always feeling on the outskirts of the group (sometimes
feeling too old, sometimes frustrated with the lack of understanding
of their journey through the UK’s hostile asylum system, and always
feeling different). Recently, one member of the Young Researchers
team turned to them: ‘It’s really hard for you. There isn’t anyone
here from your country or who speaks your language.” Another
Young Researcher quickly piped up, ‘We are your country now.’
Everyone nodded.

This small effort seeks to change the conditions of existence of members

of the research team, through a remaking of the sense of nation and
belonging. In these small spaces of hope and connection, forged in and
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through multidimensional crises, we witness the ways in which borders
are transcended and geopolitical boundaries are exposed for their
fabrication and violence. Like the sharing of bus passes to counter age
boundaries, it does not seek broader social transformation. But, these
moments hint at the possibility of collective understanding and action
against bordering. If nations and borders are constructed, they can indeed
be unmade or made differently.

While analysis of the social conditions produced by migration crisis
narratives are essential, including interrogating how crises are produced
and for whom, social transformation also requires a certainty that things
could be otherwise. What we might take from these encounters between
young people, then, is that solidarity involves building an affective and
embodied sense of the possibility of change and the collective potentials
for doing so. To my mind, these acts of affective solidarity are not sufficient
on their own to challenge repressive border regimes, but they offer an
important reminder that changing laws and institutions are likewise not
sufficient on their own. Attentiveness to young people’s creative responses
to crises offers insights into the importance and ways of fostering
transformative social relations, new ways of being and a conviction that
the world can be different.

Conclusion: solidarities’ potentials are everywhere

In the preceding discussion, I have mapped out various crises and their
intersections, in order to propose a conceptualisation of ‘crisis’ as
multifaceted, multiplicative, contextual and productive. In so doing, I
have suggested that complicating conceptions of crisis can help us to
better understand what is to be done about xenophobic migration crisis
narratives and how we might galvanise the productive potentials in crises.

Crucially, I am suggesting that there is much to learn from the
emerging solidarities forged by separated children and young people in/
responding to crises. These solidarities are being forged outside of
recognised forms of polity and political mobilisation. The potentials for
building solidarities, as my subtitle suggests, haunt any site or space.
Partly, then, this is an argument that we cannot simply reduce the
question of making solidarities to pre-given sites or figures. While
exploitative conditions may shape particular forms of solidarity in
workers’ movements,*’ for example, these are by no means given, nor are
they the only places where solidarities emerge. In seeking to understand
the creative and world-making aspects of solidarities, more inclusive
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conceptual frames are required. Such endeavours might focus on how,
why and where solidarities from below are forged in the face of crises,
and to what effect.

I would like to think such solidarities are emerging through our
practice of participatory research, where we are collectively working to
make space for multiple stories to emerge, resonate and build common
cause. In the face of the multiple crises in the UK’s hostile environment,
we are attempting inclusive forms of care and solidarity that transcend
identities based on exclusionary imaginaries of nation, ‘race’, age and
gender. But I am also learning that solidarities are being forged beyond
my gaze as young migrants collectively create meaning for their lives,
labour and futures.

Such acts are not enough on their own to challenge xenophobic
migration crisis narratives which render these young people as non-human
and undeserving, turn their lives into periods of endless waithood and
underpin bordering as crisis. But they do offer an inkling of what is involved
in forging solidarities to challenge injustices and build alternative futures
together. If we* learn to look and ‘listen with respect’, imagine how we can
galvanise and amplify these emergent solidarities from below.
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Care, control and crisis: Sahrawi youth
as refugees and migrants

Lehdia Mohamed Dafa and Elena
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh

In contrast with the historical and geographical exceptionalism
perpetuated throughout discursive and policy frames related to so-called
‘migration crisis’, including most recently in Europe and North America,’
most displacement situations both have long histories and are
characterised by people seeking refuge in countries of the Global South.
Unlike the hypervisibility of situations interpellated as ‘crises’, protracted
displacement situations are rarely the subject of Western media, or of
political or policy attention. Inter alia, this is because the geographies and
directionality of movement renders South-South migration largely
inconsequential to European and North American audiences.?
Simultaneously, this is because ‘crises’ are typically framed as temporally
delimited: as only existing in the early days and months of forced
migration, while people’s precarity and needs are assumed to decrease as
time passes. This raises questions explored in this piece: how can ‘crises’
be understood in the context of, and from the perspective of, people living
in situations of protracted displacement? How do practices of care, and
caring for children and youth born into displacement and long-term
refugee camps, relate to different conceptualisations of crisis and non-
crisis? In this chapter, which revolves around a conversation® between
Lehdia Mohamed Dafa, Sahrawi medical doctor and PhD researcher at
the Universidad Auténoma de Madrid, and Spanish-British academic
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Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, we explore these questions in relation to the
protracted Sahrawi refugee situation.

In 1975, over 125,000 Sahrawi refugees fled the occupation of their
territory of origin — a non-self-governing territory called Western Sahara,
formerly known as the Spanish Sahara and, before colonialism, as Saguiat
el-Hamra and Rio de Oro — by Moroccan and Mauritanian forces. Since
then, Sahrawi refugees have lived in desert-based refugee camps in
southwest Algeria, raising a second and now third generation of children
in, but also — as we explore below — beyond, these camps. The camps’
schools, vocational centres and hospitals were established as part of the
broader camp infrastructure by the Sahrawi anti-colonial movement (the
Polisario Front) and the Sahrawi state-in-exile (the Sahrawi Arab
Democratic Republic) with different forms of transnational support,
including from states such as Algeria, Cuba and Libya, which have offered
children scholarships to complete their primary-, secondary- and tertiary-
level educations outside of the camps.

After introducing our respective research interests, in this chapter
we focus on the experiences of Sahrawi children and youth in the context
of a protracted displacement situation characterised by mobile
childhoods. In particular, we explore the intersections of different forms
of care and evolving ‘crises’ over time. With reference to ‘care’, and noting
that the exchanges underpinning this chapter took place in Spanish, our
article is framed around the multiple meanings and connotations of the
Spanish word for this term: cuidado. Cuidado simultaneously translates
into English as ‘care’, ‘attention’, ‘looking after’ and ‘nursing’, but also
‘concern’ and the need to be ‘careful’ and to ‘watch out’. As such, we
concurrently trace the ways that children and young people have been
cared for by different people and institutions in the camps and during
periods of studying abroad - including family members, the state-in-exile,
boarding school supervisors and other children, and how these processes
have in turn led to the development of concerns and fears about certain
young people — in particular girls and female youth who have studied
abroad - with different effects. Some of these include what we can
denominate as new crises as displacement has become increasingly
protracted. As such, we simultaneously challenge the presentist bias and
exceptionalist rhetoric of ‘migration crisis’ narratives, while arguing that
it is essential to acknowledge the development of different forms of ‘crisis’,
precisely as a means of disrupting the risk of normalising the protracted
nature of refuge.
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‘Crisis” and the Sahrawi refugee camps?

Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (EFQ): Lehdia, you and I first met in the
Sahrawi refugee camps in 2002, where you were working as a doctor in
the camps’ hospital system after graduating from medical school in Cuba,
and when [ was attending the National Union of Sahrawi Women’s Fourth
Congress, having first visited the camps as part of a Spanish medical
commission establishing a maternal-infant healthcare unit in the 27
February Camp. Whereas my research has focused on examining the
Sahrawi refugee situation through particular reference to the significance
of gender and religion in the context of diverse transnational educational,
political and humanitarian networks,* over the past few years you have
been conducting research in the camps as part of your PhD, which is
examining, among other things, the impact of protracted displacement on
the mental health of young Sahrawis in the camps in Tindouf. Can you tell
us about the context of your research?

Lehdia Mohamed Dafa (LMD): As you know, after graduating
from medical school in Cuba, I worked in the Sahrawi camps for three
years, and since living in Spain I have continued to travel there once or
twice a year. During my visits I offer medical consultations in the camps,
and over the years I have observed that mental health issues are increasing
there. This is particularly the case among young people, where the
incidence of serious pathologies such as schizophrenia, suicide and
depression is noteworthy. Through my conversations with my patients’
carers, including their relatives and Sahrawi health professionals, they all
state clearly that there is an important connection between the long-
lasting effects of protracted displacement and many of these problems.

Based on these observations, my PhD is the first study, in over 40
years of Sahrawi refugees’ exile, to examine the mental health of Sahrawi
refugees living in the camps. To do so, I have used two questionnaires.
The first —- Goldberg’s General Health Questionnaire (GHQ), which has 28
items — examines mental health from the perspective of refugees
themselves. The self-administered GHQ provides information about four
symptoms: somatic symptoms (anxiety and insomnia), social dysfunction
and severe depression. The second is a questionnaire I designed to analyse
Sahrawi refugees’ mental health situation from the perspective of Sahrawi
health professionals. In addition to doctors and psychologists —we do not
yet have any trained Sahrawi psychiatrists — I have included shamans and
exorcists among my research interlocutors; this has enabled me to explore
the set of supernatural beliefs and interpretations shared by the
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population, in which these diverse professionals operate. Among other
things, the research has documented an increase in the use of drugs,
especially hashish, among young people. This usage is closely linked to
the increased exposure that young people have to drugs in the camps
(indeed, many are involved in trafficking these drugs). As such, I have
found a likely cause—effect relationship between drug usage and mental
health problems. In all, this could partly explain what we can today call
an increasing crisis situation within a context of protracted displacement.

EFQ: To what extent is this notion of a ‘crisis’ something that arises
or frames your research? I ask this question bearing in mind the extensive
critiques of the prevalence, and manipulation, of the migration crisis
narrative in European and North American states, for instance. Among
other things, these critiques raise questions of which situations are named
‘crises’ and which are ‘normalised’ or rendered invisible.> Others have
asked questions about who decides if a situation is or isn’t labelled a crisis,
and when a crisis is deemed to start or end. Is this a term that you use in
your own work?

LMD: In my thesis I don’t use the terminology ‘migration crisis’.
However, I do use the concept of protracted displacement, and this, in
itself, is the outcome of a crisis. Over the course of more than 40 years,
life in the Sahrawi camps has experienced profound transformations,®
with such changes influenced by continuing movements from and to the
camp by young people to complete their studies or to seek job
opportunities. Analysing the multiple crises associated with these
changes, and their impact from the perspective of mental health, is one
way of articulating and rendering visible the protracted displacement of
Sahrawi refugees in the context of the global agenda, and creating the
scientific basis to be able to suggest possible solutions for some of the very
real current problems in the camps.

Indeed, the protracted displacement of the Sahrawi people is one
example of a crisis situation which, over time, has been ‘normalised’, and
has even lost the connotation of being a crisis situation. For instance,
there have been no scientific studies of the mental health of Sahrawi
refugees who have spent more than 40 years exposed to all kinds of risk
factors in situations of extreme precarity. In contrast, we see a large
quantity of literature about the mental health of Syrian refugees, in spite
of the relatively short duration of the conflict. At the same time, the
Sahrawi and Syrian situations demonstrate the significant differences
that exist both in academic debate vis-a-vis the conceptualisation and
significance of migratory crisis, in light of the temporal and geographical
context in which they arise, and in relation to states’ responses to
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migration. In Europe, in general, there has been a paradigm shift in
addressing the displacement of people resulting from the so-called Arab
Spring. Concretely in Germany, mental health has been at the core of
health policy vis-a-vis refugees from the very start, while in Spain, debates
regarding migration continue to be of limited salience, beyond political
instrumentalisation by new xenophobic parties. In this sense, we see that
Sahrawis who travel from the camps in Algeria to Spain are perceived to
be like any other economic migrant in the country and not as refugees. As
such, they automatically lose their rights and their protection status as
refugees.

EFQ: Indeed, precisely which kinds of migration are viewed as a
‘crisis’, and whose migration, depends on whose perspectives you take:
migrants, their families, observers in the camps or the Polisario Front.”

LMD: Yes, it very much depends on whether we are seeing the notion
of ‘crisis’ from the perspective of political authorities such as the Polisario
Front or international organisations providing assistance in the camps, or
from the perspective of Sahrawi refugees themselves. For example, when
the first groups of Sahrawi immigrants started to leave the camps for
Europe, the Polisario Front perceived this as an act of disloyalty to the
political cause; however, refugees themselves have always seen this both
as a legitimate act, because Algeria is not their country of origin, and as a
necessary act, because their contributions guarantee the survival of people
in the camps and alleviate people’s dependence upon humanitarian aid
there. Over time, the Polisario Front has started to acknowledge that these
movements form part of the very dynamics of protracted crisis situations
such as the Sahrawi situation, and that emigration from the camps not
only offers young people access to work (including professional)
opportunities, but also in turn helps youth escape from a sense of
desperation and hopelessness, and tends to contribute positively by
improving refugees’ living conditions in the camps. Remittances sent by
Sahrawiimmigrants are now one of the basic pillars of the emerging local
economy in the camps, and this is supporting socio-political stability there.
Finally, over time it has been increasingly acknowledged that the
transculturation® that young people have experienced during their stays
in other countries is not only a threat, but also an enriching and necessary
element for the very survival of Sahrawi culture, history and identity,
providing new views and visions which will continue to be reflected in the
Sahrawis’ political future.
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The “crisis’ of children’s education in the camps and beyond

EFQ: You have briefly mentioned young people’s emigration from the
camps for labour purposes, but let’s turn now to discuss in more detail
how the frames of ‘crisis’ and ‘normality’, from different perspectives,
relate, firstly, to the education of Sahrawi children and youth in the
camps, and, secondly, to transnational education programmes, including
to Cuba. Shall we start with the development of the education system in
the camps?

LMD: Education in the camps has undergone different phases, and
each of these is associated with different types of crisis. The first period
lasted from the camps’ establishment in the mid-1970s until the early
1980s. During those four or five years, the youngest children hardly went
to school due to the limited infrastructure and the lack of teachers in the
camps. Only a small number of teenagers started leaving the camps in
Tindouf to undertake their secondary-level studies in other Algerian
provinces and in Libya. This phase was thus characterised by families
being responsible for the education and child-rearing of the majority of
children in the camps, rather than the Sahrawi state.

The second stage started in the early 1980s and continued through
to the mid-1990s. This stage was characterised by the construction of
large primary-level boarding schools in the camps, in order to try to
educate all the refugee children. With significant degrees of self-
sufficiency, children received a high-quality education from Sahrawi
teachers, who were later supported by Cuban teachers. The most
important element of this period was that education was led and
controlled in the first instance by the state, with very limited intervention
by families, since children only had contact with them during the
summer holidays.

While this phase does arguably represent a crisis and caused
emotional stress due to children’s separation from their families, it also
clearly had positive aspects in relation to caring for and supporting
children in the camps. These include the provision of mass, public and
free education for all, developing a national educational system (by the
Sahrawi state-in-exile) and intervening in all aspects of education (care,
hygiene, food, discipline and so forth) with the acceptance and trust of
the camps’ families. This was also when grants and scholarship
programmes started to be made available for children to study abroad,
which in many other contexts could be seen as a luxury.
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The third phase has lasted from the mid-1990s until today. During
this time, primary- and secondary-level schools were built within the
camps themselves, and boarding schools ceased being used, as they no
longer had the capacity to accommodate the growing population. This
means that children live with their parents, unlike before, and leave the
camps in the summer to participate in the Vacaciones en Paz summer
hosting programme, as you have explored in other studies.” Some children
remain with their hosts until they complete their university degrees.

During this time, when the children are no longer studying or living
in the camps, the role of schools and of the state ceases to be as intense,
no longer influencing all aspects of children’s lives, as used to occur in the
boarding schools. Currently in the camps, and unlike the first decades of
exile, education at all levels continues to be public and free but is no
longer obligatory, and the role of religious schooling has also emerged. In
essence, in the camps today, secondary-level schools have become an
option chosen by families primarily for their daughters, and less so for
their sons.

One of the ‘crises’ that I perceive in the current situation is related
to rules recently introduced by the Sahrawi Ministry of Education as a
response to some parents’ complaints. One of these new rules is the
requirement that girls must wear the veil at secondary school. This is
justified as a means to ‘protect’ adolescent girls from possible harassment
and abuse that could occur in co-educational spaces. This measure reflects
a fear of the type of change that could arise in a schooling system where
boys and girls share the same spaces in conditions of equality. In reality,
the fear of change has roots in the (by now palpable) transculturation that
was experienced by Sahrawi girls educated in Cuba. Most certainly, here
the crisis revolves around the fear of losing moral values and the degree
of religious adherence, which is what the popular imagination
understands or interprets as being at the foundation of Sahrawi identity.

Multiple meanings of care in the context of Sahrawi
youth in Cuba

EFQ: This is all so important, to disrupt the widespread notion that it is
only in the early days and months of a displacement situation that there
is a ‘crisis’, and that as time passes the ‘crisis’ too ends. Instead, it is clear
that different challenges and ‘crises’ emerge and change over time for boy
and girl children, and the ‘care’ (and control) of these children is central
to how some of these challenges play out and are responded to.
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As you have just mentioned, some of these changes are related to
previous experiences of girls leaving the camps to study in Cuba, and the
concerns that arose after these students returned to the camps as young
women. As discussed in the introduction to this piece, when we think
about the relationship between childhood, caring and ‘migration crisis’,
we can draw on a number of conceptualisations and practices of care and
caring, a word which in Spanish (cuidado) also refers to the need to be
‘careful’, or to ‘watch out’.

These are concepts that are very relevant as we focus in on the
journeys that Sahrawi children and adolescents navigated in Cuba,
arriving as young as 11 and spending up to 15 years apart from their
families: who cared for these children in Cuba, and how was this ‘care’
experienced and practised? How did children and young people care for
others during their time in Cuba? This context is important for
understanding how the rhetoric of being ‘careful’ of the Cuban-educated
youth, and in particular girls, has influenced the kinds of choices and
opportunities available to children and youth in the camp today.

LMD: With reference to Sahrawi migration to Cuba, we can also
analyse this through three different periods. In the first phase — from the
1970s until the start of the 1980s — only small groups of young Sahrawis
travelled to Cuba to complete their university degrees. Those groups
spent relatively little time in Cuba and experienced a very limited form of
transculturation because they had already developed their own
personalities and their own sense of self.'°

The second phase lasted through the 1980s, ending in 1989, and
this is when most students went to Cuba. During this time, it was mainly
younger children, most of whom had just finished their primary education
in the camps, and these children spent between 12 and 15 years in Cuba,
completing their secondary and tertiary education there.

In turn, there was the third phrase, after the fall of the Berlin Wall,
which was characterised by the worsening economic situation in Cuba
due to the US Embargo. This made it harder for the Cuban state to support
non-Cuban students in the country. It was during this phase that the first
group of Sahrawis started returning from Cuba to the camps, having
graduated from different professional degrees.

Within the context of these three phrases of migration to Cuba,
children in turn navigated three stages. Firstly, they arrived in the Isla de
la Juventud [a Cuban island formerly known as the Isla de Pinos which
was officially renamed ‘the Island of Youth’ in 1978, when it was
transformed into an ‘International Centre for Studies’]'! and this certainly
was a crisis —leaving the camps and arriving on an island in the Caribbean.
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However, I believe that most children managed this crisis with significant
resilience. I think that the main reason for this was that children
experienced relatively few differences between the boarding schools in
the Isla de la Juventud and those in the camps.

EFQ: How were children ‘cared for’ in boarding schools both in the
camps and in the Isla de la Juventud? Who cared for them?

LMD: In the camp-based boarding schools, children learned to be
self-sufficient in all areas, with the supervision and guidance of Sahrawi
teachers. Every child was responsible for their own personal hygiene, but
also for keeping classrooms, their own dormitories, play areas and the
canteen area clean. Children would take it in turns to lay the table,
distribute food to one another, tidy up and wash up after meals. Children
were also responsible for digging and maintaining trenches to seek refuge
in case the Moroccan forces bombed the camps.

In the Isla de la Juventud, Sahrawi children continued studying in
boarding schools which had a relatively similar regime and rhythm of life.
Under the supervision of Sahrawi teachers, in addition to Cuban teachers,
systems of self-management were strengthened in all areas: students
delineated the work programmes, the boarding school’s rules and the
aims that should be met in each aspect of student life. There, instead of
digging trenches, children supplemented their studies with daily
agricultural work.

In terms of care in these boarding schools, in addition to the care
offered by Sahrawi teachers, a range of care systems and networks emerged
spontaneously between the children themselves. In this way, the younger
children were protected and cared for by the older children, and the girls
helped care for the boys. Older students took on ‘mother-’ and ‘father-’
figure roles towards the small children. Some children would only have one
of these figures, while some had both. The ‘parent’ figure would look after
the younger child, preparing and ironing their clothes for the next day,
ensuring they were well fed, checking on their school performance and
supporting them in case of difficulties. Children were also supported with
the work that took place in the fields, and in mediating conflicts between
children when needed. These types of care contributed towards weaving an
important network of solidarity and cohesion between Sahrawi children in
the Isla de la Juventud. In some ways, these ‘fathers/mothers’ acted as
attachment figures,'? replacing the absent adult figures which are so
necessary in the life of a child and young person.

Due to this, I think that most Sahrawi children in Cuba were able to
better manage their separation from their families, and this was less
traumatic than would otherwise be expected in similar situations, given the
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dramatic changes they experienced: moving from the desert to a green and
rainy climate, a diet based on rice instead of bread and shifting from an
education in the Arabic language to all lessons being taught in Spanish.

EFQ: In my interviews with Sahrawi youth who were studying in
Cuba in 2006, many said they had managed well, although I am also
reminded of the words of one young woman who was studying medicine
in Havana at the time of our interview, and who recalled arriving in the
Isla de la Juventud at the age of 11:

I used to wake up in the middle of the night, thinking that I was in
the camps, only to find that I was in the student residence,
surrounded by other girls sleeping in bunk-beds, all squeezed
together. I would cry myself to sleep. I can’t explain how painful it
was to be there, to know that my mother was alone, without me, in
the camps.’®

While she longed to return to her mother and her home camp, she and most
of the other Sahrawi youth I spoke with in Cuba and in the camps agreed
that there were many other situations which were more challenging than
these early years in the Isla de la Juventud, including when they moved to
university, and then when they returned to the camps.'

LMD: Yes, it is clear that responses to a ‘migration crisis’ will vary
from person to person. But if we were to speak in a general manner, from
my point of view, the real crisis among Sahrawi children in Cuba arose
when students moved from the Isla de la Juventud to the universities on
the main island of Cuba.

On the one hand, once students reached university, people were
disconcerted by the move from a boarding school to almost total freedom
of movement and behaviour. In addition to the weight of responsibility
and moral pressure to secure a university degree that would benefit their
people and the new Sahrawi state, young Sahrawis started to confront an
absolute encounter with Cuban society and culture. This is when the real
culture shock (in the sense that Oberg describes'®) arose.

At the same time as coming to terms with becoming independent on
a personal level, the young people had to make a significant effort to
adapt to the norms not only of the university, which were very different
to those of the boarding schools, but also of the host society in general. It
was during this phase that Sahrawi youth started to become conscious of
the differences between their culture of origin and that of the host culture.
The sense of loss, and of being deprived of the culture of origin which the
boarding school system kept at bay, or in hibernation, awoke, and with it
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all kinds of emotions such as depression, anxiety, indignation, somatic
symptoms and feelings of impotence due to the inability to assimilate into
the new situation.'¢

Sahrawi youth’s interaction with Cuban culture has had different
outcomes. Some children ended up distanced from their culture of origin,
even denying it, as they started adopting attitudes prevalent in Cuban
culture. This type of response, known as assimilation, is one of the four
basic possibilities that Beristain describes as being embodied by people as
they enter into contact with a new culture.!” A second group completely
rejected Cuban culture, and exclusively embraced everything identified
as Sahrawi. Here, we are speaking of a form of segregation, which is
another way of responding to acculturation stress. Another group
marginalised itself, rejecting both the culture of origin and that of the
host community, and another one managed the situation by maintaining
Sahrawi culture while also absorbing various elements of Cuban culture,
ultimately constructing a form of bicultural identity; for this reason, we
can call this response a type of integration. I think that the majority of
Sahrawi students in Cuba follow this latter model. And this is how they
returned to the camps, with their identity divided between two
antagonistic cultures but reconciled in the same person.

Crises of return to the camps: Cuidado con I@s Cubarauis!

EFQ: This last group often refer to themselves and are often referred to
by others in the camps, as Cubarauis (from Cubano + Saharaui).'®

LMD: Indeed - and it was upon re-encountering their families and
their society of origin in the camps that a stage of mourning started, and
as a result, a new vital crisis. The children, who were by now young
adults, had to reconcile their desire to return and to support the general
well-being of the camp-based community, including as doctors and
nurses, with the sadness and nostalgia which emerged over losing the
way of life they had in Cuba. They also confronted the ambivalence with
which they were received both by their parents and by the camp-based
society as a whole.

On the one hand, the bicultural returnees, Cubarauis, are seen as
sensitive, happy people with a great sense of honesty, who are
hardworking and committed to hygiene and cleanliness. But they are also
viewed as strange subjects who bring ‘contaminated’ elements to the
culture of origin.'” Parents had entrusted the education of their children
to the Polisario Front in Cuba, but they did not want their children to lose
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their identities as Sahrawis and as Muslims.?* Many families soon saw
these people as Westernised, culturally speaking, in particular the girls,
whose transculturation was less tolerated than that of the boys. The girls
were accused of adopting the Cuban behavioural norms and way of life,
to the detriment of Sahrawi values, customs and traditions. As such, their
biculturalism was not conceived of as an interactive process that would
have positive effects, but instead as a threat to Sahrawi culture and
identity, and to social cohesion in the camps.

In the end, and in spite of this new process characterised by a high
degree of acculturation stress,?’ many young people tried to integrate
again into their culture of origin, leaving aside all those elements of
Cuban culture which were viewed by Sahrawi society as ‘contaminants’.
Others resigned themselves to the situation and continue with a mixed
identity which places them closer, at least on the face of it, to their origins
(to Sahrawi traditions and to Islam), but without losing the way of life
adopted in Cuba.

EFQ: And as you indicated earlier, it is precisely these young
people’s past experiences of mobile childhoods and of growing up outside
of the camps which have led to a mistrust of Cubarauis, and in particular
Cubaraui women, and all that they represent in the popular imaginary. In
turn, these fears have led to what you have referred to as a contemporary
crisis in the camps vis-a-vis the care and education of children and young
people today.

LMD: Indeed, in earlier years, when older girls were separated from
their families because they were either in camp-based boarding schools
or studying abroad, they were, in many ways, free from the double control
of the family and the state. But with the construction of secondary-level
schools in the camps since the 1990s, we start to see older girls for the first
time studying in the camps, and this means that they are under the
control of both the state and the family. Before, girls growing up in Algeria
and Cuba would develop physically, perhaps not covering themselves,
without their families being aware. When older girls started being visible
in the camps, this is when the Ministry of Education declared that girls
need to start wearing the veil in secondary school. And this is when you
start to mark a gendered division in roles and responsibilities since, in this
context, as in many others, girls are the mirror through which society
measures their morality, discipline and, of course, religious adherence
and moral purity.

EFQ: It is in this sense that over the past 40 years we have seen
multiple shifts in practices and processes relating to caring for, and being
careful of, different groups of children and young people in the camps.
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This shift, and the diverse ‘crises’ that have emerged and continue to
emerge in this situation — whether on individual, collective, familial and/
or national levels, or in the realm of education, social relations and/or
mental health — are intimately related to the long history of different
forms of migration which have characterised this protracted displacement
situation.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have argued that the Sahrawi displacement situation
resulting from the conflict over Spanish Sahara/Western Sahara is in
many regards a ‘migration crisis’ situation that has been normalised and
rendered invisible. This normalisation could be due to the Sahrawi
refugee situation’s temporal and geographical framework, but also due to
the North African conflict being perceived as having little political
significance and as being ‘unthreatening’ when compared with ongoing
conflicts in other areas of North Africa and the Middle East. Nonetheless,
as we have traced in this chapter, far from ‘a migration crisis’ being limited
to the early ‘emergency’ phase of mass displacement, different forms of
crisis have emerged over the past 40 years, including crises that are
intimately related to childhood and different conceptualisations and
practices of cuidado: of care and caring, but also of being careful in the
sense of being wary and cautious.

One of the crises associated with early phases of protracted Sahrawi
displacement relates to the limited resources available to educate children
in the camps, which in turn has had different implications for the
relationship between caring, migration and childhood in exile. On the
one hand, international scholarship programmes offered by states such as
Cuba from the late 1970s enabled children to study outside of the camps,
with these programmes offering a range of opportunities. Studying
abroad in cohorts led to the development of important solidarity networks
and systems of care between children and youth, supplementing the care
provided by Sahrawi teachers in the boarding schools in Cuba’s Isla de la
Juventud. These forms of care played an important role in reducing the
negative impacts which the lack of parental attachment figures and role
models could be expected to have on children and young people growing
up in an environment where they were simultaneously refugees and
immigrants. In the Sahrawi case, these periods of studying abroad
became a window of opportunity for thousands of children, who obtained
professional university degrees in spite of the distance and the lack of
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financial resources in Cuba, became fluent in Spanish and embraced
various aspects of Cuban culture in general. The development of hybrid
or bicultural forms of identity among these young people is arguably
enriching not only Sahrawi life and culture in the camps, but also the
Sahrawi political cause.

On the other hand, however, these mobile childhoods also prompted
arange of challenges on individual, collective and national levels. The many
years that children spent studying, and growing up, in countries like Cuba
led to emotional ties being ruptured, a loss of contact and closeness with
family members and tension and emotional exhaustion related to the effort
of adapting to a new culture both in Cuba and upon returning to the camps
as Cubaraui graduates. The latter was characterised by widespread mistrust
and concern over ‘contaminated’ Cuban-educated Sahrawi youth (especially
young women), and prompted popular fears and popular and official
restrictions on different groups of children and young people in the camps.
Against the backdrop of increasingly limited educational and social
opportunities for children and young people in the camps, and with little
prospect for a political resolution to the conflict underpinning this protracted
displacement situation, precisely how care, caring and the politics of being
careful will be enacted in the years to come will depend both on memories
of and concerns about the past, and concerns for the future.

Acknowledging these complexities, and how challenges and
opportunities, fears and dreams, change over time and in different
directionalities, helps us continue developing more nuanced understandings
of the multiscalar politics of crises which are always unfolding in (and
around) contexts of protracted displacement, and of the ways in which care
is imagined, enacted and resisted (as well as researched) within processes
characterised by overlapping insecurities and precarities.
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Art in Dialogue 2. Hierarchies of vulnerability. Who has the right to protection? Receiving
protection according to national/moral/economic/religious interests. Vulnerability based on
categories of age. Opposed to experience. © Meera Shakti Osborne. This image was produced by the
artist in dialogue with chapter authors and other attendees during a series of online seminars in 2020
about the themes of this volume: childhood mobility, care and crisis.
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The exodus of Venezuelan children
and youth: geopolitics of care
and protection

Nohora Constanza Nifio Vega
Translated from Spanish by Joaquim Martin Capdevila

Eduardo, Victor and Angeles, three Venezuelan brothers under the age of
18, witnessed their mother Lucia, a young nurse, leave Venezuela for Peru
in 2018. With the help of a friend, she left to find a better job to support her
family. Before emigrating, Lucia processed her exit permits and left ‘power
of attorney’! with her cousin Alejandro, a 21-year-old, who would later
undertake the complicated task of migrating with his cousin’s children
from Cticuta, Colombia, to join their mother in Peru. Before beginning their
journey, the three brothers — aged 9, 15 and 17, respectively — were left
home alone. They received food and care from their neighbours and close
relatives when possible. The eldest, Angeles, pointed out:

We had never separated from my mother. She was always close, and
it was easy. But then, we were put in charge of my little brother, and
we had to set an example for him and show that we could carry on.
We had to fight for a better future for him and for us.

Family, neighbourhood and friendship networks were important sources of

support in their hometown of Caracas, Venezuela, on their journey to
Cucuta, Colombia, and also in their destination: Lima, Peru. Nonetheless,
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Eduardo and his brothers were left largely on their own, as in so many other
cases of children and young people from Venezuelan migrant families. The
care provided by the older brothers, other relatives and neighbours
reflected the fact that they knew what migration from Venezuela involved,
as families were separated, often for long periods of time.

The three brothers left Caracas with Alejandro five days before I first
met them at the Migration Centre? in Cticuta, Colombia, in December
2018. When they arrived at the Colombian border, their mother — who
had been sending them aid from Lima - ran out of resources to support
them. For this reason, they had to start looking for a way to find
accommodation and get help in Cticuta that would allow them to continue
their journey. This brought them to the Migration Centre, where they
admitted to staff that they were minors travelling without an
accompanying parent, but with their older cousin Alejandro. A staff
member consulted with the centre’s coordinator before telling the
children that the centre could not support them, as they were not
accompanied by their parents. The shelter was not equipped with
adequate staff or space to offer appropriate care for unaccompanied
children and, according to the shelter’s coordinator, this meant that they
could be put at risk.® Finally, after talking to the manager and explaining
their situation, Angeles and Eduardo were allowed to enter, but the other
two had to stay on the street, alongside many others who were preparing
to spend the night outdoors.

After 10 days in the shelter, Alejandro was uncertain about what to
do. He felt a great deal of responsibility and worried that nine-year-old
Eduardo would not be able to make the journey on foot from Ctcuta to
the border of Ecuador and then on to Peru, a journey made by hundreds
of thousands of Venezuelan children, youth and adults in recent years.
Eduardo, aware of Alejandro’s concerns, assured him that he was willing
to make the trip in order to be reunited with his mother. At the shelter,
they were told that the International Organization for Migration (IOM),
in charge of providing the financial resources for family reunification
which they needed to reach Lima, was closed during the Christmas
holidays and would not reopen until the following month. The frustration
of Alejandro and the three brothers was visible, as they had hoped to
arrive in Lima in time to spend New Year’s with Lucia.

They finally enlisted the help of another international agency and,
after several days of travel, were reunited with their mother. However,
they first had to go through a series of bureaucratic procedures to enable
the legal process of reunification. This involved validating documents,
communicating with Lucia to verify the statements of Alejandro and the
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three brothers and processing admittance cards that would give them
permission to transit through Colombia. These procedures had to be
carried out between Cticuta and Villa del Rosario, two Colombian border
cities, where there were United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) offices, as well as the Colombia Migration Office.

Alejandro felt overwhelmed by these legal obligations, as he did not
fully understand what he had to do. I stayed with him during this time
and, in the midst of navigating this confusing system, he told me that my
presence gave him a sense of relief. While waiting for a resolution at the
UNHCR offices, Alejandro went on to describe how he felt an enormous
weight was being lifted off his shoulders. He never thought he would have
to assume the role of main carer for his cousins. ‘I had a passport because,
a while ago, before all this happened, I had the idea of travelling and
seeing other places. I never thought I would use it to be making this
journey,” he told me.

A chain of coordinated actions between the UNHCR’s offices in
Colombia, Ecuador and Peru allowed different authorities to intervene
and help in the reunification process and provide human and economic
resources to carry out these protective actions. Contrary to what happens
in North America, for example, where families are often separated at the
border, the process of supporting family reunification that I witnessed
shows the possibilities for protecting family units through a focus on
helping children and young people transit to the places their parents have
migrated to.

The Venezuelan exodus

The story of the three brothers and their cousin Alejandro is not unique.
The decision by the Venezuelan government of Nicolas Maduro to close
the border between Venezuela and Colombia in 2018 precipitated the
exodus of many Venezuelan families. These migrants were fleeing
economic uncertainty, a lack of healthcare and state violence. For them,
the border closure highlighted a situation that could make their already
precarious living conditions even worse, were they to be stuck in their
country. As a result, since 2018, this South American region has
experienced an unprecedented level of migratory movement, primarily
as a result of the Venezuelan exodus. According to recent data from the
UNHCR,* more than five million Venezuelans decided to cross the border
in 2019, with 83 per cent of them moving to other countries in Latin
America and the Caribbean.
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Within a short time, the movement of people from Venezuela has
evolved from being comprised mostly of adults forced to migrate in search
of economic opportunities to support their families in Venezuela, to being
made up of entire families and unaccompanied young people. According
to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), there are approximately
1.1 million Venezuelan forced migrant children and young people, of
whom 44 per cent are in Colombia, 27.7 per cent in Peru, 19.3 per cent in
Ecuador and 9 per cent in Brazil.” This exodus has also been decisive in
the separation of children from their parents, who were forced to leave
their homeland to send aid back to Venezuela, or who settled in order to
be able to bring their children at a later date. According to a survey
conducted in Colombia, out of 12,000 Venezuelan parents who travelled
alone, 45 per cent had left their children in Venezuela.® Additionally,
there has been a clear increase in the number of unaccompanied
Venezuelan young people in Colombia as they move to countries in the
Andean region in search of employment, providing economic support for
their families through the informal labour market. A report by the Andrés
Bello Catholic University (UCAB) in Venezuela estimates that although
there is no clear information on the number of young people in these
circumstances, more than 25,000 are unaccompanied and separated from
their adult relatives.”

The Venezuelan exodus has been characterised as much by its
magnitude and intensity as by the geopolitical disputes surrounding the
Venezuelan government. This latter aspect has generated some key
differences in how migrant children are protected across different
territories. For example, while mass migration from Central America has
been criminalised and condemned, treated with suspicion and said to be
a threat to the unity and security of the United States, the narrative
around Venezuela’s exodus is that it is a humanitarian crisis perpetrated
by a ‘regime’ that has violated the rights of its citizens, and therefore must
be addressed through a politics of compassion. Consequently, with
cooperation from the United States, South American governments
initially implemented open-door policies and recognised the Venezuelan
migrant population as victims of what they called the ‘regime crisis’,
suggesting that Hugo Chavez’s policies had led to the impoverishment of
its inhabitants and their consequent expulsion.

The geopolitical reasons underpinning the narrative that the
Venezuelan exodus is a ‘humanitarian crisis’ relate directly to its
government’s political alignment. Beginning under Hugo Chavez and
continuing with Nicolas Maduro, Venezuela’s foreign policy was
particularly critical of the United States, and was anti-capitalist,

THE EXODUS OF VENEZUELAN CHILDREN AND YOUTH

55



56

anti-neoliberal and anti-hegemonic. This was why the aforementioned
administrations were declared enemies of US national security.® As a
result, the Venezuelan exodus was used strategically to showcase what
was presented as a catastrophic failure of a twenty-first-century socialist
project. Children became the most emblematic images of this narrative.
They were used to illustrate the havoc caused by the regime, depicted as
a debacle of a once rich and fruitful Venezuela left in ruin. As a result,
people fleeing Venezuela were protected under a policy rooted in
compassion and international humanitarian sentiment,’ the notion of
hospitality and the constructed image of innocent victims living under a
dictatorship. These all became tools used to exert political pressure and
seek the removal of the Venezuelan government. The humanitarian
approach represents a form of Western intervention, what Burman calls
the colonial paternalism of the ‘adult-Northerner’ offering help to the
‘infantilized-South’.1°

This chapter discusses how the geopolitical decisions made by
governments directly affect the processes of care and protection of
Venezuelan children under 18 years old, before and during their
migratory experiences.

Ethnographic background

The perspectives presented in this chapter are the result of three years of
ethnographic research work carried out in Villa del Rosario and Cticuta,
Colombia. Villa del Rosario is a border municipality between San Antonio,
Venezuela, and Cucuta, the capital of Colombia’s North Santander
Department. These places became the epicentre for the passage of
thousands of children and young people, who sought opportunities in
Colombia and - like Eduardo, Victor and Angeles — travelled to live with
their parents. Sometimes they were accompanied by family and friends,
and other times they travelled alone. Due to the armed conflict in
Colombia, a number of national and international humanitarian
organisations were already established in La Parada, an area of Villa del
Rosario, in order to provide aid. As the Venezuelan exodus became more
pronounced, they launched healthcare and food programmes, providing
care and protection to those who needed it.

During our ethnographic fieldwork from 2018 to 2020 at the Cicuta
Migration Centre in Colombia,'' we observed many families, primarily
led by women accompanied by their children, who were waiting either to
be able to travel to central Colombia and other countries or to meet the
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necessary conditions that would allow them to establish residency in the
city of Ctcuta. In many of these cases, the idea of being able to return to
Venezuela to care for relatives who required their care — children, sick
relatives or the elderly — meant that many women choose to stay near the
border. They made this decision to avoid long trips on foot to return from
the interior of Colombia, even though the economic opportunities were
greater there.

Care contradictions and disconnections

Through this ethnographic project, it was possible to identify two general
types of care and protection that emerged for Venezuelan migrant
children and young people. The first demonstrates the contradictions
between the humanitarian discourses focused on those leaving Venezuela
and the migration governance processes that fundamentally undermine
the care and protection of young migrants. The second illustrates the
disconnect between the various policies of care and protection for
children, either with or without their families, implemented by
institutional authorities and young people’s lived experiences and the
goals of their migration efforts.

Migration governance: humanitarian discourse and systems
of violence

Like other South American countries, Colombia at first responded to the
unprecedented exodus from Venezuela with a humanitarian action
programme based on compassion and hospitality, facilitating entry and
legal support for migrants with temporary permits.'> However, across the
region such humanitarian efforts gradually became more restrictive for
this population and, in less than three years, increasingly restrictive
immigration policies generated legal complications and uncertainty for
Venezuelans. In Colombia, for example, as of May 2017, the Border
Mobility Card , or residency permit, became mandatory for anyone who
moved into the border area to prove their residency in the region.
However, this document stopped being issued in February 2018 (although
it was reintroduced in December 2018) as the Santos government sought
to control ‘the mass movement’ of Venezuelans across the border.'® This
made it more difficult for Venezuelans to enter Colombia and forced many
to cross illegally and pay the price demanded by the criminal groups that
control the border areas.
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Without the necessary residency documentation and with limited
economic resources, thousands of Venezuelans were forced to undertake
long and strenuous journeys on foot to reach the interior of Colombia for
work.'* Bus companies were not authorised to sell tickets to people
without passports or who did not carry the immigration documents
required to enter Colombian territory. Therefore, the ruta de los
caminantes (walkers’ route) was created.'® This was different from the
caravan process undertaken by Central American migrants as a means of
protection and camaraderie in the face of violence as they moved through
countries seeking refuge, such as Mexico.!® Instead, the ruta de los
caminantes was characterised by violent migration measures which
contradicted the Colombian government’s public rhetoric of welcome.

Maria, a young Venezuelan woman who works in southern
Colombia, spoke about her experiences of taking the ruta de los
caminantes. She described having to help children and young people who
had lost track of their families. Family members were separated when, for
example, adult caregivers were prevented from accompanying their
children on the lorries which were helping to transport migrants, one
reason why Alejandro was so concerned about Eduardo embarking on the
journey across the ruta de los caminantes.

The walkers’ route has thus become a physical and symbolic
representation of punitive migration governance. In addition to punishing
migrants, it produces a logic of compassionate care that is dependent on
solidarity from the Colombian population and humanitarian
organisations. Families, and later organisations, established aid stations
along the route!” where food, rest areas, shelter and healthcare were
offered, helping to mitigate both the effects that this route had on migrant
people’s bodies and the absence of formal care. Crossing 1,400 kilometres
on foot from Cucuta at the Colombian-Venezuelan border to Ipiales, at
the Colombian-Ecuadorian border, has become the ‘toll of suffering’ that
children either pay alone or with their families. Only having suffered the
walk do they earn the right to go to the interior of Colombia.

This government-sanctioned suffering imposed on migrants is used
to build a descriptive and visual narrative of the Venezuelan crisis as a
product of a cruel and criminal regime that has expelled its population.
Local and international media headlines show the wounded and defeated
bodies of the walking migrants and focus particularly on the suffering of
children. They are presented as the innocent victims of their own
government, which has exposed them to the extreme dangers of
migration. Yet, Venezuelan migrants’ suffering is the result of the
Colombian government’s migration policies imposed to prevent their
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movement. At the same time, there is no question that the classic trope of
the migrant who must ‘struggle and endure’ in order to enjoy a ‘better life’
works to constantly support this narrative. This helps to explain why
Eduardo didn’t mind having to travel a long way to reunite with his
mother in Lima so that they could live as a family again.

Aside from restrictive immigration policies, the day-to-day
bureaucratic structures imposed by both governmental and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) do not coincide with, or respond to,
the actual movements and needs of people crossing the border. For
example, during holiday periods, migrant families and young people
were unable to travel. They were forced instead to wait for regular
workdays just to receive the help provided by these organisations, such as
resources and paperwork for onward journeys. Like Alejandro and his
young cousins, they are left in limbo by the very organisations that are
there to support them. These large organisations have the power to make
decisions that affect migrants both physically and emotionally, including
compelling them to make long journeys on foot to reach their loved ones.

Young Venezuelans often become figures of hope for their families,
in that they migrate for labour opportunities, allowing them to support
those who stay in their home country. Juan and Fernando, 16-year-old
twins, told their mother they were fed up with being hungry and wanted
to go to Colombia for work, with the aim of helping her with living
expenses. They asked for permission to travel with their mother’s cousin,
a 32-year-old woman. Their mother reminded them they were minors,
but since they would be with her cousin, she felt confident letting them
travel. Similarly, 17-year-old Pablo migrated on foot to the interior of
Colombia along the Cticuta—Pamplona route in December 2020. He told
me about his decision to move to Colombia. His mother had hoped that
he could manage the route to Cali, Colombia, where he would meet with
an uncle who had got him a job and was waiting for him.

Pablo was terrified that he would be identified as an unaccompanied
minor when he passed through the aid posts along the route, and that
someone would notify the authorities who would detain him and place
him in the hands of the Colombian Family Welfare Institute (ICBF).'®
Although Pablo understood that the goal of the ICBF was to protect him,
he was also aware that the institutional policy was a trap that would
prevent him migrating to take care of his family. There were two ways in
which Pablo could make himself invisible as an unaccompanied young
person. The first option was to avoid humanitarian aid at the care posts
and try to go unnoticed. The second option was to join a family or adult
willing to pretend to be his relative, thus allowing him to avoid arrest. If
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he chose the first option, however, he would not receive any aid to survive
the strenuous journey. Pablo was clearly aware of the power that both the
Colombian state and NGOs had over his migration efforts, explaining why
he was so hesitant about being noticed.

The bureaucratisation of care and its impacts

As the experience of Angeles, Eduardo, Victor and Alejandro
demonstrates, care and protection provided by the state, civil society and
international organisations can, in a number of ways, be incompatible
with the migratory projects of children and young people. Indeed, as with
Pablo, it can have opposing effects, creating immobility and a lack of
visibility. A key issue here relates to the bureaucratisation of care,'” which
has emerged as part of efforts to respond to young people’s migration.
This approach to care is based on a universal view of the rights of children
and the idea of their best interests, without consideration for the specific
and concrete needs of the individuals migrating. This calls into question
whether children are actually being protected within such care systems.
Acknowledging the roles and responsibilities to care and provide that
these young people have within their families, and which motivate them
to migrate, would require the Colombian state to give greater attention to
the emergent tensions between protection and responsibility and consider
the implications for care policies and practices.

One way that the bureaucratisation of care negatively affects
migrant young people relates to assumptions made by care facilities.
According to a staff member at the Migration Centre in Cticuta, Colombia,
since the shelter was unprepared in terms of its infrastructure and care
facilities for those under 18 who were migrating without adults, the
shelter had to deny them access. This left many young people waiting in
a border area where illegal armed guerrillas and paramilitary groups
operated, often forcing young, cheap recruits into their ranks. Even
though these issues have received attention in Colombia and other South
American countries, there is still much to be resolved, including creating
care processes that do not rely on abstract ideas of rights and ‘childhood’,
and instead address the real needs of unaccompanied migrant young
people in relation to the circumstances they find themselves in.

A second example of the bureaucratisation of care is the ad hoc
issuance of the Special Residency Permit (PEP). The PEP ensures access to
basic health and education needs in Colombia. However, migrants have to
present a passport to obtain this permit, which was a barrier because most
of the people leaving Venezuela did not have adequate documentation. The
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high cost and the processing time for the PEP were also barriers, hindering
migration while also limiting people’s rights to access such services. The
recent enactment of the Temporary Protection Statute by the Colombian
government has been touted as a broad measure to supposedly allow a
comprehensive response to refugees. However, the scope of protection is
unclear, particularly with respect to the children who are not accompanied
by their parents. Under the new legislation, an adult caregiver who has
legal custody or is registered in the ICBF is responsible for a child’s
registration. As a result, young people who do not have an adult family
member with them are excluded from temporary protection.

More broadly, the bureaucratisation of care means that policy and
practice by both state and voluntary sector organisations fail to recognise
the central role played by children and young people in family migration
efforts. For example, Luis, a young Venezuelan, described how, when he
first arrived in Ctcuta, he and his family stayed in Lineal Park — a space in
the city centre that is constantly occupied by people living on the street
and substance abusers — before they eventually found their way to the
Migration Centre shelter. Luis and his family had travelled to Cticuta on
foot like other migrants, since they had neither the resources nor the
documentation required to access transportation. Luis became quickly
aware that conversations between adults and organisation officials might
provide information that would be useful for the family’s journey. Above
all, he wanted to know how to secure the economic resources to travel to
the interior without having to walk.

Luis had heard of different organisations that could help pay the
transportation costs, and so he was always attentive to the conversations
that Alejandro and others had in the shelter about the reunification
process. He asked about the possibility of accessing support for himself
and his family. Explaining the differences between the status of children
without their parents and those migrating with them was difficult, since
it is rooted in a structural hierarchy of vulnerability and ideas about
‘humaneness’.?’ Further, even those who travelled with their parents had
a difficult time when parents were not in the best position to provide care
in such precarious circumstances. It became clear that all the migrants in
the shelter experienced similar levels of uncertainty and lack of protection.
After a month of waiting, Luis and his family finally left the shelter and,
together with a group of other families, joined the other walkers. Along
the way, thousands of people — including many children — embarked on
the journey which spanned hundreds of kilometres because they also
lacked the resources and documentation for buying bus tickets.
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Children and young people also played active roles in helping to
care for younger children, whether siblings or the children of fellow
refugees. They lined up in the dining room while their parents were busy
in and around the shelter looking for ways to support themselves, and
listened attentively to professionals who provided information about
potential solutions to their situation, which they then shared with
caregivers, helping them make decisions or attempt different strategies.
They actively accompanied their parents when doing informal labour in
the street, made the necessary mental and physical effort to endure the
long walk, maintained contact between migrant families at the centre by
participating with peers and offered emotional support when their
caregivers were distressed or fainting because of their precarious living
conditions. Children also offered to return to care for relatives back home,
who were left alone after their caregivers migrated.

Children and young people play an active role in the family and
collective experience of migration, making decisions and taking actions
that go against the trope of children as simple objects of protection. They
are responsible care providers throughout the migratory experience.
Through their experiences, migrant children, as well as child soldiers in
armed conflicts*! or those involved in criminal activities, disrupt and
throw into question a romanticised and privileged Western idea of
childhood which tends to inform the way that care is bureaucratised in
the Colombian context, as in others. Likewise, the state’s notion of ‘best
interests’ and administrative practices are imposed based on a ‘universal’
understanding of childhood protection, which in many cases results in
structural victimisation of the young.

Conclusion

Media representations of the Venezuelan exodus have saturated public
discourse with images of a ‘refugee crisis’, with the primary aim of
exposing the country’s supposedly flawed leadership. This has happened
in two ways: focusing on excesses in the Venezuelan government and
proclaiming a need for compassion and help for the victims of a ‘dictator’.
However, there is no popular narrative that calls into question the
governmentality and bureaucratisation of migration, which restricts and
criminalises people on the move. Neither is there a mainstream challenge
to a structural system that illegalises migrants and simultaneously forces
them to leave their homes. Furthermore, no widespread discourse
criticises interventionist humanitarian policies that serve the interests of

CRISIS FOR WHOM?



states rather than migrants themselves. The result is that children are
forced to migrate and end up travelling alone or with guardians and the
care that is set up for their supposed protection is either inaccessible or
inappropriate for their circumstances and familial or individual
migration projects.

The ethnographic understanding developed through this chapter
reveals how migration governance processes and the bureaucratisation of
care impose forced mobility and immobility. At the same time, this
research demonstrates the incompatibility of protection systems with the
lives and experiences of migrant children. The lived experiences of
children and young people, as well as their families, show how this
humanitarian stance implements contradictory practices that go against
the moral imperative of care. Indeed, practices of protection often serve
to regulate mobility, becoming nothing more than a nation’s imposition
of national sovereignty.

The discourse around care and protection, both by the Colombian
state and humanitarian organisations, promotes care practices that
conform to a Western understanding of children that does not correspond
to the experiences of young migrants. So children cannot access shelter
accommodation without an accompanying adult, are excluded from
temporary protections and associated services such as health and
education afforded by the PEP (which require them to be registered by an
adult) and are often forced to avoid accessing the most basic of resources
such as food and water for fear of being forcibly institutionalised and no
longer able to continue their migration. All of these examples demonstrate
how care has been understood from a narrow perspective: one based on
reductive, paternalistic practices that view children as merely requiring
protection without considering the responsibilities that they take on
within complex migration experiences. These include providing
economic, emotional and care support for their families in their home
countries, during their migration and at their destinations. A lack of
attention to the care that children and young people provide leads to a
lack of visibility and support for these practices, in spite of the protection
that humanitarian actors claim they provide.
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Deportation as a migration crisis for
children: children’s lived experience
of return from Europe to Afghanistan

Nassim Majidi, Marion Guillaume and Stefanie
Barratt

Haroon was 12 when his father decided that they would travel to Europe
from Afghanistan. To make the initial decision, his father consulted his
family — including the children — who were all supportive, first and
foremost for the educational opportunities that they hoped migration
could provide. Haroon and his siblings had been forced to stop school due
to insecurity in their area. In Haroon’s case this was at grade six (the last
year of primary education), and he was eager to resume his studies. The
family sold assets to finance the migration from Herat (Afghanistan), via
Tehran (Iran), to Istanbul (Turkey). The roads were difficult and
inhospitable, and on the way, his mother lost consciousness due to the
severely cold climate of the mountainous region, leaving Haroon and his
father to carry her to Istanbul. They made their way to Germany, where
they registered as asylum seekers in Bonn. The five months they lived in a
refugee camp were, from Haroon’s perspective, happy times: ‘Security was
excellent, I could stay out until night-time, the police were very kind and
protective of us. I actually enjoyed my life there. I preferred living in the
refugee camp than here (in Herat) from all angles: security, education,
opportunities and tranquility.” But his mother’s experience was at odds
with his. She was unhappy in the refugee camp and could not adapt to the
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demands of living with other families in close-knit habitations. Her
freedoms had been curtailed, whereas his had flourished. Upon the
mother’s insistence and faced with a seemingly interminable asylum
process, the parents signed return papers without consulting the children.
‘No one consulted us,” lamented Haroon. ‘If they had asked me, I would
have told them that I did not want to go back, that I was not satisfied and
that I did not want to live in war anymore.” His fears of not being able to
attend school, being kidnapped, having to leave his home or being killed
quickly resurfaced. In a context where parents typically decide for their
children, Haroon did not contest the decision. But he also never gave his
consent. Months after their return, he still disagreed with his father. While
he would listen to his mother’s complaints, and his grandmother’s urging
that they should not leave the house, he talked to his father about the
family’s future. With time, the family agreed that they had to remigrate to
Europe. Selling inherited property, they resumed the difficult journey.

Khatereh’s account of migrating from Afghanistan to Greece is
similar, although in her case, as a girl, some features differ. She
acknowledges that life in the refugee camp in Greece was difficult, but
similarly to Haroon, she explains that ‘even there I was happier than
living in my own country, with fear and without education’. She found her
teachers in the camp to be extremely kind and considered school to be her
refuge, where she could learn Greek and English and feel good about
herself. She had never been to school or studied in Afghanistan. Her
migration, even in transit and in a refugee camp, opened opportunities
that she could not access at home. But for her father, seeing borders
closing dashed his hopes of getting to Germany. He decided, on his own,
to return the family to Afghanistan.

When I heard this decision, I became extremely sad and anxious. I
tried very hard to explain to my father that I did not want to live in
Afghanistan any longer, that I wanted to live where we were, to
progress, study . . . but my father only listened to himself and did not
pay attention to what I had to say. I asked. I begged. I cried. I told
him ‘no’ - but no one listened to me. Whatever I said did not change
his mind. He told us all to get prepared.

Khatereh recalls an immense sense of sadness and hopelessness. She
remembers packing her bags, crying, with a feeling shared by her cousin:
that they were being forced to go back, a physical return against their will.
Upon return, her father recounted that he finally saw what he had not
seen while abroad, as his daughters and son started developing mental
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health issues. ‘I have not been able to take my children to a psychiatrist,’
he says. ‘Because we cannot afford that after all we spend for food, debts
and taking care of the family.” Shortly after their return, the family
learned about a relative’s kidnapping in Afghanistan — difficult news for
the father to take, and traumatic and scary for the children. Soon after,
Khatereh’s father decided that they should leave again. ‘That made me
very happy — [ was ready to confront the dangers [of the journey] given
how much I wanted to leave Afghanistan,” Khatereh explains.

These two stories echo those of other children and their families
returned to Afghanistan.! They show both the necessity of leaving, and the
necessity of returning, resonating with accounts of adult returnees’
experiences in the migration literature. Many attempt to remigrate after
their experience of a forced, and premature, return. Mental health
challenges and difficulties with reintegration add to the original drivers of
their migration. Key in these children’s accounts, and distinct from the
existing literature on return, are the evident tensions between adults and
their children, who may find themselves at odds in terms of their experience
of migration and of return. While some children feel empowered in settings
such as refugee camps, thanks to the educational opportunities provided,
those same settings are experienced as prisons by adults, who lose their
freedoms and are not given similar outlets to flourish. However, decisions
to return are experienced by children like Haroon and Khatereh as a
removal of their agency and a form of deportation.

Deportation, defined as the physical removal of someone against
their will from the territory of one state to that of another,? has been
widely discussed in the literature in recent years in reference to adults as
part of a deportation turn in migration studies. However, little is known
about children’s experiences of return, how returns affect relations
between family members and the implications for children’s care. The
limited data available on the conditions of children post-return in
Afghanistan mirrors broader challenges of data collection in that context.
Nonetheless, many existing research tools are also ‘child blind’, tending
to gather information at the household level and failing to disaggregate
the experiences of children.’ For instance, the 2021 Humanitarian Needs
Overview for Afghanistan anticipates approximately 200,000 child
returnees (from Iran and Pakistan) as a population ‘in need’ after high
returns in 2020.* However, the exact number of children returning from
Europe is unknown, and although these figures are much smaller, they
are important to consider in a context of increased returns.®

To address this lacuna, this chapter asks: when returns to a context
like Afghanistan occur, what are children’s experiences and perceptions of
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them? While the Global Compact for Migration encourages governments to
adopt age-sensitive return policies, what is the reality for children in various
phases of migration and how are their rights to care and protection
ensured? In response to these questions, we argue that children’s accounts
reframe return as a forced migration experience, akin to deportation, and
that in the context of multiple ‘migration crises™ return is a core crisis for
children. We make our case in three steps: first, by deconstructing European
narratives on the return and reintegration of children in the context of
deteriorating security in Afghanistan; second, by deconstructing collective
and individual narratives around returns of children and the possibility of
‘voluntariness’ in the decision-making process; third, by critically engaging
with the concept of care for children and youth in return settings to
demonstrate a fragmentation of actors and a patchwork of care provisions
that neither fulfil children’s expectations nor are aligned with legal and
moral responsibilities towards children’s rights.

Our chapter draws on research carried out for Save the Children by
Samuel Hall, a social enterprise that conducts research and evaluations
in contexts of migration and displacement.” In 2018, we interviewed 57
child returnees in Afghanistan (Kabul and Herat), 53 using a quantitative
survey and 12 through qualitative case interviews (of whom 8 had already
taken part in the survey). Interviewees included three types of child
returnees from Europe: children who had returned with their families,
children who had returned unaccompanied before turning 18, and a third
group made up of those who had returned immediately after their 18th
birthday (and thus had been through child asylum-seeking procedures).®
Children interviewed included those who reported their return as
voluntary and those who did not. Children were invited to two restitution
meetings in Kabul to allow them to comment and respond to initial
findings. Additionally, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 30
key informants, including representatives from several embassies in
Kabul; an implementer for the European Reintegration Network; five
representatives from key ministries within the Afghan government; and
11 international organisations and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) working with returnee children.

Deconstructing European narratives of return
Drivers of migration and of return span a continuum from voluntary to

forced,” but they are rarely fully voluntary, as is increasingly recognised
by states themselves. Return decisions, wherever they fall on the
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continuum, are framed by state narratives and migration governance.
Here, we argue that Afghanistan is not safe for returns and that the legal
responsibility of returning countries should not end when children return
‘home’, contrary to European narratives of return and reintegration.

Despite assurance from European governments that Afghanistan is
safe for returns of asylum seekers who have not been granted refuge'® —
while simultaneously advising their own citizens not to go there due to
the dangers of the situation — there is a broad consensus among actors in
Afghanistan that it is, in fact, not safe. As a result, children who return
find an increasingly challenging context, mired by political insecurity,
economic volatility and heightened restrictions to freedom and
movement. Even in zones such as the capital city of Kabul, deemed safe
for internal flight alternatives by returning governments, the security
context is worsening. Hamid!! recounts the day he returned from Austria:
six explosions and an earthquake hit Kabul. He barely left his hotel, as he
did not know anyone in Kabul. ‘My freedom is shrinking rather than
expanding. I do not feel comfortable at all.” During discussions in 2020
around the prolongation of the ‘Joint Way Forward’ agreement (which, in
2016, set out a framework to facilitate the deportation of Afghans from
Europe), 39 NGOs jointly issued a statement seeking to dissuade the
European Union (EU) from implementing returns. '

All European countries are bound by agreements on non-
refoulement, that is not to send individuals to another country if they
would then be at risk of serious human rights violations (such as
execution, torture or other cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment). The
definition of non-refoulement promoted by the Committee on the Rights
of the Child is broader than other definitions. It focuses on situations
which might cause ‘irreparable harm to the child’. This covers risks such
as unlawful or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, inappropriate detention
practices, underage military recruitment, direct or indirect participation
in hostilities and risks to the child’s survival and development.'> NGOs
such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International generally oppose
child returns to Afghanistan and other countries on the basis of these non-
refoulement obligations and the argument that deportations expose
children to risk of irreparable harm.

Certainly, given the current deteriorating security context in
Afghanistan, return for a child cannot be considered a ‘durable solution’,
a term used in the discourse framing returns in Europe-wide policy. The
Global Peace Index named Afghanistan the least peaceful country in the
world in 2020,'* and in 2021 the United Nations Assistance Mission for
Afghanistan (UNAMA) recorded the highest rates of civilian casualties
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since it began recording the figures in 2009.'* Unemployment and food
and housing insecurity have increased due to conflict and the global
Covid-19 pandemic, which had its fourth and deadliest wave in the
country in 2021. Notwithstanding significant improvements over the past
20 years, many children — in particular girls — lack access to education.
Children grow up facing a breadth of protection challenges, with,
according to UNICEF, two in five children unable to reach full mental or
physical development; one in three girls married before the age of 18; and
one in four children underweight.'® Although it has implemented a child
protection action network and instituted referral mechanisms, the
government of Afghanistan has been ill-equipped to ensure that the rights
of children are respected on return.

Conlflict and instability in Afghanistan arise out of a series of factors,
not least ongoing (neo)colonial interests in the region. Formally
established as a nation-state in 1878 as part of Britain’s efforts to control
the region, Afghanistan has continued to be the site of numerous
occupations and (proxy) wars on account of its strategic geopolitical
location between Central and South Asia and its rich gas resources and
untapped minerals.'” Europe’s involvement in Afghanistan has, however,
been framed around a discourse on rights and state building, and a focus
on improving the lives of children, youth, men and women throughout
the country, and their access to basic and vital services. The EU’s funding
in the country has concentrated on access to services, such as education,
employment and health, although in the context of continuing conflict,
these services are insufficient and precarious at best. At the same time,
interviews with European government agencies as part of our research
highlighted their perception that the legal responsibility of returning
countries ends when children arrive in Afghanistan. As one key informant
explained, ‘Our work ends at the airport.” That the seemingly simple
process of identifying returnee children from Europe to interview for our
research was so difficult underlines that there are no systematic efforts by
returning governments to follow up with children once they have arrived
in their home countries, as they consider their responsibilities for these to
have ended. Although the EU strategy on voluntary return and
reintegration'® calls for more efforts to establish pre- and post-return
partnerships between governments and reintegration service providers,
in practice there is still limited communication between the actors
involved in returns, such as, in this case, migration agencies, embassies,
Afghan authorities and NGOs. The long-held perception that the legal
responsibility of returning countries ends when children return ‘home’
means that there is a lack of data to monitor the well-being of children in
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return settings or to inform child-sensitive protection frameworks,
resulting in significant impacts on children, as indicated by Haroon and
Khatereh’s stories at the start of this chapter.

Deconstructing narratives of voluntary return

Haroon and Khatereh provide important insights into children’s lived
experiences of forced returns. They highlight that even though there are
many parallels in the experiences of children and their parents in the
context of enforced returns, adults and children feel the pressures of
migration at different moments and in different ways. There is both
imbalance and complementarity in their experiences, which stem — we
suggest — from the social positioning of children.

Haroon’s and Khatereh’s stories underline situations where the
decision to return was taken by their parents and against their wishes.
Other children echoed these experiences. While Bibi’s'” family gave up on
their migration plans, deciding to return because they felt harassed and
discriminated against by other families in the camp, she never agreed to
the decision her father made. ‘I had begun adjusting there, and my school
lessons were going nicely. I was learning well,” she says. She wanted to
stay alone and continue her education, but her father refused to leave her,
putting their family before her individual desires and preference.

Life in Europe’s refugee camps provided a relative sense of freedom
and security to other children interviewed. Jawid®® explained that ‘in the
camps, there were two middle-aged women, one of whom cared for adults
and the other for children. They were like guides for us. They visited the
camps once or twice a day. They also took children to play soccer in the
camp.’ Jawid did not want to return to Afghanistan simply because this
type of care was unattainable for him in Afghanistan.

Children’s voices and needs are — often inadvertently — silenced by
their families. Key informants in our research flagged the potential for
in-kind support meant for children’s educational fees being diverted to
other purposes, such as the purchase of a car for the family. Children who
did not wish to return but were obliged to do so because of parental
decisions may also face tensions within the family, such as continued
frustration on the part of the children and perceptions that they are not
following traditional social norms and values; in the case of children who
had returned on their own, they may face additional challenges due to
perceptions by others in the family or community that they should have
stayed abroad for economic or other reasons.
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Vacchiano’s (2018) work on child migration in a different context,
North Africa, similarly underlines the complexity of migration decision
making, and helps to contextualise Afghan children’s expressed
preference for remaining in refugee camps or in Europe more generally.
He considers cases where the initial migration was perceived as the
decision of young people on their own versus a parental choice: there, he
highlights the lure of the concept of ‘elsewhere’ as a place where one can
achieve ‘the standards of what is normal (and normative) and the
material markers of what is modern’.?! When the narrative around ‘home’
is that it is a place where opportunity is lacking and youth existence seems
pointless, it is easy to see how a return home could be considered both a
failure and a ‘stopping’ point in one’s growth. As we go on to discuss, the
context faced by children on returning to Afghanistan — one of limited
access to school and other opportunities, lack of support more broadly
and an increasingly unstable context — compounds these feelings and
adds to negative perceptions of return, regardless of the views of adult
family members.

When asked about the return process and decision making around
this beyond the context of their families, children explained that their
voices and opinions were not taken into account by governments either.
Seeing their asylum cases rejected was felt by many as a personal
rejection. Refusal was followed very quickly by a show of force — arrest,
detention and deportation. This process itself was violent, compounding
the trauma some had experienced on the way to Europe and leaving them
ill-prepared for positive reintegration in Afghanistan. In cases where
children were interviewed in the returns process, there were major gaps.
For example, some children reported that their siblings were not
interviewed. Others were asked questions which focused on their journeys
to Europe rather than their needs and opinions about return to
Afghanistan. In other words, even the children who were interviewed
were not fully part of discussions relevant to the return process.

Fazel,” for example, spoke of the slow asylum process, and then the
rapid acceleration following the rejection:

We wanted to appeal. But before we could do that, we were arrested
and deported. It was about one month after our lawyer told us. I was
arrested with my mother and my siblings. My father was arrested
the next day. At 1 p.m., the police came to our home and arrested
us. They moved us to the deportation centre. We were there for one
day. I was not interviewed. No one explained what was happening
— except to my parents.
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Fawzia* shared a similar story. She spent three years in Norway during
which her family lodged a claim and an appeal. Both were rejected. She
was 13 when, one morning, the police came to their house. ‘We did not
expect that, nor the fact that we would be in a deportation center for 19
days. . . . In the plane, we were accompanied by policemen, and my
brother was handcuffed. He was around 15 years old.’

Nearly three-quarters of children interviewed did not feel safe
during the returns process, with over half reporting instances of violence
and coercion. Despite guidance against forced removals for children,?*
several reported heavy police involvement. Of the 53 children surveyed,
16 said they were accompanied by police. Hence there are clear procedural
gaps around the implementation of returns decisions and, in some cases,
the decisions themselves.

What these examples broadly reveal is that even when parents —
mothers or fathers — make the decision to leave, it can also not be
considered a fully voluntary decision. For a decision to be voluntary, it
requires an element of choice.® The parents we hear about in Haroon and
Khatereh'’s stories do not see staying in a refugee camp as a choice, and
they make the decision when other options seem unavailable. The return,
although symbolically an act of decision, happens due to a lack of
alternatives. Given the lack of options, experts agree that return is in
essence forced.® Children’s experiences go further in the continuum of
forced returns, as they are one step further removed from the return
decision. Among the children we interviewed, the majority reported
feeling left out of the return decision — they are forced to return and
experience it as deportation. They are physically removed, by their parents
and the organisations facilitating their return to their country of origin,
and as a result of the actions — or inaction — of often hostile receiving states
and lengthy asylum processes. While parents who ‘chose’ to return may
have thought these returns were in their children’s interest, this viewpoint
was not shared by the children concerned, although they respected their
culture’s emphasis on decision making by heads of households.

Fractured care in returns

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) serves as a
reminder that signatory states, which include all European countries and
the government of Afghanistan, are obligated to put the rights of children
ahead of migration considerations. Yet, in practice, the rights of children
may not be upheld by destination governments intent on furthering their
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migration governance agenda or by countries of origin due to capacity
limitations and the lack of legal frameworks. The result, we suggest, is a
fragmentation of actors and a patchwork of care provisions for child
returnees to Afghanistan.

By ‘care’, we refer to a broad set of feelings and practices through
which people tend to the physical or emotional needs of another.?> Care
may take place in interpersonal settings, such as families, or in institutional
contexts, such as schools, mental health programmes, hospitals and
community spaces. Care requires resources, both emotional and material,
and infrastructures, which — in the case of Afghan child returnees — are
often precarious, fractured or simply unavailable. As a result, even familial
decisions that are based on ‘caring about’ one another, do not necessarily
translate into ‘care for’ another or may not be experienced as caring, as in
the narratives of Haroon and Khatereh which began this chapter.

Fazel’s story exemplifies the fracturing of care many child returnees
face in Afghanistan. Fazel, 12 years old, was deported from Norway after
living there for three years. He was born in Pakistan and had never lived
in Afghanistan. He recounted the most positive moments of his life in
Norway in terms that underlined an expansion of his capacities, and
horizons, as well as those of his entire family:

I used to go to school, mainly language classes. I was in class with
Norwegian kids. I used to play football with them. A Norwegian lady
would teach Norwegian to my parents. My siblings and I all speak
Norwegian. They were also going to school with Norwegian kids.
The youngest one was going to kindergarten. In Norway it was
clean, beautiful, everything was well managed, and I was not
discriminated against.

Upon return, he felt his life and his space — physical and mental —
shrinking. From the weather, to people’s way of being and dressing, to the
quality of schools, his new life did not meet the norms he was used to in
Norway. His family now lives with friends of relatives, in a two-room
house for 12 people. At night, he sleeps in a tent with his parents and
three siblings. He hardly leaves the house and has not opened up about
his experience to other children, afraid they would judge him if they
learned that he was deported. He lives in social isolation.

Fazel’s story also highlights the many ways that returnees face
stigmatisation and its impact on their possibilities for care. Children we
interviewed spoke about life abroad being viewed as ‘contaminating’,
causing them to ‘lose’ their culture, regardless of whether they have
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actually lived in Afghanistan. Those who have been deported may face
particular stigma tied to deportation. Returnees may also face stigma due
to unfulfilled expectations and perceptions of failure — having been sent
abroad to find jobs to support their family and in some cases returning
with further debt.

Once they return, children do not necessarily feel at ‘home’. They
are frequently viewed as infidels — no longer considered Muslims in the
eyes of at least some of their fellow citizens. Several children interviewed
resorted, like Fazel, to not telling anyone about their experience, hiding
an integral part of their identity. For Hamid, his attempts to obtain civil
documentation — needed to enrol in school and access most forms of
employment — highlighted that his compatriots did not recognise him as
one of their own. ‘When I intended to get a Tazkira [Afghan identity card]
I was told that I did not have a history with them and that they could not
issue me an ID card. They said I did not belong to this country.’

Furthermore, family separation is common in return and
displacement contexts. It is not unusual for the return process to split
families, with some members sent back as ‘scouts’ while the rest of the
family remain in place in the location of displacement. Afghanistan
reports that there are thousands of unaccompanied children separated
from their families due to these dynamics.?® There are currently no
adequate mechanisms in place for tracing children separated from their
families and reuniting them. Embassies or NGOs may offer family
reunification services, but not necessarily systematically.

Together, these factors render it difficult for child returnees to access
social capital, especially in cases where they are unable to return to their
place of origin within the country.”” They can lead to children’s isolation
from social networks that might provide practical forms of care, including
advice and assistance with navigating everyday life and local bureaucracies.
Returnees can also be isolated from emotional care, particularly crucial
given the experiences of trauma, instability and violence they may have
experienced on migration journeys or upon return to Afghanistan. Even if
they manage to rebuild social connections upon their return, children may
lack safe places to play and socialise. In the case of our research, only five
of the 53 children surveyed said that they felt secure for themselves and
their families when engaging in activities outside.

Consistently unable to access nurturing and supportive social
networks, many child returnees face psychosocial challenges which make
reintegration difficult and pose fundamental challenges to their well-
being. A sense of failure, guilt and hopelessness accompanies the forced
returns experience of children like Fazel and Haroon. As we heard in
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Khatereh'’s story, adults often do not realise the freedoms their children
have gained in migration contexts until difficulties surface later, when
these are no longer available. Further, many will have witnessed acts of
violence, experienced fear and toxic stress and perhaps lost people close
to them. Some of the young people in our study reported that they were
considering suicide.?®

Despite the pressing mental health needs of children and adults
alike, professional care and support is severely lacking. There are 20
shelters for children in Kabul to serve the city’s 4.5 million residents, and
these shelters lack the expertise and capacity to support traumatised
minors.? As of 2020, there was only one psychiatric hospital in
Afghanistan, and the World Health Organization (WHO) underlines a
broader lack of trained psychiatric staff.>° These needs are compounded
by the fact that those closest to children — typically their family — are likely
to suffer from similar issues: a 2018 EU survey found that half of those
surveyed reported having experienced psychological distress.*!

Although most families returning from Europe are entitled to money
and travel expenses when they return, child-specific support and care
provided by either the returning state or the Afghan government remains
limited or non-existent. Only one child who returned alone stated that the
authorities abroad contacted family members prior to return; four more
said they did so themselves, and the remainder did not know if there had
been contact or reported that no one had been contacted. Finally, only
three children surveyed reported receiving a specific reintegration plan.
More generally, the research highlighted a lack of dialogue or coordination
between the actors best placed to protect or represent children.

This fractured care represents the broader unwillingness on the part
of many returning countries to consider that their responsibilities to children
might extend past the point of return, as we have elaborated on above. This
is the case even in contexts where children are being returned to an
environment which is clearly unaligned with broader standards on children’s
rights, and thus cannot provide a sustainable ‘durable solution’, despite the
language being used to frame such returns. Children instead find themselves
grappling with limited and fractured infrastructures of care, narratives
framing their return as a failure and unsettled familial relations as a result
of complex decision making around migration and return.
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Conclusion

Return migration to conflict settings seems to lead to a general sense of
amnesia — states retract from their international commitments to human
rights and focus on their sovereign migration control agenda; families are
fragmented and children are silenced, becoming ever more invisible and
inaudible. While many children speak of aspirations and hope when
recounting their departure, migration journey and arrival in European
camps, their stories of return speak of loss of hope, of the need to hide
and, at times, of psychosocial distress and even suicide ideation.

In this chapter we have drawn on our ground-breaking research
with child returnees to Afghanistan to highlight the importance of
listening to and putting forward children’s perspectives. Children’s
accounts of returns — from the decision making, to the process and its
aftermath — translate into experiences of de facto deportation. Our
analysis provides further evidence confirming that the ‘normalization of
deportation™? risks going against the rights of migrant children, including
those living with adult family members. From children’s perspectives,
return is a, possibly the, core migration crisis — especially when they have
not been consulted and have not given their consent. This is too often the
case and evidential of how best-interest determination procedures® are
commonly inconsistently applied in returns procedures.

Notes

1 This chapter was written between January 2020 and June 2021. Since this time, the situation
in Afghanistan has become even more precarious as a result of a disorderly withdrawal of
Western occupying forces, the fall of the government of Afghanistan, and the recapture of the
country by the Taliban. At the time of writing, it is unclear exactly what this will mean for child
returnees and their families. Chaotic and harrowing scenes at the airport in Kabul in August
2021, as we finalised the chapter, suggest there will likely be an increase in out migration.
However, both regionally and internationally, countries have been slow, even reluctant, to aid
in evacuation efforts or put asylum measures into place for Afghan refugees.

2 Schuster and Majidi, ‘What happens post-deportation?’, 2013.

3 Note that this gap has been recognised by organisations such as IOM and Save the Children,
and there is impetus to begin conducting post-return monitoring which is not programme
linked. However, at this point the development of these tools and approaches by Samuel Hall
is in its initial phases. Samuel Hall, Child Reintegration Monitoring Toolkit.

4 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Humanitarian
Needs Overview, Afghanistan, 2021.

5 Asapoint of reference, according to Crego and Clards, fewer than 3,000 Afghan children were
ordered to leave Europe in 2019, and a much smaller portion effectively returned. Afghanistan
was not in the top 10 countries of origin for Assisted Return and Reintegration from IOM in
2019, meaning that fewer than 1,777 people — adults and children - received support in
returning to Afghanistan. Crego and Clarés, Data on Returns of Irregular Migrants; IOM, 2019
Return and Reintegration Key Highlights.

6 See Rosen, Chapter 1 in this volume.
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Art in Dialogue 3. Disruption. Can you imagine communities centred around belonging? ©Meera
Shakti Osborne. This image was produced by the artist in dialogue with chapter authors and other
attendees during a series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes of this volume: childhood mobility,
care and crisis.
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A decolonial analysis of crisis
narratives: Latin American and
Caribbean migrant children in
Chilean schools

Andrea Cortés Saavedra and Sara Joiko

Upon encountering racist attitudes from Chilean teachers and children
towards Latin American migrant students, Feliciano, a primary school
teacher, began to wonder why Chileans tended to positively value
European migrants as opposed to Latin American and Caribbean
migrants. Carlos, a 12-year-old student of Bolivian origin, explained he
felt ‘more and more Chilean’, a sentiment which helped him feel more
comfortable in his school. However, he commented that the arrival of
new migrants from Haiti would be detrimental for his school because
teachers find Haitian students difficult for their pedagogic practice. The
experiences of Feliciano and Carlos exemplify how migration is
understood in Chile and show the contradictory discourses circulating
about social difference. On the one hand, Feliciano raises questions about
the different and opposing attitudes towards European and Latin
American migration. On the other hand, Carlos’s comments reflect a
search for homogenisation and, at the same time, frame migration as a
problem or a crisis for the Chilean school.

Feliciano’s comments invite a crucial question: how have social
hierarchies, power structures and social relations in Latin America been
constructed, produced and developed? We argue here that the answer
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lies in historical processes of European colonisation. The legacy of this
colonial matrix is visible in how people in contemporary Latin American
societies experience their daily lives through social, cultural and racial
hierarchies. We use decolonial theory to point out that there has not been
an in-depth transformation in power relations and structures in Latin
America, and that these continue to ‘racialise, inferiorise and
dehumanise’.! Schools in Chile, established and reproduced as part of a
heritage of European colonisation, generate specific ways to frame and
value childhood, including how to educate and socialise children from
diverse origins. In this chapter, we explore and analyse how Chilean
schools are not only seen to be in crisis because of contemporary
migration, as Carlos’s comments suggest, but are involved in (re)
producing narratives of crisis about Latin American and Caribbean
migrant children based on ‘coloniality’.? The concept of coloniality
emphasises that colonial rules, orders and structures continue to be
present in politically independent countries such as Chile.

This chapter draws on two school-based studies about South-South
migration to Chile. In 2016, Sara carried out qualitative research
including interviews with migrant parents and school staff from schools
located in three different regions in Chile. Andrea conducted a school
ethnography in northern Chile in 2019. By ‘entangling’ our studies, we
can see that in Chile’s monocultural® and neoliberal* education system,
schools reproduce forms of coloniality. Following the conceptualisation
of coloniality of power by Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano,’ and its
subsequent development, we examine how — in the context of migration
crisis narratives — colonialities of power, being and knowledge are
entangled and imposed upon migrant children and social relations more
broadly in the Chilean schools we studied.

These forms of colonialities are explained practically and
theoretically by political and economic relations of dependency and the
use of European imaginaries as idealised interpretive frameworks. We
propose a specific approach to colonialities linked with the Chilean
context, in which European patterns have been translated as a form of
‘internal colonisation’.® The emergence and strengthening of the state in
Chile produced an internal colonisation in which Chileanness (Chilenidad)
assumes a privileged position emulating European conquest logic. In this
way, both state and societal responses to current migration from Latin
American and Caribbean countries have framed it as a crisis.
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A decolonial lens

Despite the formation of nation-states in Latin America and subsequent
independence from European power, social, cultural and political
colonialism has not ended and still creates subjectivities and establishes
social positions at the nexus of political, social and economic relations.”
As a form of social organisation of power, Latin American nation-states
have become a mechanism for homogenising populations, ignoring their
pluricultural societies. One of our questions is how such coloniality is
entangled in daily lives in Latin America, including how certain
assumptions and imaginaries have emerged through processes of deep
subordination. These power relations in Latin America work in three
overlapping dimensions: the coloniality of power, the coloniality of
knowledge and the coloniality of being.

Quijano coined the concept of coloniality of power to give an account
of how the social world is ordered according to ethnic and racial
hierarchies that classify people into two groups: superiors and inferiors.®
The coloniality of knowledge seeks to expose the geopolitics of knowledge
where the cultures and knowledge of the colonised are subordinated and
positioned as inferior to those of the colonisers.” Western forms of
knowledge are imposed as universal, objective and neutral, thereby
justifying civilising principles.'® Finally, the coloniality of being refers to
the ontological dimension of coloniality, where the European functions
as a frame of reference and an expression of an idealised totality. In that
sense, what is not European is considered different and relegated to a
position of Otherness.'! In this way, a decolonial lens is a theoretical and
political framework which unveils an ongoing colonial matrix of power
that hierarchises, creates positions of Otherness and delegitimises non-
European ways of being and knowing.

We argue that the three dimensions of coloniality have been
incorporated in Chile, particularly in educational spaces, via a logic of
internal colonisation. One way the Chilean state translates and
reformulates these spheres of coloniality is by enacting neoliberal
educational policies, reinforcing them through public discourses and
framing the presence of the other as a crisis. As we go on to develop, the
production of crisis narratives in schools is based on the inferiorising and
hierarchical colonial forces that position migrant children as bearers of
differences'?> which simultaneously put imaginaries of a homogeneous
and privileged Chilean identity rooted in Europe in crisis.
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The Chilean educational field: monocultural and neoliberal

Migration to Chile has occurred in two general modalities. European
migration was driven and encouraged by state policies,'® a process of
nineteenth-century colonisation based on imaginaries of progress
assumed to be achieved through European settlement. There has also
been a spontaneous South-South migration of people from Latin
American and Caribbean countries to Chile.'* These two differentiated
migratory modalities reflect Feliciano’s problematisation of the social
values assigned to each group at the beginning of this chapter. In public
and media discourses, Latin American and Caribbean migrants are mainly
construed as a crisis for Chilean society. In particular, migrants are viewed
as an economic burden if Chile is obliged to integrate and support them.
As a result, anti-migrant discourses have the incongruous effect of
invisibilising Latin American and Caribbean migrants who are present in
Chile, so the state is not required to step in and assure their social rights.

The Chilean educational field can be characterised by two
predominant and entangled elements: its monocultural and neoliberal
dimensions. The monocultural aspect of the system aims to reproduce a
single Chilean identity'® grounded in the idea of racial homogeneity,'®
which has privileged the White-Mestizos. This has affected educational
instruction and what is considered valid knowledge. Neoliberal policies
in Chile emerged during the civic-military dictatorship (1973-89) and
have continued during the transition and post-transition governments.
This manner of organising educational provision in the last 45 years has
served to establish a market model characterised by a strong private
sector and high levels of school segregation based on social class.”

The monocultural and neoliberal dimensions of the Chilean
educational system have shaped relations between and among children,
families and schools. Research on the educational field suggests that
narratives within schools are that migrant students need to assimilate,
so they will stop being a burden or crisis for the schools.' This process of
assimilation and the notion of burden are elements that become
entangled in the narrative of Carlos, the student introduced at the
beginning of this chapter. For Carlos, the monocultural logic that shapes
relations in schools in Chile was a dimension that influenced his
subjectivity as he sought to assimilate to the Chilean identity and thus
embrace Chileanness. This assimilation process has been operationalised
in the civilising school model from colonial times until today,
perpetuating racial and social asymmetries."”
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Coloniality of power and the reproduction of hierarchies

In this section, we argue that the coloniality of power has created
hierarchies between children based on country of origin. These
hierarchies are nourished by the competition produced through
accountability mechanisms of the neoliberal model which have created a
classed but also a racially stratified student body. For instance, a hierarchy
based on children’s nationalities has been reproduced by schools through
the national standardised test (known as the Sistema de Medicién de la
Calidad de la Educacion, or SIMCE??), which ranks schools via children’s
exam results. Some teachers assume that migrant children with more
capabilities should be granted a school space to help with SIMCE results,
reproducing a ranking of deservingness that excludes some migrant
children. In her ethnography, Andrea spoke with administrative staff who
asserted that they had the doors open for all children. However, when
talking about the SIMCE, several indicated that they preferred not to
receive some migrant students, assuming these children would arrive
behind in the curriculum and therefore lower the school’s average in the
institutionalised national test. This hierarchisation also produces a
narrative that positions the Chilean educational system above others in
Latin America.

In the Chilean schools we studied, relationships are built under a
neoliberal paradigm in which diversity is accepted, provided that it does
not corrupt other students and is not seen to prejudice the curricular goals
or school outcomes. Thus, teachers’ discourses are constrained by
measures of academic attainment and children are classified on a scale of
neoliberal values. Different migrant groups were often compared,
reproducing hierarchies based on equations of nationality and
performance. This hierarchy has mainly placed Peruvian and Bolivian
students at the top and Haitian children at the bottom.

Although they do not know each other, Ana, a social worker from a
public school in the Metropolitan Region and Sara’s interviewee, and
Javiera, a teacher and Andrea’s interviewee, articulated similar concerns
about Haitian students. Ana emphasised that differences between
students are due to language barriers, the quality of education in Haiti
and the high levels of racism that Haitian students have experienced in
Chile. Javiera referred to the low attainment of Haitian students and the
barriers to inclusion they face in Chilean schools, offering explanations
that were similar to Ana’s. Javiera assumed Haitian children do not have
compulsory schooling, and she alluded to Haitian culture as a limitation
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for integration. She thought this explained children’s ‘inappropriate
behaviour’, by which she meant children who did not behave as they were
expected to in highly institutionalised contexts such as schools.

On the other hand, Peruvian and Bolivian students are positioned
as the ideal students who fulfil their school tasks and achieve high scores
and therefore deserve to live in Chile. ‘Here, for example, when we award
students, Bolivian and Peruvian take all the prizes. In this aspect, migrants
are a contribution,” asserted Jaime, a headteacher from a northern school,
to Sara. ‘Peruvian and Bolivian students are dedicated to studying; they
are more committed to their studies. They respect teacher authority, and
they are responsible,” mentioned Ulises, a mathematics teacher, to
Andrea, echoing the stereotypes and public discourses associated with
Peruvian and Bolivian students and shared by Jaime.

There are many problematic issues with this narrative linking
nationality with performance. First, nationality acts as a main indicator
of social distinction. It highlights the emergence of what is considered a
new type of diversity in schools, making visible a mestizo?! identity that
has been denied because of the prevailing colonial ethos. Second, this
narrative homogenises students based on their nationalities, using their
origins and background to explain their attainment. This becomes a new,
but hidden, form of racism. Moreover, this is a host-centric view of Haitian
students, who are inferiorised and seen as lacking in knowledge. Teachers
use behind as a synonym for inferior, and this narrative is based on a
comparison between other knowledges and knowledge of the Chilean
curriculum. Teachers’ actions in our studies represented a form of
coloniality that was based on power and knowledge, not recognising the
meanings and expressions of Haitian children. The real learning trajectory
for Haitian children within this host-centric vision is seen to begin with
their arrival in Chilean schools and end when they learn the dominant
culture - similar to Indigenous peoples’ experience with European
colonisation —and obtain good scores in the national test. In this narrative,
Haitians will be welcome when they obtain good scores in the national
test. This narrative of lack, where Haitian children are regarded as being
behind in the curriculum, has become hegemonic in Chilean schools.

In this regard, the notion of crisis is present in Chilean teachers’
discourses about racialised Caribbean children. Contemporary racialised
migratory flows are experienced as a crisis for Chilean schools because
Otherness is seen as a disruptor of pedagogical practices and, in addition,
as part of a crisis for the White-Mestizo Chilean identity. Since schools are
central institutions maintaining narratives of the nation-state and spaces
considered appropriate for childhood socialisation, the transformation of
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schools through migration provokes an identity crisis in which imaginaries
of being a White-Mestizo nation are destabilised and challenged.

Additionally, these discourses produce a utilitarian perspective
about migration, as migrant students from specific communities, such as
Peru and Bolivia, are welcome in schools, as they are perceived to do well
and therefore improve the schools’ scores. Why do teachers assume that
Peruvian and Bolivian students are easier to educate? As Quijano points
out, racial identity is part of a fundamental criteria for positioning the
world’s population.?? In this sense, being of Peruvian or Bolivian origin
evokes images of obedience,? deriving from colonial processes and the
consequent domination of Indigenous people. The association of Bolivian
and Peruvian migrants with submissiveness responds to a cultural
reduction of relationships of historical domination.?* This way of
positioning Bolivians and Peruvians constructs an Indigenous-Other
contrary to a desired, yet fictitious, Chilean Whiteness.>* Furthermore,
this utilitarian discourse reinforces a crisis narrative where specific
communities (in this case Caribbean children) are placed at the bottom
of a social hierarchy.

Coloniality of being and othering

In this section, we argue that the coloniality of being has been imposed
upon migrant children in their relations with Chilean schools in two
ways. First, an emphasis on integration through assimilation is a common
narrative used by schools to justify the adaptations that children are
required to make. Second, schools implement multicultural activities
based on narratives that this will create a sense of belonging and
recognition of migrant students and their families. While seemingly
contradictory, we argue these are both ways of othering and consider how
the two coexist, together unfolding the coloniality of being.

Regarding assimilation, we begin with a quote from one of Sara’s
interviewees, Isabel, a social worker at a school in the Metropolitan
Region: ‘It is difficult at the beginning of the year because different
nationalities arrive with their bad habits (mmarias), but then they adapt,
and you can see the changes.” Why do the teachers’ attribute mafias to
racialised migrants and emphasise this? Do Chilean children not have
attitudes considered inappropriate?

These narratives resonate with the words of Paulina, a language
teacher from Andrea’s ethnography, who not only compared the
supposed cultural identities of students of diverse origins but also
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emphasised the role of the school as a homogeniser of attitudes and
normaliser of subjectivities:

Peruvians and Bolivians have very similar characteristics related to
respect. They are respectful of adults. However, Colombians and
Haitians have a more aggressive form of being. In the case of
Colombians, it also has to do with the cultural history of their
country. They react faster to anything. On the other hand, the
Bolivian is slower, super slower. So that has generated conflict in
classrooms. That is why the school serves to educate them and
eradicate those attitudes.

Based on our interviews with school staff, we identified that they required
migrant students to assimilate as much as possible to the profiles that
schools had established. We suggest that assimilation processes have
become naturalised as the way to proceed when schools meet the Other-
different. However, not all communities have been subjected to
assimilation processes in Chile. Europeans were the exception, which
resonates with Feliciano’s question that we mentioned at the beginning
of this chapter. In contrast, our data suggests that Latin American migrant
students are positioned as incomplete beings that need to be filled with
the host country’s culture. While Peruvian and Bolivian children were
subjected to positive stereotypes and positioned higher in the social
hierarchy, this did not exempt them from assimilation processes.
Assimilation has a long history in Chile. During the formation of the
Chilean nation-state and its public education system (from the nineteenth
to the mid-twentieth century), there was a process of forced acculturation
called Chilenisation.?® In the milieu of Chilenisation, the role of schools
was to civilise children and defend the assumed Chilean identity; this
persistent monocultural understanding of Chilenidad marks migrant
children’s schooling experience,” creating social differences and
hierarchies based on place of origin. Consequently, the role of schools
during colonial and post-colonial times exemplifies both notions:
coloniality of power and being.

On one hand then, schools aim to homogenise the migrant student
population as a way of control. On the other, they invest time and energy
in doing multicultural activities to evidence a supposed inclusive ethos.
Ana, a social worker in a school from Sara’s study, highlighted that
multicultural activities had been implemented as a way to include migrant
communities in Chilean schools, as they had previously been largely
invisibilised and excluded. However, multicultural practices adopted by
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schools to generate a sense of belonging risk folklorising diversity,
reproducing superficial understandings based on caricatures, stereotypes
and cultural essentialism. Certain cultures (especially Indigenous and
Caribbean ones) are not legitimised in the everyday. In contrast, these
special multicultural activities demand their constant representation. We
suggest that the performative presentation of culture in these activities
can be understood as a spectacle of social difference constituting a
contemporary form of colonial-racialised social order.

The word ‘typical’ was used each time our interviewees explained
multicultural activities, reproducing a stereotypical understanding of
what it means to be Bolivian, Chilean, Colombian, Dominican,
Ecuadorian, Haitian, Peruvian, Venezuelan. Additionally, these activities
are used at school as a justification for ‘integration’. Dario, a headteacher
from a northern school and part of Sara’s study, commented:

Here permanently, we place the flags of all the countries; we hang
them as a symbol that we are multicultural. Also, we do a culinary
event of each country. Parents put their stands and show their
typical meals, boards with information of the country, their music,
their clothing. So, we are constantly working on that integration.

This act of integration which folklorises culture ends up reinforcing
discourses of Otherness. Moreover, these multicultural activities have
created a tension between those students who are seen to embody diversity
versus those who are seen as the norm and consequently do not need to
perform their majoritarian culture. Isabel (a social worker in the
Metropolitan Region) reinforced this othering process, as she classified the
student body as those that are ‘our students’ (Chileans) and those that are
‘not’ (migrants): ‘We want to integrate migrant students and their families,
we want them to feel like they are identified with the school, but it is a very
slow work that must be prepared, well thought out, because we also have
to make our children, the Chileans, feel identified.” Here, the culture of
migrant students and families is placed as a mechanism of othering and as
a part of a narrative of crisis about school cohesion and Chilenidad.

This way of engendering differences has effects on migrant children,
producing the opposite of its goals of integration. Andrea, in her
immersion in the school under study, was part of various events and
festivities. In one of them, the teachers asked students to bring food and
emphasised that migrant students should share their ‘typical’ dishes.
While everyone ate happily in each classroom, Andrea noticed Rosalia
sitting alone outside the circle of tables that the children had organised.
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Andrea approached Rosalia and invited her to come and share with her
classmates. Rosalia raised her head and held up a container with Bolivian
saltefias. She told Andrea that her mother had cooked them. However, she
did not want to share them because she was ashamed to show her
‘different food’.

Multicultural activities emerge as an alternative to processes of
assimilation mentioned above; however, even when multicultural practices
recognise difference and celebrate it, they do so from the dominant
culture’s perspective. Therefore, the recognition of difference remains
subject to an asymmetric power structure. This asymmetry is observed
when the culture of migrant students is only exposed in the celebrations/
recreation milestones of the school and not in the pedagogical practices in
the classroom, let alone in the curriculum. Consequently, the identity and
culture of migrant students continue to be marginalised.

In this sense, we ask ourselves: why is multicultural belonging only
put into practice in particular spaces and during festivities where a
performance of difference is invited? Why is the recognition of migrants
in an educational context attempted through the exposition of cultures as
artefacts? Why are multicultural festivities held on the dates that Chile
commemorates and not on dates that have meaning for migrant
communities? We suggest these questions can be answered by attending
to the colonisation of identities and ways of producing meaning about
material and intersubjective experiences, as Quijano elaborates on.?® By
this, we mean that how the culture of this racialised Other, particularly
the Caribbean migrant child, is viewed and experienced depends on the
accommodations that Chilean schools establish and allow in the context
of contemporary narratives of crises which derive force from coloniality.

Coloniality of knowledge and process of subordination

We understand the coloniality of knowledge in Chilean schools as a series
of educational mechanisms that seek to homogenise the learning and
daily experiences of migrant children. Here we show how the school
curriculum becomes the third and last form of coloniality outlined above,
and how this has impacted the schooling experience of migrant children.
Students are educated in ways which assume assimilation as the ideal, a
goal enacted through a monocultural curriculum. In other words, rather
than seeking dialogue among various knowledges found in the classroom,
what the monocultural curriculum does is to impose one form of
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knowledge that is considered essentially superior. This is similar to the
imperial and civilising project that was imposed on the colonies.*

In both of our studies, we observed that teachers, in their narratives
of everyday practices, delegitimised migrant families’ knowledge.
Teachers tended to position the cultural and social capitals of families of
diverse origins as elements susceptible to, and requiring, transformation
in the process of integrating children into school. Andrea identified that
several teachers referred to the learning mechanisms of migrant students
as ‘deficient’ only because they were different from traditional methods
in Chile. For example, if migrant children used strategies acquired in their
countries of origin to solve mathematical problems, the teacher
complained about these being unauthorised teaching methods which
challenged ‘efficient Chilean ways’ of approaching the subject.

In her ethnography, Andrea had the opportunity to talk with
children about imposed forms of learning that, in a certain way, migrant
children were forced to adapt to. For instance, Fabidn, a 12-year-old
student of Peruvian origin, rather than contesting these impositions,
preferred to repress his pedagogical knowledge and practices and
incorporate the Chilean ones in order to, in his words, ‘integrate more
easily and obey the Math teacher’. This is reminiscent of Carlos’s
experience of feeling comfortable by feeling ‘more and more Chilean’ that
we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. In contrast, Romario, a
15-year-old student, defended the ‘cultural ways’ of educating in Peru and
expressed his desire to return to Peru to raise his ‘future’ children under
those ‘cultural norms’. For him, children learn better in Peru because they
respect the teacher’s authority, unlike what he told Andrea he experienced
in Chile. Notwithstanding, at the end of the interview, Romario assumed
that the most appropriate manner to achieve success in Chile was to
appear more Chilean in his way of being and avoid showing his differences.

Considering how migrant children position themselves in school
invites us to think about how colonialities of being are apprehended and
incorporated by the students themselves. Despite elaborating clear
explanations about their relationship with their country of origin, migrant
children are observed from colonised perspectives, reinforcing
mechanisms similar to the Chilenisation processes mentioned above.
Although Romario took a stance revendicating his origins throughout his
conversation with Andrea, he concluded his analysis using a colonial
interpretive framework in which, echoing Quintero’s words,*° he observed
himself with the eyes of the dominator, blocking and covering up an
autonomous, or different, historical and cultural perspective.
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The nationalistic features of the Chilean curriculum make history,
geography and social science some of the most complex subjects for migrant
students. This has become a significant challenge for Peruvian and Bolivian
families in Chile, particularly because of the disputes between the three
countries in the Guerra del Pacifico (War of the Pacific, 1879-83).%!
Revisiting this moment in history is likely to evoke nationalist sentiments in
Chilean schools. Peruvian and Bolivian children and their parents are
expected to re-read this episode of history through a Chilean lens.*

During her ethnography, Andrea had the opportunity to observe a
lesson about the War of the Pacific in which the focus was always from the
Chilean side, a history of the victors. Although on some occasions the
history teacher indicated that ‘perhaps’ the way of telling the history of
that war ‘would surely be different’ in Peru and Bolivia, she did not inquire
into the reasons for these differences. Bolivian and Peruvian students told
Andrea that they found it reasonable that only the Chilean version should
be discussed since the course was on the History of Chile. Nevertheless,
Felipe, a Bolivian student, knew some details of the Bolivian version of
the war, but he only spoke about them at home and not at school.

The Chileanised version of history, and the curriculum more broadly,
places school knowledge in conflict with family knowledges. For migrant
students, this creates a tension between learning that is public and
accepted, and other learning which becomes intimate and silenced. This
response to the coloniality of knowledge, through internal colonialisation,
is similar to the way in which colonised populations dealt with their
knowledge in the face of the dominant culture and ideas imposed by the
colonisers.* Consequently, we can see that contemporary teaching and
learning practices reproduce colonial practices of domination.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have discussed how Chilean schools invoke and
reproduce narratives of migration as crisis. To comprehend these
narratives, we have used the decolonial notion of coloniality and its
derivatives — coloniality of power, being and knowledge — in dialogue
with the education field as a key site where Chilenidad is produced and
promoted. We have argued that these colonialities are entangled with,
inscribed upon and imposed on migrant children and their relations in
the Chilean schools we studied.

By making visible crisis narratives as a continuation of the colonial
legacy, decolonial theory has helped us explain how schools, in their
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interpretation of state social policies and the public discourses that mirror
these, are reproducing an internal colonisation. In our studies, narratives
of crisis about migration and about school achievements have led to
migrant children being ranked and classified through a process of
hierarchisation derived from coloniality. As a result, whether subjected to
assimilation or multiculturalisation, Latin American and Caribbean
migrant children are positioned outside the possibility of true Chileanness,
regardless of how much they seek to embody hegemonically valued
(colonial) forms of being, knowing and power.
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6

The wrestlers: the tactics and
practices of care of young African
‘unaccompanied minors’ in Italy

Sarah Walker

When I am bambino [a small child] I cannot do things a lot. Even if I
want to do it, my lawyer, or any appointment they used to follow me
—all of them, the workers! They used to escort me there. I don’t know
why. They don’t want me to get lost! They are not the ones to escort
me from Africa to this place! I come alone! I don’t know why they
used to follow me everywhere — everywhere! [laughs].

. .. maybe because in Italy you have rules. Bambinos [children]
have rules, adults have rules . . . when I was 17 any time [ wanted to
do anything, like go outside, they used to tell me, ‘No, you are a
bambino, you cannot do it! Come inside!” When I become 18, I say I
want to do it, they say you are 18 you can go anywhere you like
because you are now an adult.

Justice

This is an excerpt from a conversation with Justice, a young man from
Nigeria who made the perilous illegalised journey across the
Mediterranean Sea from Libya to Italy aged 16, where he sought asylum.!
When I meet him, he is 18 years old and housed in a reception centre for
male unaccompanied minors named ‘Giallo’, in a northern Italian town
called ‘Verde’.? This conversation with Justice highlights some of the
frictions inherent within the European migration regime for those
construed as ‘unaccompanied minors’. These frictions come to light
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particularly in relation to practices of care. As reflected in Justice’s
narrative, in the Italian migration regime, there is a rigid binary between
childhood and adulthood that is also evident in other European countries.
This binary logic fails to acknowledge the geo-cultural specificity of the
construct of the minor which is at odds with the biography and
experiences of young men such as Justice prior to crossing the border of
Europe. Indeed, dominant Western understandings of childhood are
based on assumptions that children should be cared for, rather than do
the caring.’

As the chapter unfolds, I unravel how the minor subject is at once
both constraining and enabling. I present the ways these young men
wrestle with the tensions and ambiguities inherent in their minor status
and reveal how as ‘minors’ they can utilise the protection and mobility
this status grants them. Upon arrival in Italy, it is their very status as
minors that enables young men such as Justice access to the reception
system as opposed to immediate detention and return, as happens with
many adults.* Children, by virtue of their ‘child’ status, are accorded the
right to stay and to non-deportability while they remain a child (i.e. under
the age of 18).° Nonetheless, they must face the raced landscape of Italy,
where their minor status, while legally protective, cannot protect against
the racialised logics which produce the (Black) migrant as threat. The
chapter then draws attention to the significance of the intersections
between migration, race, masculinity and becoming an adult. Through its
focus on a key moment of biographical and social policy transition, the
chapter problematises the moralistic, temporally limited care granted to
unaccompanied minors as children and the diffuse effects the regime has
on their own practices of care.

After first setting out the research context, I then explain the
Eurocentric construct of the minor and the socio-legal landscape,
elaborating on how crisis narratives mask policies of harm for child
migrants. The subsequent section expands upon how the young men
utilise the subject position of the minor and their own practices of care to
access Giallo, a space in which they are able to receive ongoing support
after they turn 18. This is followed by an analysis of how adulthood is
inextricably intertwined with notions of masculinity and work, and ways
in which the ability to care for oneself independently is narrated as
freedom. I then draw attention to the raced landscape in which the young
men are embedded, both as minors and beyond. Finally, the conclusion
summarises how the young men wrestle with the frictions inherent in
their ‘minor’ status, which are at once both a help and a hindrance.
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The research context

The chapter is based on eight months of ethnographic participant
observation (between May 2017 and December 2018) in Giallo, where I
worked as a volunteer keyworker.°® Following a scoping focus group with
five unaccompanied minors, repeat qualitative interviews were carried
out in Italian and English, some of which included photo elicitation and
artwork, with 12 young African men housed in Giallo.” Previous research®
has suggested that young people prefer more creative methods of
participating in research rather than interviews alone. Visual methods
have also been found to be beneficial when working with participants
who may discuss sensitive topics.

The sensitivity of the topic is understood here as being shaped by
difficult experiences of migration, mistrust among young people in
disclosing their migration stories,’ the racial landscape of Italy and social
differences between the participants and the researcher (a White British
woman), especially those asymmetries of citizenship security. The longer-
term nature of the research, as well as repeated interviews, was important
methodologically, both because it provides a temporal means to capture
the experiences and effects of biographical transitions among my
participants, and because when the threat is political, sustained contact
has been shown to help participants disclose difficult emotional
experiences and opinions.'°

Crisis narratives and the borderwork of childhood

The numbers of young people migrating to Europe alone, without a parent
or caregiver, have vacillated over the past decade, increasing dramatically
from 13,800 in 2013 to 23,300 in 2014, reaching a peak of 96,000 in 2015,
and then reducing to 13,550 in 2020."" These movements are highly
gendered: over 90 per cent of unaccompanied minors in Italy are male.
Child migration is not a new phenomenon; as Fass reminds us, children
were integral to labour migration during the colonial era.'? It is only more
recently that ‘age has become a sorting device by which we allocate
sympathy and parcel out favor’,'® producing the ‘biographical border’.'*
This stems from the construct of childhood upheld by the 1989 UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The UNCRC legally defines
children as under the age of 18, a Western construct marking adulthood.'
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As such, critics argue that the UNCRC perpetuates and imposes a
Western liberal idea of childhood in which children are seen to be
immature, irrational, dependent beings.'® This is a construct that is
steeped in particular understandings of both children and migration and
stems from colonial and capitalist histories.'” The rigid age binary, as
noted by Justice, is reproduced in research and policy on unaccompanied
minors, reducing those over 18 to an invisibilised category.'® Yet, it is at
this moment that the rights they are accorded as children, including the
right to stay in the host country, may be lost. Thus, in the majority of EU
Member States, the transition to adulthood entails a ‘transition into
illegality’,'* and many of these young people are at risk of ending up in
limbo, without status.?”

Italy, however, at least in theory, at the time of the research, had a
more protective system than other EU states. Under Law 47/2017, the
Zampa Law, unaccompanied minors are granted additional support to
achieve independence for a limited period of up to one and a half years
beyond childhood. In practice, however, this depends upon the financial
situation of the municipality.?! Verde was one municipality in which this
law was implemented. In Giallo, additional support, in the form of
accommodation and ongoing access to education and training, was
available after the transition to adulthood. Additionally, most of my
research participants had been granted humanitarian protection, a two-
year status that superseded the border of childhood in place at the time
of my fieldwork. For the purposes of this chapter, I refer to this as the
‘care’ provided in Giallo. Importantly, then, the transition to adulthood
for these young men did not bring risks of enhanced deportability but
rather, as I shall elaborate later, was viewed as a moment of freedom.

In line with the aims of this volume, and building on the work of
other critical scholars, my research challenges the ‘crisis’ narrative of the
liberal European state, as identified by Rosen (Chapter 1), and the way in
which it creates particular subjects. As Sara Ahmed has evidenced, by
declaring an event a crisis, it is transformed into a ‘fetish object that then
acquires a life of its own, in other words, that can become the grounds for
declarations of war against that which is read as the source of the threat’.?
The European migration crisis discourse fits within Ahmed’s assertion
that ‘to announce a crisis is to produce the moral and political justification
for maintaining “what is” (taken for granted or granted) in the name of
future survival’.?*

Such narratives serve to reinforce the dominant discourse that EU
Member States are sources of protection, and that any problems stem
from outside state boundaries,** revealing how the discursive practices in
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migration control rely on and perpetuate hierarchies of age, nation,
gender and culture. They further fail to acknowledge the role of
immigration controls in producing vulnerability, or as the source of the
problem itself.* In problematising this ‘crisis’ narrative, this chapter
reveals how it masks policies of deterrence and harm that negatively
impact the future survival of unaccompanied minors. It reverses the lens
to show how these young men, portrayed as the source of the threat, are
instead themselves at threat from the harmful policies of the European
migration regime and its failure to adequately care for them, particularly
as ‘adults’.

Engaging in the politics of care to access (institutional) care

Unlike other studies with young migrants in Italy who chose not to stay in
reception centres,?® the young men in my study had all actively sought to
stay in the reception system to access education as minors, in the belief
that this would stand them in better stead for adulthood. In Italy, access
to education for unaccompanied minors is only obligatory for children
hosted in secondary reception centres, such as Giallo. Many of the centres
in the south, where the young men were first placed upon arrival in Italy,
are primary reception centres — construed under the ‘emergency’
discourse to respond to the migration ‘crisis’. Officially, minors are only
supposed to be held in these centres for a maximum of 30 days, but this
time frame is regularly exceeded.?” Some are also ‘extraordinary reception
centres’, or CAS (Centri Accoglienza Straordinaria), which have lower
required standards, as they are meant to be an interim measure — at least
in theory. In practice, most asylum seekers are housed in CAS, including
many unaccompanied minors.?® These centres have been subject to much
criticism; as Colucci evidences, investigations have revealed their poor
management: they are often run by questionable operators, and they fail
to respect minimum standards of health and safety and care.?” These
centres provide only for basic needs, and many young people reach
adulthood during the process.*® As such, they lose the possibility of
accessing education and inclusion programmes which are only available
to minors.*!

The young men in my study actively sought to avoid losing this
possibility. As I elaborate below, they utilised their status as minors,
engaging in unruly (unregulated, autonomous) mobility to move away
from such centres and access the reception system in Verde and the
education, training and post-18 support, or ‘care’, it provided.*? In leaving
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the centres in the south to head north, they also utilise a mobility that is
only available to them as ‘minors’. As adults, such mobility would be
problematic, owing to a domestic law under which migrants lose the right
to reception support if they abandon their place of residence as determined
by the competent authority.*® In this instance, their subject position as
minors provides them with additional mobility and protection within Italy.

For Edrisa, the lack of care he received in the camps he was first
placed in, in the south of Italy, was a reason to leave:

Like, if you are underage you have rights. You will be taken care of,
they will protect you, but there [the camp in south Italy], they don’t
do that. They don’t protect you. They just tell you that there is no
future for you there . . . So it feels like these people they don’t care
about you.

Within his rights-based dialogue, Edrisa expresses the disappointment of
experiencing ‘no future’. The experience that workers ‘don’t care about
you’is for him both a humiliation and a failure of the centre to provide the
care he maintains he is entitled to. By ‘care’ in this context, he means
support (including psychological) and education. Edrisa here presents a
knowledge of the right to be ‘taken care of’ accorded to minors as
‘underage’. He moves autonomously to Giallo in search of this care.

The young men in Giallo survived their migration journeys by using
virtual spaces (social media platforms) and physical spaces (such as
internet cafes) to share and exchange information.>* These knowledge hubs
helped them to reach and create new realities and spaces of hospitality, in
what Papadopoulos and Tsianos describe as ‘the gift economy of migration’,
in effect a ‘mobile commons’, which represents the ‘shared knowledge,
affective cooperation, mutual support and care between migrants when
they are on the road or when they arrive somewhere’.>> Such information
exchange networks stretch across Italy and Africa, extending to those who
have moved to other European countries, where the networks have proved
to be a vital source of information and assistance.*® Information is gathered,
archived and shared in these virtual and physical spaces. In this way, these
young men were able to mobilise the temporary freedoms of their ‘minor’
status to move to Giallo.

For Papadopoulos and Tsianos, ‘probably [the] most crucial
dimension of the mobile commons is the politics of care’, which they define
as ‘the general dimension of caring for the other as well as immediate
relations of care and support: mutual cooperation, friendships, favours
that you never return, affective support, trust, care for other people’s
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relatives and children, transnational relations of care, the gift economy
between mobile people, etc’.®” This politics of care is practised on the
journey to (and in) Italy by the young men in Giallo, yet goes unrecognised
upon entering the reception system. Care, within this institutionalised
framework, in the form of access to education, training and support, can
only be provided by adults. Minors, by virtue of their ‘child’ status, are
dependent upon adults.

The ambiguities between care and control are intertwined within
the space of Giallo, as exemplified in the ‘rules’ Justice refers to in his
opening quote. Being watched over is also a form of care and can be a
positive force in young people’s lives, particularly those who have
experienced neglect; surveillance, then, can be part of therapeutic
practice.*® Indeed, Justice goes on to reflect that, in Giallo, ‘[T]hey
straight futures for people . . . they straight the life for you. They make you
do good things. They make you a future, they start your life for you.” The
young men recognise in this care a form of support that is future focused.
The rules are at once constraining and enabling.

In presenting their use of the ‘minor’ status, I do not wish to reify
this status as one of protected support. Fixed temporal notions of
childhood as a safe time of innocence have been critiqued by studies of
queer childhoods and feminist analysis®* and critical race scholars,*’ who
point out the ahistorical nature of protected childhood. My aim here is to
show the (limited) opportunities gained by these young men through
their negotiation of the contested subject position of the ‘unaccompanied
minor’. Through their mobility, they challenge the imposed objectification
of this subject as a mere victim in receipt of care,* which is reinforced by
the reception system. They cannot, however, contest the racialisation of
their bodies, bodies which are construed as a threat even when they
belong to ‘minors’.

Stranger strangers: Black migrant bodies in the raced
landscape of Italy

For Amadou, an 18-year-old Gambian, the racism he experiences in the
town close to the camp where he is first placed in the south of Italy, aged
16, is the final trigger which compels him to leave and move north,
towards Verde:

We walk through the streets sometimes, so we take a stroll a little
child just sees you . . . from a distance and they run away. Like
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they see a dead person. They are afraid. They just run away. This
made me feel so, so, so bad . . . when I see little kids running, I
couldn’t take it anymore. I just said, ‘Wow! What’s this?! It is better
to die anyway.’

Amadou is deeply disturbed by such experiences, being made to feel like
a ‘dead person’, his physical existence negated in the racialised encounter,
an encounter which provokes fear in the Other. Just as Fanon exposes in
Black Skin, White Masks,** this encounter for Amadou reinforces the
psychic violence and injury of the ‘discovery’ of his ‘Blackness’ and the
lived experience of inhabiting a body constructed as threat. On crossing
the Mediterranean, not only do these young men become ‘unaccompanied
minors’, they must also confront Italian ideas of Blackness — a racial
taxonomy imbued with colonial tropes.* Christina Sharpe refers to Black
people transmigrating from Africa towards Europe, by which she means
‘movement across and also the movement from one form to another’,
movement from ‘a human to a sub-human, vector of disease, threat’.*
These young men have the double bind of being ‘migrants’ and ‘Black’:
modern monsters, threats.

Experiences such as Amadou’s, common to many of the young men,
evidence how temporal governance intersects with racialised borders to
enhance migrant precarity. Here we see the fallacy of the ‘protective’ state
in the ongoing processes of subordination and exclusion faced by the
young men in my study. In this way, attention is drawn to the raced
landscape in which the young men are embedded, both as minors and
beyond. Some strangers are stranger than others,* and the young men
remain Othered within this racial landscape.

In contrast to the particular racialised subject such logics create, the
young men frame themselves as ‘wrestlers’, a term Amadou used to define
himself in a self-portrait he shared with me. His self-representative
drawing of a wrestler draws forth a dialogue about strength, but also
entitlement, as he puts it: ‘The wrestler just represents dignity and power,
and respect,’ and, further, I don’t feel like an immigrant, um, no . . . I feel
like somebody who is living his life who has the right to see the world.’

The term ‘immigrant’ is here a derogatory term, connoting a lack of
rights. The wrestler contests this through his strength and mobility,
commanding respect. This is a figure which contrasts sharply with the
vulnerabilised minor. It is also a hegemonic portrait of masculinity. These
young men are thus ‘wrestling’ with the impositions placed upon them,
negotiating the tensions inherent in this ambiguous status, as the next
section elaborates.

THE WRESTLERS

101



102

of bambini and men

Prior to turning 18, these young people are not considered ‘men’ by the
migration regime, but passive bambini [small children], an emasculation,
as they often sarcastically pointed out. The uncontroversial passive child
as a subject of assistance within the reception system is then at odds with
hegemonic notions of masculinity*® and the young men’s own capabilities
and agency. Justice, like the other young men in Giallo, narrates
adulthood as becoming 18, replicating the construct of the migration
regime. He tells me, ‘Yeah, I am an adult now. Nobody will tell me how to
...whenIam to sleep, when I am to wake up, nothing . . . very soon I will
feel like a full man.” When I ask, ‘What does being “full man” mean?’ He
replies, ‘Now I am not a full man. Because . . . [clears throat, pauses] . ..
being a man means if you are able to take care of yourself.’

While Justice is the only one to make specific reference to masculinity
in relation to adulthood, the discourses of the other young men reveal
hegemonic and heteronormative scripts of ‘taking care of yourself’. Their
narratives reflect the gender dimensions associated with heteronormative
tropes of the male as a breadwinner, or a provider of self-care. Here,
Justice takes on the language of the host,*” interweaving it with his own
need for autonomy, which is very much tied to employment. Work, then,
is narrated as central to adulthood and masculinity, reinforcing notions of
the ‘good’ neoliberal subject.* The freedom of being able to work as an
adult was a common concern for all the young men.

Similarly, the ‘minor’, according to Edrisa, is:

Somebody under 18. So, like a migrant under 18 years is to be
protected by people. To be taken care of by people because he is
underage, but if you are over 18 you will be like adult you will be
more free to do what you want . . . When you are over 18 you just go
to work, you will be more free.

The notion of being able to ‘take care of yourself’, meaning to work, is
central in all the young men’s narratives of adulthood and freedom. It is
important here to remember the geo-social specificity of this construct, as
these young men have worked previously in diverse settings, depending
on their experiences, in their home country, on the journey, in Libya, as
well as in Italy to finance their move north to Verde. Edrisa here replicates
the language of the regime and the ‘minor’ who is unable to work.
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When asked if this is the same in The Gambia, Edrisa replied, ‘No,’
kissing his teeth. Then he clarified by asking, ‘For the law?’ In doing so, he
highlighted the prescriptive legal basis of the ‘minor’ in Italy/ Europe, of
which these young men are acutely aware. A kind of trade-off is implied:
the minor is ‘taken care of’ by adults, but once you are ‘an adult’ you can
be ‘more free’ and work. Here I align with Glockner’s research with
migrant child workers (Chapter 11): the notion of ‘responsibility’
(responsabilidad in Spanish) is clearly a central concept, as it helps us
understand the moral, ethical, political and economic dimensions of care
in the daily life of working children. These young men have previously
been ‘child workers’, able to care for themselves (and others). Upon
entering the reception system, they are no longer able to do so. They are
de-gendered and depoliticised by the vulnerability trope the minor label
imposes: subjects incapable of providing care.

Conclusion

In becoming adults, in regaining the ability to take care of themselves and
shedding their subjugation and dependence on the regime, the young
men are able to reclaim some autonomy. This framing can be seen as a
means of re-masculinising themselves and regaining that element of
personhood denied to them via their subjectification as ‘minors’. The
minor is clearly a wholly Europeanised imposed identity for these young
men, who have been caring for themselves and others, not only financially
but also physically and emotionally, prior to crossing the border of Italy
(Europe). Nonetheless, they purposefully adopt some of its characteristics
and utilise the subject position to access the best support, in the form of
institutionalised care. It is a subject position that is at once a help and a
hindrance. They are ‘wrestlers’ struggling with the migration regime to
achieve their aspirations and the ‘better future’ they are seeking.

This regime is embedded within layered histories of racism and
anti-migrant hostility in which the subject of the minor cannot escape
racial taxonomy. Rather, as the young men’s experiences reveal, the
category of childhood is bounded not just by age but also by ‘race’. Young
men such as Justice, Edrisa and Amadou are consistently faced with the
constitution of their racialised subjectivity and the narratives of threat
attached to their ‘always already weaponized Black bodies’,* even as
children. Through their negotiation of the minor position and by
practising their own forms, or politics, of care® towards each other, these
young men were able to access support that overcame the temporally
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limited moralistic forms of care they are entitled to as children, despite
their racialised subjectivity.

In this way, the transition moment provides a lens through which to
examine alternative forms of support for unaccompanied minors and
their future survival beyond childhood. This is something disregarded in
the ‘crisis’ narrative of the liberal, protective EU state. These findings
reflect the wider possibilities of support and forms of ongoing care that
can challenge the rigid age binaries and temporal governance inherent in
the migration regime, which enhances the precarity and vulnerability of
the very subjects it purports to be taking care of.

If Giallo was a place in which the young men could envisage their
future as part of a national migration regime, it was an ambivalent space,
part of a system in which residents become ‘unaccompanied minors,
subject to the normative and legal constructs of childhood. The young men
are then both constrained within and resisting the regime, neither wholly
subjugated by it nor free of its constraints. This mirrors the tensions
between care and control in the reception system they must wrestle with.
Their very need to ‘wrestle’ is produced by the migration regime itself and
its policies of deterrence and harm justified under crisis narratives.
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Art in Dialogue 4. Policies of childhood. Production of illegality: the existence of certain groups
of people is made illegal through law, and children are not exempt from this. ©Meera Shakti
Osborne. This image was produced by the artist in dialogue with chapter authors and other attendees
during a series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes of this volume: childhood mobility, care
and crisis.
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Vietnamese irreqular migrants
in Moscow: fractious giving and
receiving of care within the
transnational family

Lan Anh Hoang

I first met 34-year-old Quyén and her 15-month-old baby in 2014 on one
of my visits to Yuzhnyie Vorota market' in the southeast of Moscow.
Compared with other multiethnic markets like Liublino and Sadovod,
Yuzhnyie Vorota offers the lowest rents but performs more poorly in terms
of sales. The Vietnamese I met at the market were novice, struggling
traders, who had just arrived in Russia or made a career change from
garment production or construction. Hailing mostly from the poor, rural
villages of central and northern Vietnam, they did not have prior business
experience, adequate capital or support from an established network,
which are the main ingredients for Vietnamese migrants’ economic
success in Russia. While those I met often spoke of their plans - or, rather,
aspirations — to climb the ladder and move their business to Sadovod or
even Liublino market one day, I never heard of anyone successfully doing
so. The invariably empty lanes and a large number of unoccupied stores
at the market were unmistakable signs of the hardships facing traders and
the bleak economic prospects lying ahead of them.”

Due to security concerns, the time-intensive market regime and
uncertainty about their future in Russia, most migrants leave their
children with extended family in Vietnam. Although they have free access
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to healthcare in Russia, many expectant mothers prefer to travel to
Vietnam to deliver their babies and leave them behind after six months or
ayear to return to Russia. Even in rare situations when parents can afford
the relatively high costs of bearing and raising a baby in Russia, children
are often sent to Vietnam when they reach school age. In such situations,
the mother has to either withdraw from work and become a full-time
carer of the baby in their preschool years or hire a nanny from Vietnam,
which would set them back USD500~—700 each month, because bringing
young children to work is not really an option. Except for Liublino and a
small section of Sadovod, markets are generally not heated in winter,
making the standard 12-hour workday a taxing ordeal even for strong,
young adults. I was, therefore, taken by surprise when I heard that
Quyén’s son had been a daily presence at the Yuzhnyie Vorota market
since his birth. However, he slept in his pram most of the time, since the
pa ldt (a small, open sale space) his mother was renting could not
accommodate a small bed or even a reclining chair for him. I met Quyén
when visiting one of my research participants, with whom she often hung
out while her son was sleeping in the unattended pa ldt two linias (lanes)
away. The quiet market and the little boy’s rather excessive sleep seemed
to bore the young mother, who laughed off my question of whether it was
safe to leave her son unattended. There was no cause for concern, she
assured me, as the Vietnamese fellow traders next to her place would be
able to hear the boy when he woke up and keep an eye on him until she
got back. In fact, she regularly left him sleeping in the unattended pa Ildt
in the morning when she took the bus to Sadovod or Liublino to buy new
stock. A round trip typically took three to four hours.

Quyén came to Russia with her husband in 2011, leaving two older
children behind with her parents in her home province of Thanh Hoéa in
Central Vietnam. Their first year in Russia was encouraging, as trade was
booming at Slaviansky Mir® market where they first worked. However,
sales dropped sharply in 2012, and the couple decided to close down their
store to work at a xuong may den* (black market/illegal garment factory).
Quyeén fell pregnant soon after she moved into the factory, but her husband
had to travel to Vietnam to attend to his terminally ill father before the
baby was born. Because market trade was declining and he had found a
job at a local cassava mill that paid five million dongs (USD250) a month,
Quyén told me, he decided not to return to Russia when his father passed
away. She, therefore, had no choice but to move back to market trade, as
it was neither safe to raise the baby at the xudng may den nor possible for
her to juggle 12-hour work shifts and childcare duties. While Yuzhnyie
Vorota was clearly not the best-performing market in Moscow, it was the
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only place Quyén could afford to move into. She and the baby slept in a
bunk bed in a dorm room that they shared with six other people in a
migrant hostel adjacent to the market. The baby had been accompanying
his mother to the market since he was 10 days old from 4.30 a.m. to 5.00
p.m. every day, rain or shine. Weighing only 9 kg at 15 months, he was
clearly underweight and slow in his speech development. Quyén’s business
was not performing well either, but she was determined to keep going,
hoping that the situation would soon change for the better. For now, each
day was a struggle to make ends meet.

Elsewhere, I have discussed extensively why struggling migrants
like Quyén are willing to make tremendous sacrifices while waiting for an
opportunity to strike gold in Russia.’ Countless rags-to-riches tales told
and retold within the market give migrants hope and the strength to put
up with exploitative work arrangements, as well as inspiring more to
make the journey. Uncertainty renders life unpredictable and precarious
on the one hand and fills it with hope and desire on the other. The
routinisation of uncertainty fosters a future-oriented posture,® which is
central to the ‘capacity to aspire’.” Here, the precarious lives that
Vietnamese migrants lead and the inadequate childcare arrangements
that they are compelled to adopt are illustrative of the frictions born out
of the contestations and fractures between globalisation and
ethnonationalism, state and market, migration and (im)mobilities. Post-
Soviet Russia’s lax migration regime allows migrants to enter the country
easily and buy legality cheaply, but it is precisely that laxness that takes
away their freedom to live a life of their choosing and to provide their
children with the care that they deserve.

Although most children of Vietnamese migrants in Moscow do not
have to spend their days at the market like Quyén’s son, they have shared
experiences of immobility and privation which do not necessarily stem
from economic hardship but are due to the irregular status and/or
vulnerable situation of their migrant parents. Russia hosted around 11.6
million international migrants in 2019, making it one of the most
important migration destinations in the world.® The majority of migrants
in Russia are from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS),° but
an increasing number come from China and Vietnam. In a migration
regime that is restrictive and porous at the same time, boundaries
between legality and illegality are often blurred, allowing racketeers to
proliferate and rendering migrants vulnerable to abuse, exploitation,
insecurity and opportunistic crime.

Vietnamese migrants tend to enter Russia legally at first, with a
tourist, student, business or dependant visa. Illegality, therefore, often
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presents itself in three main forms: overstaying the original visa; living at
a place different from the registered address; and engaging in paid
employment without a work permit/patent. Work permits and dependant
visas are typically valid for three years. They cost about USD3,500 at the
time of my fieldwork in 2014. In situations where a migrant is able to
acquire a valid document, it is largely via informal channels with the
assistance of commercial go-betweens. As a result, the possession of these
documents does not guarantee legal status, because the migrant is neither
sure of their authenticity nor able to demonstrate that they are currently
living at the registered address. This ‘irregular legality’, therefore, does not
necessarily render migrants immune from abuse, money extortion or
arbitrary detention by police or Federal Migration Service (FMS)'° officers.

Uncertain what tomorrow will bring, Vietnamese migrants in my
study take one day at a time, maintaining a frugal and minimalist lifestyle
even if they have lived in Russia for decades. They make every effort to
scrimp and save, minimising their economic investment in Russia, so that
they can pack their bags and leave anytime without ‘hurting their hip
pocket’. Despite the distinctive features of the post-Soviet Russian
migration regime, the privation and precarity in Quyén’s story are the
universal experience of children born to undocumented migrants across
contexts.!! The trickle-down effect of an undocumented status on
migrants’ children is conceptualised by Enriquez as ‘multigenerational
punishment’, a distinct form of legal violence wherein the sanctions
intended for a specific population spill over to individuals who are not
targeted by laws.'? Laws and policies are responsible for inflicting both
structural violence — exploitation that produces unequal conditions — and
symbolic violence that promotes the internalisation of inequality.'®
Because laws are assumed to be legitimate and fair, the violence they
engender tends to become normalised.

The economic hardships, disenfranchisation and social exclusion
that characterise care arrangements for children of undocumented
migrants have important implications for their physical development and
psychological well-being as well as intergenerational relationships.'* The
broader literature on children, migration and care is, nevertheless,
heavily focused on how care is practised and experienced within the
family, whether children stay with their parents in the host country'® or
are left behind at places of origin,'® overlooking the crucial macro-level
structures and processes that shape the organisation and quality of care.
Drawing from my ethnographic research in Moscow, I provide in-depth
insights into the ways care is practised, negotiated and fractured within
the broader political economy of transnational migration to Russia. My
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study shows how the legal violence and protracted liminality engendered
by Russia’s migration regime interfere with parents’ ability to care for
their children, disrupt their informal support networks and impair
children’s social navigation skills. Inadequate childcare arrangements are
routinely represented by parents as a compelled response to the
everydayness of crisis in their migrant lives, a necessary sacrifice that
must be made today so that children could have a better life tomorrow.
Ironically, care deficiency in childhood is the main reason why the
brighter future envisioned by migrant parents for their children does not
materialise in many situations. The vicious cycle of liminality and
precarity is most likely to continue in the next generation.

Research context and methodology

The history of Vietnamese migration to Russia began with the official
education and contract labour programmes between war-torn and debt-
stricken Vietnam and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. Official
records indicate that a total of 217,183 Vietnamese citizens were
employed as contract workers in the Eastern European socialist bloc
between 1981 and 1990 and 42 per cent of them, or 92,000, were
female.” They mostly worked in construction, mechanics, textiles,
garment production, agriculture, healthcare and education.'® Following
the collapse of communist regimes across Eastern Europe between the
late 1980s and early 1990s, political unrest, unemployment, intensified
nationalist sentiments and official repatriation programmes drove large
numbers of Vietnamese workers and students home. By the end of 1991,
approximately 80 per cent of workers had left Eastern Europe,’” yet many
subsequently found their way back when confronted with the harsh
realities of the then-struggling Vietnamese economy. Students and
workers who chose to stay formed the backbone of the Vietnamese
diasporic networks in Eastern Europe that have been continually
expanding ever since. Because Vietnamese migration to post-Soviet
Russia is largely of a clandestine nature, it is impossible to accurately
gauge the size of the Vietnamese population in Russia, and estimates vary
widely. In 2007, the Vietnamese government estimated that there were
between 80,000 and 100,000 Vietnamese nationals in the country* but a
more recent source suggests that there may be up to 150,000.*
Vietnamese migrants in Russia mostly earn their living from market
trade, mainly because formal employment opportunities are beyond their
reach due to their irregular status and limited Russian language skills,
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and the racial discrimination they face in the formal economy. Kamenskiy
estimates that 91.6 per cent of Vietnamese migrants in Russia generate
their incomes from trade and commerce, often without work permits,?* a
figure much higher than what is reported for Central and Eastern
European countries (about 70 per cent).”* Migrants’ lives in post-Soviet
Russia are highly unpredictable, characterised by the cyclical booms and
busts of market trade and routine anti-immigration crackdown
campaigns. Their lack of mobility beyond the market, which is highly
exploitative and operated with rules akin to those of the mafia, entrenches
their social marginalisation and vulnerability.

This study draws from in-depth interviews with 31 men and women
conducted in 2013 and extensive ethnographic research in 2014 and
2016 in Moscow, where the majority of Vietnamese migrants lived.
Ethnography allowed me to obtain in-depth, nuanced insights into
people’s everyday lives while minimising intrusion into their daily
routines. It enabled me to participate in migrants’ daily activities,
experience market life firsthand and place human agency at the centre of
my analysis. Sadovod market (Cadosod pviHok), which was about 30 km
southeast of Moscow city centre, was my main fieldsite, but I also made
regular visits to Yuzhnyie Vorota market, Liublino market, legal and illegal
garment factories in and outside the Moscow Metropolitan Region,
migrant traders’ hostels and private homes, and the local schools that
Vietnamese children were attending. In total, the study draws on daily
interactions, life histories and in-depth interviews with 85 individuals
aged between 25 and 60 who had been living in Russia for between nine
months and 27 years (Table 7.1).

Table 7.1 Demographic profile of research participants.

Male 33 Market trader 43
Gender

Female 52 Garment workshop worker | 8

Married 65 Garment workshop owner | 6

Single 11 Nanny 6
Marital Divorced 5 . Shop assistant 5
status Occupation [—

Separated 3 Itinerant vendor 4

Widowed 1 Broker 4

Irregular 78 0Odd manual jobs 5
ls\/t[;%flztlon Permanent resident | 5 Long-distance merchant 2

Russian citizen 2 White collar worker 2
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Care in situations of precarity

Economic precarity is a common experience for undocumented migrants,
which has direct implications for the organisation and quality of childcare.
Lack of employment,?* poor working conditions,* the migration debt
burden?® and the reluctance to access public welfare due to the fear of
exposure to immigration authorities*” result in limited investment in
children’s learning, material hardship, social exclusion, parents’ long work
hours, psychological stress and even family conflict. In Moscow, extreme
economic hardship is rarely observed among Vietnamese migrant parents
thanks to their easy access to income-generating opportunities at the
market. However, migrants’ ‘irregular legality’ and the associated security
and social risks discourage them from socialising with non-Vietnamese
people or accessing public spaces and formal preschool childcare, especially
in the face of rising migrantophobic sentiments.

In the early years of post-Soviet Russia, social panic and economic
shock created ideal conditions for the resurgence of fascist tendencies and
nationalism-driven politics within Russian society.?® Instead of Western
adversaries being viewed as the nation-state’s primary threat, this role
shifted onto people of colour, who were seen as disrupting Russia’s ethnic
homogeneity and polluting its racial purity.?” The post-Soviet economic
transition has produced a sharp growth in unemployment, deepened
social inequalities, pauperised large segments of the population and
disrupted the fabric of Russian society. Russians’ sense of insecurity and
vulnerability during the transition time required an outlet to vent their
anxiety and anger, and an anti-immigrant rhetoric became a fitting one.*
Although the number of racist attacks decreased tenfold between 2008
and 2016, from 515 (96 of which were fatal) to 72 (nine of which were
fatal),’! there are concerns about the success, albeit modest, of the right-
wing People’s Freedom Party (PARNAS - [lapmus HapoOHoil c8o600bt) in
the 2016 parliamentary election.

There was a palpable sense of vulnerability in every encounter I had
with Vietnamese migrants throughout my fieldwork. Every decision they
made in their transnational life, from trivial matters such as daily food
consumption and choice of accommodation to weighty affairs such as
marriage, childcare and family economics, embodied the anxieties and
apprehension about their irregular status and transient life in Russia.
Fears of police harassment and extortion, racist attacks and opportunistic
crime compelled migrant parents to restrict their social life to the
Vietnamese ethnic bubble, concentrate in congested migrant hostels, and
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impose mobility restrictions on themselves and their children. In migrant
hostels, it is not uncommon for 15-20 people to share a room and for up
to 300 people to share a few bathrooms and a communal kitchen on each
floor. Squalid living quarters become breeding grounds for both disease
and conflict, giving parents no privacy and children no play or study
space. None of the preschool children of Vietnamese migrant traders I
met in Moscow attended a formal daycare centre, and with only a few
exceptions, like Quyén’s son, they spent their days with the main carer
within the confines of their migrant hostels or rented flats. The social
isolation and lack of learning opportunities had many adverse effects on
their speech and cognitive development.

Migrants’ ‘irregular legality’ enables a tightly controlled and
extremely exploitative market regime. While the monthly store rental rate
varies widely — from RUB600,000-700,000 (USD17,000—20,000)* at
Liublino, to RUB330,000-600,000 at Sadovod and RUB20,000-35,000 at
Yuzhnyie Vorota — it is exorbitant relative to the income that traders are
able to generate. Stores must be kept open for long hours every day, rain
or shine, if traders are to sustain the rent, labour costs and daily living
expenses. While a small number of traders, especially those working at
Liublino market, are relatively successful, most manage to generate just a
small margin of profit, and many count themselves lucky if they earn
enough to get by. In such an exploitative regime, work takes priority, while
spending time with children, as well as disciplining them and supervising
their studies, becomes a minor concern. A typical workday is from 5 a.m.
to 6 p.m., and it is common for migrants to take only one day off per year,
albeit not by choice, when the market is closed on the 1 January for New
Year celebrations. When time becomes a currency, every day off work, or
even a reduction in trade hours, is a luxury for many. Any social outings,
including visits to friends, sightseeing trips and attendance at public
celebrations or entertainment events, are the privilege of a few well-to-do
brokers and garment workshop owners whose livelihoods are independent
of market rentals and who can afford private transport, as well as the
associated financial and opportunity costs. Facing competing demands on
their time, migrant parents are compelled to make the rational choice of
prioritising economic survival at the expense of childcare.

Asnoted in studies on undocumented migrants elsewhere, childcare
in situations of migrant precarity is essentially about the conflict between
having enough money to feed children and having enough time to care for
them.*® Because care comprises both physical labour (‘caring for’) and
emotional labour (‘caring about’),** being a ‘good parent’ is hardly
possible for undocumented migrants. While the Vietnamese parents in
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my study generally can afford basic necessities for their children, they
cannot afford to spend time with them. Leaving children at home with a
nanny threatens to fracture the parent—child emotional bond and the
sense of moral parenthood, which especially troubles mothers, since care
involves important symbolic values® that underpin the notion of
Vietnamese motherhood.*® The significant attention given to left-behind
children in the migration scholarship has inadvertently led us to assume
that childcare is unproblematic when children live with their migrant
parents. Vietnamese parents in Russia, however, express a sense of guilt
and loss similar to what has been observed among parents of left-behind
children®” for not being able to spend time with their children and/or give
them the social and educational opportunities they deserve. Not having a
‘proper’ childhood, as I discuss in the next section of the chapter, leaves a
lifelong mark on children’s development and social navigation skills.

Childhood on the margins of society

Most of my research participants were in possession of a valid migration
document of some sort, which means public healthcare and education
should be relatively affordable, if not free, for them. Due to living and
working on the margins of society throughout their sojourn in Russia,
however, Vietnamese migrants have minimal knowledge of Russian
language, culture and society, which has a crippling effect on their ability
to deal with medical crises, legal issues or even children’s schooling. In
those situations, they turn to anyone who can speak Russian for assistance,
often in exchange for a mutually agreed fee. These intermediaries are
referred to as dich vu, which literally means ‘service’. In late May 2014, I
attended a communal parent-teacher meeting at School No. 60°¢ in the
northwest of Moscow on behalf of Kién, my host Trang’s 15-year-old son.
The only other attendee at the meeting was a dich vu woman named Tuyét,
who represented 13 other Vietnamese children aged between 15 and 21 in
Kién’s grade eight transition class. All the children had been left with the
extended family in Vietnam but, in the absence of a disciplinarian figure,
they fell in with the wrong crowd and went wayward. In an attempt to
redress the situation, their parents had sent for the troubled teenagers and
approached Tuyét for help with getting them into one of the local schools.

School 60 was about 40 km from Sadovod and Liublino markets,
around which the children lived. The daily commute on public transport
between home and school was both daunting and expensive for the
children and a strong deterrent for their parents to engage in the school’s
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activities, but they had to accept whatever Tuyét could pull off. Unable to
take a day off or communicate with the teachers in Russian, they let Tuyét
represent them at the end-of-school-year meeting with the class teacher
and the head of the Russian language team. Tuyét was initially hired to
find a school for the children, but given the parents’ lack of engagement,
she did not have any trouble establishing herself as the legitimate
guardian for all of them throughout the year — something that was gladly
accepted by their parents at first but gradually came to be seen as a
mistake. Trang had lost trust in Tuyét after her repeated attempts to
swindle the parents out of their hard-earned dollars and asked me to
attend the meeting on her behalf.

At the parent—teacher meeting, Tuyét and [ were advised that all the
Vietnamese children had failed to meet the entry requirements for grade
nine and that they could either apply to move to another school or repeat
grade eight in School 60. The teachers also expressed concerns about the
students’ disrespect for the school’s routines and unruly behaviours in the
classroom. Svetlana, the class teacher, told me that at some points none
of the children showed up at the school for weeks, but the staff had no
way of informing the parents or finding out what they were up to. In
short, they gave me a not-so-subtle hint that their school might not be the
most suitable place to educate the children and that they could not wait
for them to move on. The school’s announcement triggered a frenzy of
phone calls among the distressed parents, who did not know what to do,
given that some of the children had already repeated grade eight twice or
become a little too old for secondary school. Three months later, I was
told that the parents of the two oldest children had decided to discontinue
their schooling, and the rest had gone back to Tuyét and paid her another
round of brokerage fees so that she could enrol them in another school.
By the time I returned to Moscow in 2016, two families had closed down
their extremely successful jeans stores at Liublino market and returned to
Vietnam so that their children would be able to continue their education
in the homeland. After another failed attempt to move up to grade nine,
Kién (now 17 years old) and his classmates had quit school and were
already working at the market in 2016, continuing the vicious cycle of
precarity that their migrant parents had been striving to break for them.

The decision to migrate is often justified by parents as something
done in the best interest of their children, which is ironic in the context of
migration from Vietnam to Russia. Migrant parents make enormous
sacrifices so that they can give their children a good education which,
they hope, will eventually help young people secure an ‘upgrade’ to
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middle-class status. Market trade can be very profitable, but the money
earned from trade activities does not automatically elevate one’s social
status. In the Confucian social hierarchy, which prevails in contemporary
Vietnamese society, the literati are accorded the highest status in society,
while trade is looked down upon as the lowest acceptable occupation.
During socialism, the market was viewed as deeply problematic for the
socialist system’s ‘inner logic’ and market activities were, therefore,
largely carried out outside the formal economy in the so-called ‘black
market’.*’ Traders’ profit-making activities placed them on the outer limits
of the moral order, subjecting them to social condemnation and ostracism.
Research on various post-socialist societies shows that although people
are slowly adapting to the market economy, many still see engagement in
market trade as a demeaning, even shameful, practice.” In Russia,
‘stability’ and ‘security’ came up repeatedly as the things that mattered
most in terms of Vietnamese parents’ aspirations for their children’s
future, while trade was seen as the ‘last resort’. Having grown weary of
the uncertain and transient life in Russia, they tried everything possible
to avoid seeing their children end up in the same situation. Money, as
39-year-old trader Tung maintained, would be good for nothing if his
children grew up uneducated:

All your hard work would be pointless if your children go wayward
and have no education. The people out there.. . . they have education
and knowledge . . . they have a completely different life. What would
the money be for if your children end up uneducated?

As illustrated by the story of the 14 children at School 60, the significant
financial investment that migrant parents plough into their children’s
education does not compensate for the lack of care, supervision and
guidance on a daily basis. The impact of migrant parents’ irregular status
extends into their children’s lives, directly and indirectly, in what Enriquez
refers to as ‘multigenerational punishment’.*! With their daily lives
wrapped up in fears of the Russian police and authorities, anxieties about
the volatile market and changeable immigration laws, and the pressure
to make as much money as they can before the situation changes for the
worse, migrants take only one day at a time. Although the children in my
study did not report any experiences of discrimination at school, they
neither had a sense of belonging nor were able to turn to their parents for
help and guidance with life beyond the Vietnamese ethnic bubble and the
market. Their lived experiences of immobility and social exclusion
prevented them from developing the social skills and cultural capital
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required to navigate Russian society successfully. The transient and
precarious life that their family was leading rendered any effort to put
down their roots (through the acquisition of Russian language skills and
a high school diploma) effectively pointless.

Conclusion

Studies on Indonesian and Filipina migrant worker mothers in Hong
Kong,*? Latin American and Eastern European mothers in Italy,* and
Latino parents in the United States** emphasise the strong agency they
express in developing strategies for childcare. In these Global North
contexts, migrant parents are able to ensure some degree of stability in
their childcare arrangements thanks to support from extensive formal
and informal social security networks and a relatively transparent,
straightforward migration regime. Vietnamese migrant parents face a
very different situation in Russia, where legality can be bought cheaply
but does not come with the accountability, rights and protection that
migrants and their children require. The routinisation of uncertainty and
vulnerability in their everyday life enabled my interlocutors to be highly
flexible and resourceful but at the same time undermined community
solidarity and migrants’ ability to resist the oppressive migration regime
and exploitative market. The sense of uncertainty demands that everyone
is strategic and self-reliant in their day-to-day living, often at the expense
of collective interests, which fragments and ruptures migrant networks.**

In other words, care deficiency in Vietnamese families in Russia
largely arises from parents’ ambiguous migrant status — a post-Soviet
technology of government that renders them vulnerable and exploitable
— and the constant anticipation of crisis that arises from it.*® As the
everydayness of crisis becomes normalised, migrants are compelled to
redefine the meanings of care and good parenthood, putting the imagined
bright future for their children above their immediate care and education
needs. Crisis entails a sense of rupture but at the same time requires
creativity and serves as a call to action.”” Russia’s porous borders and
easily accessible shadow economy may give migrants an illusion that their
migration and mobility are unimpeded but, as Tsing notes, seemingly
frictionless motion in today’s world ‘depends on what shoes we have to
run in’.*® The case of Vietnamese migrants in Russia shows that the ways
crisis is perceived, experienced and responded to are not only socio-
culturally mediated but also reflective of the broader institutional
structures and processes in which people are embedded.
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Intersecting crises: motherhood and
border control in southern Africa

Joyce Takaindisa and Ingrid Palmary

In this chapter we consider how intersecting discourses of crisis work
together to pathologise and render vulnerable migrant domestic workers
and their children. Drawing on research conducted by the first author
with domestic workers from Zimbabwe who work in Botswana, we
describe two kinds of crisis that shape the families of migrant domestic
workers. The ways in which migration has been discursively constructed
as crisis have been well documented.! However, in this chapter we extend
the discussion to consider how the political and policy responses to this
presumed crisis create a crisis of motherhood for migrant domestic
workers. We trace Zimbabwe’s long history of mobilising motherhood in
the service of the state from colonial times onwards. This continues in
both familiar and new ways, the latter including the restrictive migration
policies which, driven by a rhetoric of crisis, continue to shape women’s
access to models of the family that they and their children value. While
we critique the nuclear, middle-class, Christian forms that their idealised
families take, we also show how this is shaped and constrained by
immigration practices.
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Colonisation and motherhood: the making of a nation

While much of the writing on colonisation focuses on the project of racial
subjugation and capital accumulation, less has been written about the
domestic conditions that were essential to support the project of Empire.
Yet, the literature that does exist shows the deep connections between the
colonial political project and the regulation and shaping of intimate
relationships, including marriage, sexual relationships and family
reproduction.? As early scholars noted, women are targeted as the
reproducers of the nation and invested with the duty of reproducing the
values of the nation into the next generation.’ As such, the myth of the
public—private divide occludes the politics of the family and its shaping by
global politics. We address this by showing the ongoing coloniality
inherent to the migration of Zimbabwean women as domestic workers
and the implications for the construction of motherhood and childhood.

In 1889, a royal charter signed by the Queen of the United Kingdom
paved the way for the British South Africa Company (BSAC) to exploit
Rhodesia as part of its project of colonial expansion. The country was (re)
named after Cecil John Rhodes, who was the founder of the BSAC, in
1890. During this time, dubious mining and agriculture concessions were
made, dispossessing the local population of their land and paving the way
for the establishment of a settler colony in Southern Rhodesia. While the
military and economic consequences of colonial occupation have been
well documented,*less well documented is the widespread accompanying
project of nation building which targeted motherhood and childhood as
central to the creation of the new colony. Ranger notes how, during
colonisation, diverse ethnic identities that existed among both African
and settler communities were reorganised into a new Rhodesian identity
primarily based on race divisions.’ This project of nation building created
an ideological justification, rooted in Christian notions of morality and
family, for an economic project that was labour intensive and exploitative.
To guarantee a steady supply of African male labour to White-owned
farms and mines, the colonial state deliberately influenced and drove its
agenda into the private sphere in an effort to realise a new nation
imagined by the emerging colony. As Schmidt notes:

While white capitalists found it in their interest to try to create a
male African proletariatin . . . urban areas, the wives and daughters
of these men were considered economically unproductive and of
importance solely for their role in their production and home life; it
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was this aspect of women’s lives that the colonial social engineers of
domesticity focused on.°

One such practice of domestic regulation was the home-craft clubs that
were led by White settler women. Prominent until the 1950s, these clubs
aimed to instil versions of domesticity that supported and legitimised the
colonial project among African women.” In these clubs, African women
were expected to learn from White women how to be the kind of
domestically rooted, child-focused mothers and wives deemed necessary
and valued by the colonial project.® The vision of the home clubs was
premised and sold as a narrative that all women, Black and White, were
united in sisterhood and shared the same central identity as mothers and
wives. Together they would build the nation through the teaching of
Christian moral values to children. Despite this rhetoric of sisterhood, a
paternalistic logic of colonisation positioned White women as the teachers
of Black women, thus rendering Black women’s servitude a necessary and
benevolent act — one where they were able to improve themselves by
aspiring to a nuclear Christian model of family — rather than being
recognised as a relationship of exploitation and symbolic violence. Thus,
the clubs were premised on a version of motherhood driven by the assumed
religious and cultural superiority of White women with a public—private
division that saw all Rhodesian women relegated to the domestic sphere.

In addition, Christian missions also taught hygiene, health and
gender-specific domestic duties in an effort to create ‘civilised Christians’
in the emerging colony.’ Ideals of marriage and domesticity were
therefore sold to African women as part of Christian indoctrination. For
example, the creation of the ‘Jeanes teachers’ in 1929 drove the colonial
agenda by training women over a period of two years and expecting that
those trained would be dispatched back to their rural homes to replicate
the teachings on home nursing, personal hygiene, mothering skills,
religious knowledge and housekeeping skills, among other tasks.!® After
the Jeanes institution, many others followed in different parts of
Rhodesia, such as the Catherine Langham Hasfa Homecraft Village in
1942. This particular institution ran a programme whereby:

.. . women with their children and girls preparing for marriage
could come to learn to be homemakers, builders of Christian homes,
in which health, and love and laughter might be found, because the
mother had learned the simple responsibility for children’s
upbringing, with women seen as reproducers of culture . . . along
the same lines as the instructions given to the Jeanes women.'!
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However, as Comaroff and Comaroff note, teaching African women how to
look after their children and manage domestic life was a thin cover for a
deeper agenda that sought to persuade African men and women to adopt a
moral, social and economic project based on the notion of gender-
specificity,'? with the intended outcome of producing a new generation of
well-trained subjects that could provide labour and service to the colony via
a well-trained and well-regulated family.'* Thus, children became invested
with the continuation of the colonial project, as they were raised in an ethos
of raced and gendered social roles, and Black Zimbabwean women were
encouraged to aspire to a model of family teaching that was nevertheless
always out of reach, given their subjugation to colonisation. Ironically,
African women’s mothering of their own children in accordance with
colonial teachings was compromised by the demand that they care for the
children and homes of White women. As we go on to argue, the rhetoric of
improving African family life through programmes targeting African
mothers and their children that was central to these kinds of colonial
projects continues today in the policy responses to migrant mothers.

Through these projects, African women were represented as
infantilised and in need of education. This undermined their pre-colonial
mothering decisions and those taken in response to the rapid social
change under colonisation.'* This is not to suggest that Black women were
merely passive followers of the colonial project. Home-craft institutions
were seen by African women as avenues to access resources such as time,
money and social spaces for their own control.’® These establishments
presented Black women with opportunities for projects such as making
uniform garments in order to financially support their own children.
Indeed, that they were often used by Black women to increase employment
opportunities was a source of great frustration for their White trainers, as
income generation was considered counter-productive to the broader
agenda of domesticity and subjugation. Nevertheless, these clubs are just
one example of how women were invited to participate in the construction
of the colonial Zimbabwean project in line with the moral imperatives of
Europe at the time.

The coloniality of motherhood

From this brief description, we can conclude that notions of motherhood
stem from sets of socio-political practices that normalise and value
notions of family rooted in dominant power relations. Westernised
models of a Christian-inspired, nuclear family came to be socially valued

CRISIS FOR WHOM?



under colonisation through explicit programmes of domestic reordering.
Coloniality refers to the way that such long-standing patterns of power
and subjectivity perpetuate after colonisation has stopped, ' an extension
of colonialism in contemporary times that lays bare the effects of
colonialism in post-colonial states. One way in which coloniality is evident
in contemporary Zimbabwe is in the migration of Zimbabwean women as
domestic workers to neighbouring states and the (re)shaping of
motherhood as a result. The continuity inherent in coloniality is, of
course, not linear, but draws on the normative models that were formed
during the period of colonisation but which have nevertheless been
reworked and reinscribed in contemporary contexts of increased cross-
border migration. What remains consistent is the mobilisation of models
of motherhood and family that are central to the construction of the
nation. Estimating the extent of Zimbabwean labour migration since the
early 1990s is almost impossible, given that much migration is
undocumented and often migration statistics are not routinely kept.'”
Nevertheless, the Scientific and Industrial Research and Development
Centre estimated in 2005 that 535,609 Zimbabweans had emigrated
since 1990. Of these, 34.5 per cent had moved to Botswana, which was
second only to the UK as a destination.'® This migration has been driven
by the proximity of the two countries as well as the demand for domestic
labour among wealthy families in Botswana.

Globally, migration for domestic work is propelled by the so-called
‘crisis of care’ in the Global North.! Far less has been written about the
more frequent migration that takes place within the Global South.
Indeed, movement in southern Africa has been characterised by mixed
migration that is primarily circular in nature, yet too often studies of
migrant domestic labour have failed to attend to this.”° The service and
care needs that support the economic requirements of the wealthy
continue to shape the mothering practices of African women just as they
did under colonisation, as migration means they mother their own
children from a distance. This phenomenon has been reshaped by
migration possibilities and the inequality that exists between states,
rather than within them, as was the case under colonisation. Thus,
despite independence from colonisation across southern Africa, the
familiar path of domestic labour as a solution to poverty is one that
continues to shape family practices in the region.

Much of the literature that exists on transnational motherhood
suggests that this is an emotionally complex and often ambivalent form
of motherhood. Migrant mothers are often positioned against an idealised
norm which is sedentary, with the mother as primary caregiver.?! Mothers
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are under pressure to conform to universalised and socially constructed
images of ‘good family’ which typically expect mothers to provide
in-person, emotional care while children attend school and have their
financial needs met. It is primarily mothers who are tasked with ensuring
that children are raised as responsible citizens,?* and the ‘appropriate’
growth of children is assumed to occur within these socially constructed
ideals. Yet, migration status is a key factor in prolonging mother—child
separation,” suggesting that host-country migration policies have direct
consequences for transnational families on both sides of borders.>*

These notions of motherhood are often shared by mothers and
children alike. For example, a study of Mexican migrants suggested that
children of transnational parents tend to judge their parents according to
gendered norms and therefore expect their mothers to be physically
present to care for them.? The children did not expect their fathers to be
present but rather to fulfil their roles as the male breadwinners, suggesting
that care work is highly gendered, with greater expectations placed on
women than men.

Although in many contexts extended family care for children is the
norm, it is stigmatised in a context where there is a universalisation of
Western family models and gendered expectations. As Hondagneu-Sotelo
and Avila note,

By migrating and leaving their homes [and] children behind, they
often must cope with stigma, guilt and criticism from others . . .
their work in reproductive labour, getting a wage and caring for
other people’s children is often not compatible with taking daily
care of one’s own family and all this raises questions about
contemporary meanings and variations of motherhood.?

Women are expected to nurture even when they are far away from home,
as well as maintaining intimate relations with their children.?” Fresnoza-
Flot describes how mothers redefine roles and deploy multiple strategies
to negotiate their absence from home and fulfil normatively ascribed
gender expectations in their countries of origin.?® In her study of Filipino
transnational mothers working as domestic workers in France, she found
that mothers, especially when undocumented, experienced prolonged
stays due to their irregular legal status, emotional difficulties and distant
relationships with their children. With limited resources and insecure
jobs, devoting financial resources to communication was not a priority, as
mothers struggled to fulfil the basic needs of their children. Moreover,
asymmetrical access to communicative technologies across the two
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countries makes communication more difficult. This is also exacerbated
by their children’s lack of access to communication technology.
Communication was framed as a luxury and not a priority in fulfilling
mothering obligations.

As such, although it has been argued that transnational families can
maintain shared imaginaries through regular contact and visits®’ or via
virtual communication technologies,* thus enabling simultaneity of
family lives across transnational spaces through shared activities and
routines,® that may not always be the case for all transnational families.
Resources are a crucial mediating factor in the maintenance and
sustenance of communication among transnational family members.

As transnational mothers strive to fulfil breadwinning roles and
sustain emotional connections with their children back home, financial
and material remittances appear to be one practice they use to maintain
emotional connection.’> Although ‘remittances represent the sweat,
sacrifice and loneliness that migrants endure in order to provide their
families with basic goods and a humble increase in living standards’,*®
empirical evidence from many studies suggest that while children may
benefit from remittances and indeed interpret them as a form of care,
they may nevertheless suffer emotionally from prolonged separation.*

In spite of the social stigma,®® many migrant domestic workers
continue to leave their children behind, leading Erel to argue that the
discourse regarding mothers as primary caregivers is contested through
migration.*® Similarly, Hondagneu-Sotelo and Avila argue that ‘domestic
workers across national borders break with the deeply gendered spatial
and temporal boundaries of family and work’.*” Yet, in spite of this fairly
extensive literature showing the complexities of transnational motherhood
and its connection to the socio-political context of migration, it is still
frequently framed as a crisis of motherhood.*® This reproduces the
depoliticising and individualised discourses of motherhood that have been
so thoroughly documented in the literature. Thus, women who are judged
as mothering outside socially valued norms are labelled as those that are
‘mothering on the margins’,** thus reifying the assumed and fictional norm
or ‘centre’. Equally, notions of childhood are challenged by transnational
mothering positioning children as being at risk without their mothers.
Significantly, when migrant motherhood is framed as putting children at
risk, this (re)produces an idea of children as vulnerable subjects in need of
a mother’s care in a sequestered and privatised nuclear family.

In the section below, we trace how multiple crises of migration and
mothering intersect to shape women’s lives in Botswana and their
children’s lives in Zimbabwe, and how a ‘crisis of motherhood’ is
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reproduced through a ‘crisis of migration’. In the analysis that follows, we
document how Zimbabwean women, and their children, are equally
enticed by the desire to emulate the notions of motherhood and family
constructed during colonial years.*

Background to the study

This chapter draws loosely on data collected by the first author on migrant
domestic workers from Zimbabwe who were working in Botswana.*' The
study recognised that migrants are multiply situated and therefore
adopted a multi-sited approach through ethnographic research with
mothers, children and caregivers. Migrant mothers were sampled initially
and then their children and caregiver were invited to participate in the
study as well. All the mothers lived in Botswana, where they had been for
at least 10 years after migrating to work as domestic workers. They were
all undocumented, although a few had initially migrated using legal
documents which had since expired.

All three groups of participants were given diaries to keep for a
period of three to six months and encouraged to write their daily
activities, including experiences of motherhood from a distance. In
addition, participants were interviewed using narrative interview
techniques guided by Wengraf’s biographic narrative interpretive
method.”? The SQUIN (single question aimed at inducing
narrative) methodology was utilised in the first interview. A follow-up
interview with each of the participants used semi-structured questions
determined by what the participants had narrated in the initial interview.
Narratives are a way of understanding what emerges out of a collaborative
association between the researcher and the narrator, a collaboration that
is constructed over time and in a specific place or places.* This process
involved constant negotiation between the first author and participants
across specific transnational fields to validate and produce authentic
narratives through shared narrative landscapes.*

The first author was, at the time of the research, a Zimbabwean
living in Botswana. As such, she was frequently positioned by research
participants as a potential employer, rescuer and conveyer of messages
and goods to families in Zimbabwe. The complexity of this position meant
that participants were constantly appealing to her humanitarian side as
she assumed the role of de facto transnational messenger during the
fieldwork phase. Moreover, she was cast as a saviour who could relieve
them from poverty and lack. The narratives generated were largely
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influenced by this perception; hence, they were mainly underpinned by
discourses of misery and poverty.*

Intersecting crises: the coloniality of migration and
motherhood

The women in this study described motherhood as something that could
only be undertaken by a biological mother who is resident with her
children. While this is by no means a reality given the extensive patterns
of extended family care in Zimbabwe, it remained an aspiration for the
respondents. Although they recognised that other caregivers could
provide for their children, they nevertheless felt that a biological mother
was special, and in particular was responsible for discipline and moral
guidance. As one noted,

A mother is precious, so precious such that when you are absent, it
affects the children and they lose control and discipline. Like my
second child was in grade seven and then my mother called to tell me
that my son had decided to quit school, so he had dropped out. I told
my mother I was coming that December to sort it out . . . From my
side, I am powerless because I cannot control my child over the phone
so that is how my son quit school and he is now just idle at home.
Mother B

A central and frequent discourse in the narratives of mothers was how
they felt they had failed to meet their own expectations of what a mother
should be. This narrative became most prominent when mothers
discussed crises in the family such as illness, extreme poverty or feelings
of neglect experienced by children. Women gave example after example
of how they experienced these crises as a kind of failed motherhood. The
following extract is typical:

At times you receive a message that child is ill, it’s not easy to rush
back home to attend to your child because you are in another
country and the main point here is how did you get to be in that
country? So, you know that for you to go home there is already a
high risk of detention at the border and again you now have to think
of how much all this will cost you to go and attend to your ill child.

Mother A
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As another mother similarly said,

Again, you are always thinking of the police; you will always be
scared, so for you to go back to Zimbabwe to visit your children
often is not practical, because for you to go home, even if you
succeed, like now at the border when we go back, the immigration
officials will take our money so you actually end up arriving in
Zimbabwe empty-handed. Then to return again is yet another
burden because we are illegal, so you will never win in this situation.

Mother B

Mothering was constructed as an obligation that had to be in sync with
dominant colonially inspired discourses of motherhood which privilege
co-presence as the best form of mothering. Alternative forms of
motherhood, which migrant mothers were practising from a distance,
were inevitably cast as a form of inadequate mothering that was
problematic for child raising and caring. The example below points to the
way transnational motherhood is problematised:

When you are far away, you can never have a proper relationship
with your children and they will do anything they feel like because
you are not there so your children grow up with no discipline and at
the same time, no one really cares about them.

Mother F

For some mothers, transnational motherhood was viewed as a leading
cause of indiscipline of children. Contrarily, co-presence was cast in a
good light as a positive form of mothering that would result in raising
well-disciplined children. The excerpt below aptly captures this sentiment:

When a child is under the care of an elderly caregiver like my
mother, she can behave anyhow she feels like or return home
anytime she feels like and my mother can lose control of the
situation. But you then cannot take your mother to task over that
because you, the real mother of the child is absent from home.
Mother A

Similarly, some mothers also felt that transnational motherhood had

negative outcomes on the education of their children, especially when
caregivers did not prioritise education in their day-to-day care duties:
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My child is a girl and she needs to be encouraged to study and behave
because she is now a teenager, but the problem is that my mother is
old and she cannot do all that, although she can try here and there,
but as you know, a child will not listen, and again my mother is not
able to spank her because she also fears to go to that extent, so it is
always better if you the mother are present, because if a child strays,
you can then take a stick and discipline your own child.

Mother B

The mothers’ inability to sustain frequent visits and maintain regular
contact also amplified their perceptions of themselves as inadequate
mothers, and ultimately, through their narratives, they cast
themselves through the lens of ‘failed motherhood’.*® Due to the perceived
irreconcilability of the carer role and financial provider role, their
preferences for the essentialised norms of motherhood were prevalent in
their narratives.

Children, like their mothers, described their fantasy family as one
inspired by the nuclear, Christian model of colonisation. This dates to the
colonial era where, as described above, such notions of good mothering
were instilled in African women through home-craft clubs that were
established by settler wives. These lessons have continued to permeate
the post-colonial era, regulating women and children’s conceptions of
good mothering.

This is not to suggest that children did not recognise their mother’s
migration as a form of mothering. However, their ambivalence was
palpable: they felt a sense of emotional neglect even if their mother’s
migration resulted in financial survival. Expressing this ambivalence, one
child wrote the words of a popular song in her diary: ‘I love you; I hate
you; [ hate that I love you.” Although children understood and sometimes
appreciated their mother’s migration, this did not significantly alter their
preference for nuclear family models. For example, one child described
living without her mother as a form of punishment:

Sometimes when I see a mother and her child walking together, I feel
really jealousy. Each and every day I wake up, I pray to God that one
day, I could wake up and see my mother sleeping besides me and
sometimes I ask myself, what wrong have I done to deserve this kind
of punishment to live without my mother while she is out there?
Child J Diary
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The convergence of mothers and children’s idealised perceptions of
motherhood illustrate the power and influence that Christian-based
normative models of mothering, though instilled during the colonial era,
retain — a post-colonial remnant that regulates the thinking of women
and children.

Further, as the mothers above describe, their irregular migration
statuses mean that a ‘crisis of motherhood’ also causes risks for them; to
seek even fleeting co-presence with their children threatens exposing
their undocumented statuses in Botswana. While women have no option
but to enact an alternative kind of motherhood, it nevertheless stands in
sharp contrast to their own ideals of motherhood, even though this
idealised mothering is the preserve of a few privileged women.
Notwithstanding the fact that ‘mothering is neither a unitary experience
for individual women nor experienced similarly by all women’,*” both
migrant women and their children repeatedly wished for a form of
mothering reflecting a nuclear, Christian and co-habiting family with the
class security to make this possible. As such, the alternative forms of
mothering compelled by immigration policies, and which make normative
models of the family impossible, are experienced by women as a crisis of
mothering, not as positive adaptation.

Nevertheless, as the above extracts imply, women respond to this crisis
caused by the contradiction between mothering ideals and immigration
controls through a variety of strategies. As one woman described,

Sometimes you will receive a phone call from home, and you are
told your child is sick, but you only must source money to send
home, you cannot go back. Why? Because you need much more
money to ‘jump’ the border going to Zimbabwe and again when
returning, you need to have money to assist in smuggling you across
the borders.

Mother J

Human smugglers were women’s only route to normative motherhood,
understood as a form of co-presence. Women who sought to return to
Zimbabwe were therefore faced with a financial crisis, needing funds to
pay for their journey. Smugglers on the Zimbabwean border are notorious
for violence and extortion, and they have been central to the rhetoric of
migration crisis in southern Africa that drives the most restrictive policy
reforms.*® Mothers expressed ambivalence about smugglers, on the one
hand recognising their violence, while on the other acknowledging that
they were their only possible route to desired motherhood. The ‘shadow
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state’, made up of those who smuggle migrants, create fake documents
and extract bribes, were key to managing their mothering crises. Women
relied heavily on these extra-legal systems of migration management to
balance their mothering and employment needs.

The mere fact that these mothers knew they were highly deportable
subjects*® who had to go to negotiate their own informal means of entry
and exit in and out of Botswana was enough to keep them from visiting
their children. For example, for one mother it had been more than a year
since she had been home. Her case was unique, as the son she left behind
had lived alone without adult supervision since he was in grade six at
primary school. The respondents in this study lived in a zone of liminality,
suspended in both space and time, ‘neither here nor there’.* Their
narratives represent a sense of being stuck: stripped of their social status
without having acquired a new status. The mothers found themselves in
a ‘limbo of statuslessness’.”!

Although motherhood is widely conceived as belonging to the
private sphere of the family and household, maternal practices intersect
with external conditions, including global neoliberal forces, structural
factors at a national level and immigration policies.*? It stands to reason,
then, that idealised motherhood cannot be the only form of motherhood
or the ‘holy grail’ for all mothers. Motherhood is contextualised at the
intersections of class, gender, nationality and many other factors, and
therefore is experienced in different ways. Nevertheless, the migrant
women in this study and their children aspired to an idealised family that
has been shaped by the colonial encounter and indeed forms a part of the
myth of colonisation, given that due to their servitude, Black women were
never entirely able to fulfil this mothering ideal.>®

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have described how two discourses of crisis work
together to shape the mothering work that Zimbabwean domestic workers
in Botswana undertake. The so-called crisis of migration has led to
migration policies across southern Africa, as in many parts of the world,
that are increasingly structured to exclude poor women. At the same
time, the crisis of care creates the demand for female domestic labour
among wealthier families. These intersecting crises define the motherhood
practices of migrant domestic workers in Botswana and the ways that
children interpret them.
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Through colonial domestic education, African women were invited
to take up ideas about motherhood rooted in the colonial project of the
time. Yet Black women were mostly excluded from achieving these family
forms because of their ‘race’ and the reality of class subjugation in the
colonies. Nevertheless, idealised motherhood continues to be understood
as a special biological connection, meaning that caring practices
associated with motherhood cannot be performed by others. In this study,
women and their children idealised a Christian, nuclear family model
even as the socio-political context worked, and continues to work, against
it. The complete absence of men as fathers, caregivers and economic
providers was striking in this study. The formal end of colonialism in
Zimbabwe, and Africa more widely, led to territorial independence but
not ‘epistemic’ or ‘cultural’ independence. What was prescribed as good
mothering through colonial administration continues to regulate society
and meaning-making processes regarding motherhood. This colonial
prescription of motherhood has continued into the post-colonial era
through state regulation (post-colonial administration) of migration and
cross-border mobility. The strength of idealised notions of mother—child
relationships is evident in how the children of migrant mothers, even
though they themselves have not lived through colonisation, continue to
aspire to a version of motherhood that was strongly promoted during the
colonial era. Despite the impossibility of achieving this, given the income
inequalities in the region, it is still viewed as normal and desirable. Both
mothers and children recognise migrant labour and its remittances as a
valued part of mothering, which indicates some renegotiation and
reworking of idealised motherhood in the post-colonial era. Nevertheless,
they see it as an always impoverished form compared to the middle-class
notions of family where the mother—child relationship is one unfettered
by economic concerns and rooted in the domestic and emotional labour
of the ‘private sphere’.

Much research on migration has reflected on the abuses suffered by
migrant women, especially those in domestic work. Yet, little of it traces
these sufferings back to colonial practices and recognises their continuity
to the present day. Too often, failures to meet these norms become
individualised crises of motherhood that do not adequately acknowledge
how they are produced through a discourse of crisis that dominates
migration policy making. Rather, as we argue, the crisis of family is
created by a system of border control, both formal and informal.
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Art in Dialogue 5. Which narrative? How is care, community and family interpreted by the nation
state? ©Meera Shakti Osborne. This image was produced by the artist in dialogue with chapter authors
and other attendees during a series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes of this volume:
childhood mobility, care and crisis.
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Places-in-between: Rohingya
refugee children’s changing sense
of belonging

Matluba Khan and Sheik Rana

It’s very hot today. At 8.00 in the morning, I am drenched in sweat.!

Sometimes I feel the sun shines harder in the camp than any other
place in the world. It forgets to rest.

My name is Abdul. I am only 10, although I feel much older. Here
are Mominur® and Shahed, sitting beside me. We live in Seemantho
refugee camp (Figure 9.1). We are sitting under this huge acacia tree at
the corner of the big field. We have just finished our morning lessons in
maktab® and are waiting for the school bell. This acacia is the only tree in
miles that gives us some shade from the scorching October sun. We like
to rest for a while in its shade and enjoy the quiet morning. Soon the camp
will rise, and this quietness will fade away.

Ilive in this camp along with my brother and my grandparents. We
have been living here for two years now. Our hut is quite small. It’s the
same size as Mominur’s and Shahed’s.* We used a bamboo partition to
divide the place. On one side there is the kitchenette and a small bed for
my grandparents. My elder brother and I live on the other side of the
partition.

We had a bigger house in Myanmar. There was more space with
ample light and air. The shamiana® under the tin roof kept our house cold
and comfortable during summer.
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Figure 9.1 Our camp (Source: Matluba Khan).

Shahed and Mominur live close by. They are my best friends. We play
handball together. Other kids also play with us, but we three are always
on the same team. There is a small open space right next to our classroom.
We play there.

A few days back, a woman (Khan madam) and a man (Rana sir)®
came to our school. Our teacher asked us whether we would like to work
with them for a research study. I didn’t know what a research study was,
and I was not very willing. It was time for play. But, they explained what
we would be working on and that sounded fun.” Khan madam and Rana
sir talked to us like we were adults, saying that our opinions and views
were important. Very few people ask for our thoughts on things or matters
that affect our lives.

Khan madam asked us all to draw pictures. She gave us really nice
art papers, crayons and coloured pens. We do not have anything like those
in our school. We drew pictures of what we liked in the camps and what
we did not like in the camps. They also wanted to know what we would
like to do in the camps and what would make the camp beautiful. I love to
draw. I love to paint with coloured pens even more.

Rana sir chatted with me about the pictures I drew. He wanted to
know all about our lives in this camp — what I did all day, what I played,
where I played and whom I played with. Khan madam and Rana sir also
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Figure 9.2 The colourful drawings that adorn Shahida and Yasmin’s
partition wall (Source: Matluba Khan).

walked with us in the camp. They wanted us to show them around the
places we visit and talk about where we play and what we think should be
changed. They were interested in the stories of our lives, the stories of the
places we live in.®

Khan madam and Rana sir went on two separate walks, one with
boys and one with girls. Mominur, Shahed and myself went on one walk
with them. Shahida, Yasmin and Tahera joined them for another walk. At
the end of the girls’ walk, we bumped into them near our block. Rana sir
went to the mosque to say prayers. I followed him as Shahida invited Khan
madam to their home.

Shahida also draws beautiful pictures like me. She likes to draw
flowers and makes beautiful patterns. Shahida lost both her parents and
lives with her auntie and uncle and her cousin Yasmin in the same house.
Yasmin is lucky to have her mother. She goes to the same class as us.

Shahida and Yasmin paste all their pictures on the partition inside
their house (Figure 9.2). Khan madam liked those pictures. Shahida says
these pictures make her feel good, make this place her own.’

I drew my favourite places on the piece of paper Khan madam gave
me; I drew the hills that you can see from the big field (Figure 9.3).
I always wanted to go there. There is a small river that flows along the
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Figure 9.3 The football court that we make using slippers and drawing
on the ground. You can see the faraway hills where I would like to go one
day (Source: Matluba Khan).

camp. I think it comes from the foot of those hills. The river is neither
deep nor wide and slowly murmurs as it flows. I want to spend time by the
river. It is cold and comfortable there. Yet I feel restless at its sight. I
cannot look at the splashing of small fishes for long. This reminds me of
my father and my younger brother, who were both lost in the Naf river on
our way here.

When the Rakhine Buddhists attacked our village and burnt our
houses, I remember I was playing in the yard with my brothers. We could
hear shots fired very nearby; people were crying and shouting, and the noises
were coming closer. My parents took us —my brothers, my grandparents and
me — and we ran as fast as we could. I was checking on my mother as we ran.
She was pregnant, she could not run fast and was falling behind. The
Burmese military were behind us and I heard gunfire . . .

I found myself in a boat with my grandparents and my brothers. It
was crowded and nobody could move. My younger brother fell from the
boat. My father jumped to save him and they both disappeared in the
water. I do not remember anything afterwards. When I woke up, [ was in
the camp with my grandparents and my elder brother.
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My grandparents love me. The teachers in the school adore me.
Still, I sometimes feel suffocated here. I feel I am stuck. I do not want to
go back to Myanmar. I feel terrified by the name of it. I feel upset. When I
am upset, I keep quiet. I think about our days in Maungdaw. I remember
our home, the yard — my mother kept it clean and tidy — the mango tree
and my younger brother and me playing in the yard, under that tree. I
think about those days.

It’s almost school time,'° and Shahida, Mominur and I start walking
towards the school. I did not know Shahida in Maungdaw. We became
friends in the camp; but I knew Mominur. He used to live in the village
next to us. Once, we played in a football competition between our villages.

Mominur has lost everyone, like myself. The army slaughtered his
parents. He lives in the camp with his chacha.

We play football in the camp. Mominur and I are captains of our
teams. Rana sir said he would play with us one day. I want Rana sir in my
team but Mominur feels sad about that. But Rana sir said he would play
two matches: one on my team and one on Mominur’s. He made us both
very happy.

We sometimes play on the street. All we need are a pair of sandals

to mark the goalposts on either side. Then nothing can stop us, and we
play like crazy. But elderly people always ask us to be careful: the big
trucks kill children on the road. We try to be close to the camp and the
school, and don’t go very far.
We sometimes play football on our way from school or in the afternoon in
the large field. We also play in the small open space in our school. The
girls play with skipping ropes in one corner. The boys play football. I am
the goalkeeper, although I missed two goals last time.

I enjoy playing football. I can forget all about the time in Myanmar
and the gunfire when I play. I want to play all day long. Wouldn’t it be
wonderful if I could just play football all day!

After the football match, we bathe together in the tube well.'? There
are always a lot of kids near the water taps. Still I love this place. Bathing
together here is so much fun. It’s too hot in the camp. I wish there were
more water taps in the camp.

There are not a lot of places where we can go and play in the camp.
Last year the people from an NGO brought a lot of play equipment. We
were so happy. I remember I ran all the way to the playground where they
set the equipment up. But they were broken in a short while. The plastic
and the steel also became really hot. We can no longer play there.
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Figure 9.4 We always find things to play with in the camp; we make
stuff with broken or found materials (Source: Matluba Khan).

But in the camp, we always find things to do. We make stuff to play
with. Where the road has potholes, we can get in and make our own
world. We can make a sledge out of a plastic bag (Figure 9.4).

Our first class will begin soon. I am getting better at speaking Bengali. I
can understand what my Bangladeshi teachers say. I could also
understand what Khan madam and Rana sir said, and we spoke in a mix
of Bengali and Rohingya'® with them. I drew a Bangladeshi flag on top of
the roof of the school. There is no Bangladeshi flag anywhere in the
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camp; [ also can’t remember where I first saw this flag. But Ilove this flag,
and I don’t know why. Maybe because the camp is my home now, and I
feel safe here in Bangladesh.

The street that leads to the deep forest, we sometimes go to the end
of that street. I feel a different sort of excitement when we reach there. I
feel like we will be lost in the forest, yet I want to be lost. I think there are
definitely snakes and a lot of mosquitoes in the forest. Someone in my
class said he had seen a wild elephant. And he said there were ghosts and
monsters too. That’s why I don’t go to the forest. But sometimes I feel like
there is nowhere to go in this camp. There is nothing new to explore, and
I am stuck in this place forever. There is no way we can travel back to
Myanmar on the other side of the river. Nor do I want to return to that
place. I want to be here in this camp where I have my family and friends,
and where my school, maktab and teachers are.

In the evening I take tuition from a teacher from our community. He
also teaches us Burmese in the school. My grandparents pay for my private
tuition, so that I can do better in my studies and make a life outside this
camp. They say that I need to get out of this camp to study and get a job.

I want to be a doctor, or if not, then definitely a schoolteacher. And
then I will teach kids like my teachers in the camp do. I want to make my
grandparents proud, and for that reason I need to get outside this camp.
I just don’t know how we can do it, or whether we can do it at all!

Still, sometimes I wonder what the world outside is like, how the
children outside this camp are, where they live, what their schools are
like, where they play and who they play with. I sometimes imagine myself
living outside this camp and playing with children from outside the camp.

I am always outside in the camp, in the places-in-between our shelter,
school and mosque. I am always on the streets, or in the big field or in the
canal. Yet I want to be outside, outside this camp — into the world.

Notes

1 This semi-fictional short story explores narratives of care and childhood in the formal and
informal places of the Rohingya refugee camps in Bangladesh. Rohingya children’s rights to
live, play and learn are under threat, as they are being systematically oppressed while facing
violence and forced displacement. Since 25 August 2017, over 700,000 Rohingya have fled to
Bangladesh, and over one million Rohingya refugees live in the Cox’s Bazar-Ukhia-Teknaf area
in Bangladesh. More than 50 per cent of people living in camps in Bangladesh are children
under 16 (UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), ‘Bangladesh refugee emergency’). ‘Places-in-
between’ is based on the understanding that the lived experiences of displaced children are
profoundly shaped by the places where they take refuge and their pre-refugee experiences. The
built environment is a social product that in turn shapes society and the people who create it.
Voices of children and young people are powerful in shaping the environment, and we start
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from the proposition that all children have rights to express opinions freely in matters affecting
them, as declared in article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCROQ).

The names of people and places used in this story are pseudonyms.

A maktab is a traditional Islamic informal school in Asia, which primarily teaches the Quran
and Arabic literacy. Children receive two different forms of education in the camp. One is
mainstream, and is imparted in learning centres operated by national and international non-
government organisations (NGOs), and the other is informal religious education organised by
the Rohingya community itself, such as the maktab.

The average surface area per person in Rohingya camps is 20 m?. The UNHCR standard for
adequate living space is considered to be 45 m? per person (UNHCR, ‘Camp planning
standards’). The minimum adequate covered living area is considered 3.5 m?, which does not
apply in camps in Bangladesh.

A patterned/multicoloured fabric, sometimes used as a ceiling under the roof or above the bed.
A shamiana is also popularly used for shelter in outdoor parties, weddings, feasts, etc.

Itis customary among children in Southeast Asia to address their teachers and other honourable
members of the society as sir and madam. Children also address the NGO officials/workers the
same way. Khan madam and Rana sir refer to us, the researcher (first author) and the creative
writer (second author), respectively. We collected the stories of children’s lived experiences in
the camp as part of a research study investigating displaced children’s experiences of places.
We approached children through an NGO that ran the learning centre which the child
protagonist of this story attended.

We adopted a participatory action research strategy that applied a range of creative methods
to capture children’s stories. These included drawings, interviews, storytelling workshops and
guided photo-walks. The drawings children produced were used as a prompt for interviews and
storytelling activities. The story presented here draws on the above methods and is a composite
narrative created through juxtaposition of stories shared by several child protagonists who
participated in the study and engaged in the above methods. This semi-fictional story,
therefore, can be categorised as ‘composite stories’ (Solérzano and Yosso, ‘Critical race
methodology’, 2002), which are data driven and can create new understandings and narratives
of lived experiences of children. We used refugee-critical race theory (RefugeeCrit) (Strekalova-
Hudges, ‘Unpacking refugee flight’, 2019) and counter-storytelling as our critical race theory
methodology (Solérzano and Yosso, ‘Critical race methodology’, 2002) to frame the present
work. RefugeeCrit is an emerging critical race theory that challenges the ‘suffering, needy and
helpless’ images of refugee children and families (Karsli-Calamak et al., ‘Teachers’ insights on
early math education’, 2018, p390) and helps us to recognise the intersectionality of children’s
experiences in temporary settlements of Rohingya refugee camps. Counter-story is a method
of telling the stories of those people whose experiences are rarely shared. Counter-stories can
challenge and deconstruct the dominant voice of majoritarian stories through focusing on
participant voice (Strekalova-Hughes and Wang, ‘Perspectives of children’, 2019).

The counter-story presented here draws from the stories the children shared as they engaged
in the participatory action research methods with us - the researcher and the creative writer,
helping us to understand how places-in-between influenced their lived experiences in order to
improve them. However, we have authority over whose stories are being told (or not told), and
how they are being told, and, therefore, have questioned our own ways of selecting stories and
interpreting children’s voices. We returned to our data again and again and listened to
children’s voices to make sure we did not produce a simplified picture of children’s stories
(Hohti and Karlsson, ‘Lollipop stories’, 2014). Our reflexive listening to children’s voices
enabled us to capture a composite story of their varied experiences in the refugee camp.
Children’s lived experiences are profoundly shaped by the places where they take refuge.
‘Infrastructures of care’, in the form of camps created by humanitarian agencies and designed
by town planners, can facilitate, enable or constrain ‘care’ for displaced children. Children
themselves shape spaces of care and create their own spaces, as Shahida and Yasmin did in this
case through pasting their pictures on the wall. Place and place attachment are central to the
development of a person’s identity and overall well-being. Children’s built environments
become a part of their social and personal identity as they grow (Wolley et al, 1999). Having a
sense of place is particularly important for displaced children whose attachment to a place is
disrupted, as this can affect their sense of identity and psychological well-being (Scannell et al.,
“That was the last time I saw my house”’, 2016). Taking control over a space (e.g. by pasting
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pictures on the partition or by creating a small garden) can contribute to the feeling of a
positive sense of self-identity and therefore the development of place attachment (Chawla,
Growing Up in an Urbanising World, 2002).

By ‘school’, students refer to the learning centres where they are taught English, Burmese and
mathematics.

Chacha means ‘paternal uncle’.

A tube well is a water well which pulls water from underneath using a long tube. Deep tube
wells are the principal source of water for the refugee camps in Kutupalong.

Rohingya is the language spoken by the Rohingya community. It is closely related to the
Chittagonian Bengali dialect spoken in Chittagong, Teknaf and Cox’s Bazar. The interpreters
who work in the camps are mostly from neighbouring areas and speak in Chittagonian dialect,
or Chatgaya, as they call it locally.
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Cultural elaboration of care:
mobility among Indigenous youth
in Guatemala

Lauren Heidbrink, with illustrations by
Gabriela Afable

It was unexpected. My father died in a car accident and my mother
was left with the four of us to care for alone. We sold the few things
that remained in the house — the bed, the dresser, the stove, our
gtiipiles [traditional blouses] — so we could pay for the funeral. We still
did not have enough, so we mortgaged the house. We buried my
father, but not even properly, and we took the rest to pay for my
passage. I'm the second daughter; my sister did not want to go, but I
did. Iwanted to support my family, to help my mother, and to send my
little brothers to school . . . Iwas scared though, worried about getting
raped, but I knew I must go. I figured it’s better to die trying than to
die here not able to contribute.

— Leticia,' 16 years old, Department of San Marcos, Guatemala

Leticia is one of a growing number of young people migrating
unaccompanied from Guatemala to the United States.” Often dismissed
as simple victims of poverty or stigmatised as gang members, these young
people are social actors who contribute to the survival of their households
through their care, labour and mobility. Sitting in her family’s courtyard,
Leticia shared how she tends to her siblings, works on the family farm
and, following her father’s untimely death, migrated to ensure her
family’s survival. ‘But it didn’t go as planned,’” she explained. Following
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three deportations from Mexico, Leticia and her family collapsed under
the weight of the debt that financed her migration. ‘The bank took our
home and the land underneath it. That was three years ago. Now we live
here in my uncle’s home. We lost everything — our father, our home, my
reputation.” Recently, Leticia and her family began deliberating her
younger sister’s migration. ‘God willing, she will find better luck.’

The experiences of young migrants like Leticia are regularly
overlooked, ignored or discounted. They are relegated to simplified tropes
of children left behind, abandoned or dependent upon the actions and
outcomes of adults.® Through longitudinal research with Indigenous
Maya children and young people in diverse spaces and geographies — in
communities of origin in Guatemala, zones of transit in Mexico, detention
centres for ‘unaccompanied minors’ in the United States, government
facilities receiving returned children in Guatemala — young people share
how they negotiate everyday violence and discrimination, how they and
their families prioritise limited resources and make difficult decisions and
how they develop and sustain relationships over time and space.

Seemingly new patterns of migration among Central American
children suggest that young people are engaged in familial survival
strategies that are increasingly transnational and youth-led (Figure 10.1).

Figure 10.1 El camino/The journey (Illustrated by Gabriela Afable).
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According to Guatemala’s Secretaria de Bienestar Social (Secretariat of
Social Welfare), 95 per cent of returned children aged between 0 and 17
years old are Indigenous — primarily Mam and K’iche’ children from highland
communities in the departments of Quetzaltenango, San Marcos, Quiché,
Huehuetenango and Totonicapan (Figure 10.2).* United States Customs and
Border Protection data on the communities of origin of unaccompanied
children apprehended from 2007 to 2017 concurs that Guatemalan migrant
children originate from primarily Indigenous communities in the highlands
and along the Mexican—Guatemalan borderlands, where there are shared
Indigenous identities with the Maya in southern Mexico.”

Among Indigenous families, young people enact care and belonging
through their decision to migrate, their financial contributions to family
and their unpaid care work in countries of origin, transit and arrival. They
shape household bonds and mediate conflict by providing emotional and
social support to family members adapting to new cultural, social and
economic contexts.® Elsewhere, I examine the complex and multiple
geographies of violence and insecurity that underpin migratory
decisions.” Here, I focus on how young people and their families imbue
meaning into their physical and social mobility, rather than how those in
power assign meaning to it. I seek to move beyond reified tropes of
children as simple victims or migrant typologies (such as refugee,
economic migrant or unaccompanied child) to recognise young people as
interdependent social agents and, importantly, to learn what they do with
their agency amid restrictions on their (im)mobility. This does not ignore
or negate the poverty, violence or abuse that may spur some young people
to migrate; instead, it recognises them as social actors and values the
cultural, social and kinship networks in which they are embedded.

Based on five years of research with over 100 Indigenous young
people (primarily Mam and K’iche’) deported from the United States and
Mezxico to Guatemala, this chapter begins with an overview of how
historical displacements of Indigenous communities during Spanish
colonialism (1524-1821), the plantation economy (nineteenth century)
and the armed conflict (1960-96) have patterned the contemporary
migration of young people from Guatemala. I then turn to how young
people like Leticia engage in migration — internal, seasonal, regional and,
increasingly, transnational — as a form of intergenerational caregiving.
Moving between these historical and contemporary contexts, we might
recognise how the migration of Indigenous children and young people is
at once relational and contextual, developing as a social value and
economic necessity among Maya families in present-day Guatemala. In
contrast with depictions of a ‘child migration crisis’ as an abrupt and
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Figure 10.2 Retornos/Returns (Illustrated by Gabriela Afable).

time-limited disruption, youth mobility is a cultural elaboration of care,
one rooted in long-standing displacements of Indigenous communities by
colonial authorities, dictatorship, genocide and foreign intervention that
continue to destabilise the region.

Todos somos migrantes

AsIwalked with my long-time friend and Maya spiritual guide Don Balam
from the central plaza to his home on the outskirts of Momostenango, we
met Juan Diego and his son Alfredo, who were returning home from
working in the fields. Juan Diego invited us into his home for atol de elote.
Sitting on the only available white plastic chairs, Don Balam and I sipped
the sweet corn-and-milk drink as Alfredo crouched nearby, drawing
circles with a stick in the dirt. “Todos somos migrantes’ (We are all
migrants), he explained. Alfredo had been participating in migration to
Guatemala’s Pacific coast since the age of nine. Now, at age 17, he
expounded, ‘My father and uncles went with their father when they were
little, but they harvested corn back then. It’s just what we do. Now, it’s
sugarcane; it’s hard work. I probably wasn’t much help when I was
younger, but I tried here and there. I helped clean up after them in the
fields and brought them lunch. Now, I am old enough and can keep pace.’
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Juan Diego explained how he and his brother (Alfredo’s uncle)
came of age in the 1970s and 1980s harvesting corn on small familial
plots and more frequently working on the corporate-owned sugar
plantations that now pervade the coast. He described how young Maya of
the highlands often migrate from very early ages along historical seasonal
patterns to the Pacific coast of Guatemala to harvest coffee, sugarcane
and corn.® These patterns have a violent genealogy. During the Spanish
colonial period, Indigenous peoples were forcibly relocated to serve as
slaves. The colonial authorities compelled them to migrate in order to
provide a range of compulsory labour, including servicio personal, labour
provided in the form of a tribute or encomienda for the benefit of
Spaniards; servicio ordinario, a form of cheap labour; and congregacién,
the forcible resettlement of people to facilitate exploitation of their
labour.” Through forced labour on plantations and extreme violence, the
Spanish minority asserted its dominance over Indigenous peoples until
slavery was abolished in 1823, two years after independence.

Freedom from forced labour for Indigenous peoples in Guatemala
was short-lived. The ladino (non-Indigenous) elite took power following
the withdrawal of the Spaniards and maintained a monopoly on land
rights. They established a system of plantations that benefited from an
inexpensive Indigenous labour force and stripped Indigenous peoples of
their land. President Justo Rufino Barrios (1873-85) created new
institutions to monitor land use and implemented a series of land reform
programmes that required landowners to claim individual legal titles to
their land.'® These bureaucratic reforms were contrary to the Maya
cultural traditions of communal cultivation and ownership. Juan Diego
described how his ancestors had previously farmed communally, and
when they failed to secure the newly required individual land titles, the
government reclassified their land as ‘unclaimed’ and redistributed the
plots, primarily to the ladino elite.'! Unaware of the land reform
programme and in the absence of eviction by the government, many
Indigenous farmers like Juan Diego’s great-grandparents continued to
cultivate the land, not recognising until decades later that they had lost
all legal rights to the property.

As anthropologist Patricia Foxen describes in her ethnography of
K’iche’ transnational migration, President Barrios’s land reforms sought
to stimulate coffee as the leading export, while providing ‘cheap seasonal
agricultural labour on large coastal haciendas (estates or plantations).
These laws targeted Maya peoples whose “duty” it was to work on
plantations [and] included the legislation of mandamiento [forced labour
requiring each Indigenous community to supply a specified amount of
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labour each year] and habilitacion [debt servitude].”*? During this time,
labourers were saddled with substantial financial debts, which they
passed on to their children. A multigenerational system of peonage
emerged in which many migrated to the Pacific coast to labour as colonos
(permanent workers) or as jornaleros (day labourers or seasonal workers),
migration patterns still in effect over 140 years later. The labour of
Indigenous people became ‘the property of coffee, sugar, and cotton
latifundistas [plantation owners], many of whom rented out to Indians in
the highlands in exchange for plantation labour’."* Barrios’s policies not
only displaced thousands of Indigenous farmers but also initiated the
erosion of the traditional system of communal land ownership honoured
by Indigenous communities at the time.

By the early twentieth century, enterprising German immigrants
and ladinos began to capitalise on the land seizures of the 1870s. Once
again, newly established coffee plantations benefited from the inexpensive
manual labour of the Indigenous peoples who had previously occupied
and cultivated the land. While Indigenous Guatemalans like Juan Diego’s
family had worked as seasonal migrants along the Pacific coast since the
nineteenth century, the 1950s saw increased regional migration of
Guatemalan labourers into Mexico as the consolidation of large tracts of
land into the hands of the elite limited the capacity for survival of
Indigenous communities in rural Guatemala.'* By 1979, over two-thirds
of Guatemala’s population resided in rural areas, yet approximately 54
per cent of land plots were too small to support subsistence farming.'®
This trend has only continued. Decades of military repression, US foreign
intervention and genocide during the armed conflict (1960-96) have
deepened and institutionalised oppression of Indigenous communities in
present-day Guatemala.

Recently, as Alfredo astutely identified and Juan Diego historicised,
there have been notable shifts in Guatemalan agriculture. Since the early
2000s, major land rushes among sugarcane and African palm producers
have increasingly driven subsistence corn farmers out of work. Some
small farmers have sold their land due to failed crops and the associated
financial debt; others are coerced into selling their land when
neighbouring plantations cut off their water supply or when access to
public roads becomes deliberately restricted by gangs, narcotraffickers or
the private security of multinational corporations.'® For small landowners
and labourers like Alfredo and Juan Diego, there are few protections
against harassment and coercion by elite landowners and multinational
corporations. Without state intervention or legal protections, wage-
labour migration continues unabated. As a family strategy, young people
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—boys and girls — participate through their labour in the fields or through
their everyday activities of shopping, cooking and cleaning, as we can see
in Alfredo’s description of his childhood. Although the literature often
centres on how care can be gendered for girls, in Indigenous communities
boys likewise engage in socially reproductive labour from young ages. As
they grow, young people may undertake more distant or semi-permanent
migrations as an ongoing manifestation of their care work and caregiving.

Hemos hecho desde siempre

Plantations in southern Mexico rely heavily upon the labour of Indigenous
Guatemalans. Ignacio, 16 years old and recently deported from Mexico,
explained that his family began working seasonally in Chiapas, Mexico:
‘In Mexico, it costs more to get there, but the wages are better, and we
make a bit more in the exchange rate from pesos to quetzales.” At nine
years old, Ignacio began accompanying his uncles and cousins to
southern Mexico. Massaging his palm with his thumb, he described his
first trip to Mexico:

At first, it was an adventure, a way to escape school. I remember
sleeping on the floor at the camp and tending the chickens with
another boy, Manuel. We fed them every morning and cleaned up
the living barracks — washed, swept, made beds. Occasionally, a
man would tell us to sort seeds. We were paid by the number of kilos
we could sort. [ remember my fingers hurt, but I didn’t stop because
I wanted to contribute. They bled and cramped up at first. They hurt
for days. Still do, but I got used to it. Manuel and I would race to see
who could sort the most; we made a game of it, so we wouldn’t be
so bored. Now, my fingers are too fat, so I pick grapes.

Children as young as six or seven years old describe migrating to labour
camps principally in Chiapas, Oaxaca and Veracruz in southern Mexico.
Initially, children may accompany their parents, extended family or fellow
community members as helpers on coffee plantations. The labour of
children in particular is enlisted in tasks requiring fine motor skills, such
as picking coffee, cleaning crops and classifying and packing exotic
plants.’” The most recent Mexican national statistics indicate that
approximately 13 per cent of migration to Mexico is attributed to young
people aged between 15 and 18; because official statistics do not count
children under 14 years old, the data likely underestimate the scale of
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child labour migration.'® For Ignacio, migration to Mexico was a means
by which he and his family responded to their immediate needs, while
minimising the assumption of large migratory debts, which now reach
USD12,000, and avoiding the risks associated with migration to more
distant locations.

Young people describe learning the bus routes and safe crossing
points over time and developing relationships with foremen who might
later hire them. Upon reaching 16 years old, Guatemalans can legally
travel alone with documentation indicating parental permission to
work. Frequently, however, these documents are neither provided nor
requested. Many young people say they continue to migrate, joining
siblings, cousins and peers, in order to support their families and to plan
for their own marriages, parenthood and households. For those like
Ignacio braving the increasingly dangerous journey further north, grape
harvesting in central Mexico promises better wages and relatively less
taxing physical labour. Regional migrants may confront the cartels and
gangs that troll migratory routes and charge a tax for passage, and may
likewise encounter enhanced immigration enforcement in Mexico. In
2016, immigration officers detained Ignacio and his uncle at Siglo XXI,
Mexico’s largest detention facility, located in Tapachula, Chiapas.
Initially surprised, Ignacio later reflected, ‘Hemos hecho desde siempre.
¢Por qué estoy aqui?’ (We have always done this. Why am I here [being
jailed]?). He described how he was detained alongside several farmers
with muddied sandals and machetes, whom immigration authorities
had apprehended as they worked their own lands along the Guatemala—
Mexico border.

Un equilibrio

Indigenous young people may sequentially or concurrently participate in
other contemporary patterns of rural-to-urban migration. As poverty
deepens in the highlands, young people may travel to Guatemala City
temporarily, semi-permanently or permanently to participate in the
growing private security industry, serving as guards for private homes
and businesses of the elite. They might also labour in the informal sector,
shining shoes, washing and guarding cars and/or selling wares on the
roadside or chicle (gum) in the marketplace. I encountered a few very
young children (ages six to nine), mostly boys, who had made the trip to
Guatemala City alone; more frequently, 13- to 17-year-olds travel by
themselves and negotiate labour agreements as ayudantes (assistants) in
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small shops or on buses. When physically capable, boys participate in the
construction industry in Guatemala City, which offers higher wages but
few labour protections. Girls also migrate to Guatemala City, to work as
waitresses or assistants in restaurants and shops, provide childcare, or,
more commonly, serve as domestic labourers or caregivers for the elderly
in middle-class households.

When she was 13 years old, Maria Clara travelled to Guatemala
City from the K’akchiquel community of San Marcos La Laguna in the
Department of Solola. She recalled, ‘My mother didn’t support me
leaving, but I think my father understood why I left.” Sipping hot
chocolate in a local cafe, now 17 years old, Maria Clara explained her
reasons for moving to Guatemala City. ‘Il wanted to have my own money
and to be more independent. I didn’t want to stay in San Marcos [La
Laguna] for the rest of my life; I wanted to see something and to help my
family.” Her older brother had also left the family home without his
parents’ blessing in 2012, migrating to the United States, where I would
eventually meet him at a facility for unaccompanied children and young
people in Chicago, Illinois. The small envelope with $300 and two
photographs that I was hand delivering to Maria Clara from her brother
was testament to this aspiration. Maria Clara laughed as she thumbed
through the photographs of her brother, hair slicked back, standing next
to a yellow corvette with black racing stripes. Another photograph
showed her brother with the night-time lights of the Chicago skyline
illuminated behind him. ‘He’s seeing something for sure. I can’t imagine,’
she chuckled.

Maria Clara described that her cousin had secured her a position
as a domestic worker in the middle-class home of an engineer and his
family in Guatemala City’s Zona 12, where she cleaned, cooked and
tended to their three children six days per week. ‘It’s not so bad. It could
be worse like the girls who get trapped into selling themselves in
[Mexico’s southern city of] Tapachula. At least my patrona [employer]
is not cruel and I get one day off to myself.” In Guatemala, there are no
standard legal protections providing for a minimum wage or an eight-
hour workday. In spite of her 16-hour days and minimal pay, Maria
Clara felt fortunate, as the labour conditions of other Indigenous young
people who migrate to Guatemala City are often far more abusive and
exploitative.

‘Ttry to establish un equilibrio [a balance], she explained regarding
her efforts to send money home to her parents and still afford an
occasional luxury item, such as floral soaps and lotions, a new blouse,
earrings or magazines. At first glance, it would appear that Maria Clara
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is attempting to juggle the economic needs of and social obligations to
her family with her own desire to enjoy material goods that are often
restricted to the middle and upper classes, but this equilibrio defies
neoliberal understandings of economic migration. Here, Maria Clara is
invoking the K’akchiquel concept of balance. As anthropologist Edward
Fischer explains, contrary to notions of balance as a seesaw in which
quantities (goods, time and the like) are distributed in oppositional
relation to a centre point, balance is understood as centredness.'” That
is, feeling grounded physically and metaphysically or in harmony
between humans and the cosmos. For Maria Clara, the meaning she
assigns to her obligations are firmly rooted in cultural values and beliefs
that intimately bind her to family, community and indeed the universe.

Un acto de amor

As with seasonal and internal migration, young people’s caregiving
roles and social obligations can shape the decision to migrate
internationally. Some young people migrate seasonally or regionally for
years before undertaking transnational migration; others, like 14-year-
old Bernardo, would leave their communities for the first time to
migrate to the United States. Bernardo’s parents initially forbade his
migration from Ixchiguan in the Department of San Marcos. Sitting at
their kitchen table, his father Armando described their deliberations
over their son’s desire to migrate:

Itold [my son] that we didn’t have the money to support him going
to the United States. He managed to gather together funds from his
uncle in Maryland, sold his motorcycle, borrowed from friends — all
to pay the coyote. I worry about him. Every day I worry, but I know
he is resourceful and hardworking. He will survive.

Showing me a picture of his son standing in front of a grocery store in Los
Angeles, Armando said, ‘El sera alguien. Soy orgulloso. Fijate, migracién
es un acto de amor.” (He will be someone. I am proud. Look, migration is
an act of love.)

With his parents’ tacit support, Bernardo was able to draw on his
peer and familial connections to secure the necessary funding to ensure
a modestly safer passage to the United States through the contracting of
a pollero de confianza (trusted smuggler) well known in Ixchiguan.
Without familial support and social capital, Bernardo might not have had
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Figure 10.3 Tienda /Family store (Illustrated by Gabriela Afable).

the financial resources to undertake irregular migration, yet as a
resourceful, hardworking and determined young man, he gathered
piecemeal the necessary funds and incurred considerable financial debt
to migrate transnationally. For many young people, migration bolsters
their position within kinship, communal and ethnic networks that offer
emotional and financial support over time and space. Now, as a migrant
in the United States, Bernardo is a source of pride for his family. For his
father, this migration is the embodiment of Bernardo’s love for and
commitment to his family.

Examining multiple forms of migration through the lens of care
allows us to consider the material and affective contributions of
Indigenous young people and how the intensity and direction of care and
caregiving shift over time. Bernardo was the recipient of his parents’ and
grandparents’ care, but as he entered early adolescence, his assumption
of household responsibility and caregiving grew. The needs of parents
and children are under constant negotiation; transnational migration as
a rite of passage for many young people demarcates a pivotal shift in the
obligation for and distribution of care across the generations, in which a
family’s investment of financial, emotional and social capital in their
child’s migration becomes an investment in the household’s future well-
being (Figure 10.3).%°
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Conclusion

The multiple and often inter-related migratory trajectories of young people
— seasonal, regional, internal and transnational — are not uniquely a
contemporary phenomenon. Youth migration among Indigenous
communities in Guatemala is a historically rooted strategy used to navigate
forced labour, violence and displacement from the colonial period to the
present day. Scholars have documented how Indigenous communities in
post-conflict Guatemala continue to be expelled systematically from all
areas of social and political life, including the labour market, public
education, healthcare, development initiatives and political participation.*!
Indeed, in my ethnographic interviews, young people described the
conditions prompting migration in terms of high rates of unemployment,
scarce arable land, mounting familial debt, limited employment and
education opportunities, and family emergencies (such as accidents,
chronic illness and death). Amid extreme poverty and structural violence,
young people and their families are left with few viable options to meet
everyday household needs while remaining in Guatemala.

Alongside these structural causes, migration mediates and is
mediated by social relationships and cultural values. Over time, a culture
of migration has developed as a means of survival and as a social value. It
is deeply ingrained in young people’s formative experiences. For Alfredo,
seasonal migration is just what we do’ because ‘todos somos migrantes’
(we are all migrants). For Ignacio, regional migration is an activity;
‘hemos hecho desde siempre’ (we have always done this). For Maria
Clara, family members who migrated to the United States and to
Guatemala City facilitated her internal migration and her ongoing
contributions to family, while enabling her to nurture a material and
cosmic equilibrio (balance) in her life. For his father, Bernardo’s migration
is ‘un acto de amor’ (an act of love). These young people and their families
understand their migration as interwoven with their personal desires,
intergenerational and social obligations, and cultural values.

The historical displacements of Indigenous communities are
intimately linked to the systematic marginalisation of Indigenous peoples
in present-day Guatemala. These displacements — both historic and
contemporary — pattern the (im)mobility of young people who utilise
migration as an intergenerational survival strategy. When taken together,
claims of child migration as an emergent or acute ‘crisis’ are not only
short-sighted but also historically inaccurate. By examining how
Indigenous families infuse meaning into child migration and how this
meaning has shifted over time, we learn that the ‘migration crisis’ has
been generations in the making.
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Art in Dialogue 6. Core concepts of care. If a condition of childhood is someone taking care of you,
what happens when this person is not there? How does this affect how children grow up? ©Meera
Shakti Osborne. This image was produced by the artist in dialogue with chapter authors and other
attendees during a series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes of this volume: childhood mobility,
care and crisis.
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Care and (neoliberal) responsibility:
experiences of migrant and working
children in Mexico and India

Valentina Glockner
Translated from Spanish by Joaquim Martin Capdevila

Entanglements: a day in the life of two working children

In two distant parts of the world, two girls get up as soon as the sun rises
and prepare for another day of work. Both are internal migrants, expelled
from their home regions along with their rural working families because
of a local agriculture crisis resulting from decades of neoliberal policies
and environmental deterioration. Both girls know very well what forced
migration means for their precarious living conditions, the food crisis and
their search for possibilities for a better future. They are all too familiar
with the feeling of being foreigners in their own country, and the
implications for their lives.

For Reina,' a 10-year-old Indigenous Na Savi (Mixtec) girl from one
of Mexico’s poorest municipalities, who has worked as a jornalera (day
labourer) since the age of six, being an internal migrant has meant
moving around the country to harvest crops. Being a child, and a migrant
worker, has also meant living a nomadic, precarious and unstable life,
where alivelihood is never guaranteed. Rather, livelihoods are shaped by
market fluctuations, weather conditions, labour demands and working
conditions imposed by intermediaries and entrepreneurs. Reina has had
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to grow at pace with the increase in workloads, the economic needs of her
family and long working days which usually last 10 to 12 hours. Like
others, her body has had to become immune to tiredness, boredom and
illness through hard effort, despite constant contact with pesticides and
agrochemicals. Harvesting in the furrows every day, Reina traverses the
bountiful lands of highly controlled, technical food production.

On the other side of the world lives Rajni, a nine-year-old Indigenous
kannadiga?® girl who migrated several years ago with her family from her
rural community to the city of Bangalore, the Silicon Valley of India. For
her, being an internal migrant, coming from an economically
disadvantaged and ‘untouchable’ caste has meant, among other things,
not having access to an official identity. She has remained invisible to
state institutions and therefore has not had access to welfare programmes
or education. Since she arrived in the city, Rajni has had to live in squalid
and informal settlements, colloquially referred to as slums, without access
to the most basic public services such as drinking water, sewage services
and medical care.

For Rajni, being a migrant has meant leaving her rural community
behind to move to a new social and physical environment, where
economic needs, anonymity and lack of opportunities have led to her
becoming self-employed as an informal recyclables or waste collector on
the streets of Bangalore, India’s most cosmopolitan and modern city.
Every day, Rajni travels through a topography of garbage, waste and
deterioration created by modern-day capitalism.

Both Rajni and Reina travel several kilometres daily. Countless
times, they bend over, pick up what their small skilled little hands find,
and put it in a sack that hangs at their waist. Their expert eyes search for
what they recognise as valuable. For them, collecting vegetables or
recyclable waste is not a choice, but a matter of survival. Despite living in
two very different countries and regions of the so-called ‘Global South’,
their work similarly takes place at the extreme ends of two multi-billion-
dollar value chains that are essential to the global economy: the fresh
food production industry and the recyclable waste industry.

Although the lives of migrant working children in Mexico and India
are interconnected through the global dynamics of exploitation and
precariousness under neoliberalism, there is more that unites them. They
are also connected through the different daily practices and strategies
that they and other child workers have developed to respond to these
contexts. These are care practices that contribute to their physical,
economic and emotional survival, as well as that of their families. They
constitute and construct counter-narratives and responses in the face of
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inequality and injustice. It is therefore crucial to recognise the centrality
of these care practices in the reproduction of life, as well as in academic
reflection on the ways in which migrant and working children in the
Global South face instability and exploitation in a neoliberal context.?

Migration and neoliberal instability in children’s lives

Coming from rural, agricultural communities, as well as from a ‘low’ or
‘scheduled™ caste, as is the case in India, or an Indigenous community, as
in Mexico, migrant and working children — and their families — have been
forced to move to the ‘more developed’ areas of their respective countries
in search of new economic opportunities. They have become migrants and
internally displaced persons as a result of the neoliberal economic model
and policies.” As agricultural production in their home regions becomes
unsustainable, children stop working both on family land and in the
subsistence farming economy in order to migrate and find new jobs. This
forces families to fragment their skills and abilities as they seek to minimise
periods of unemployment and maximise employment opportunities in the
face of demands for flexibility in labour and working hours.

As children and their families migrate, they bring their experiences and
ethical and moral precepts, as well as family and community work practices
that allow them to build relationships of collaboration, responsibility,
reciprocity and care for others. These are bonds between children and adults
where age hierarchies and family dynamics play a central role, and which are
not necessarily equitable. These relationships relate to specific traditions
around (re)production in rural and farming communities, and are governed
to a certain extent by norms and methods of organisation specific to a caste
or ethnicity. However, within the new forms of wage labour and piecework
in Mexico and India, exploitation of child labour is often normalised and
made invisible by being identified as ‘family work’ or as children ‘helping
their parents’. Under these systems, and in the absence of direct employers,
parents, older siblings and/or relatives with whom children work on a daily
basis — and who manage their earnings —end up functioning as ‘guardians’ of
a child’s commitment/obligation to contribute economically to household
income; they become ‘gatekeepers’ of their working conditions and
‘regulators’ of their work hours.

Migrant child workers are forced into (self-)employment and
informal work as day labourers (Mexico) or as street collectors (India),
compelled by the pressure of an ethical, moral and economic responsibility
to contribute to their family’s subsistence and to strengthen the domestic
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unit. However, by trying to use their labour to combat their families’
extreme instability, they end up shouldering the burden and consequences
of their precarious conditions. They strive to work more and more hours,
increase their earnings and minimise unemployment or downtime. They
demand more of themselves in their informal, self-employed situations.
As a result, they end up in conditions of (self-)exploitation and self-
governance to meet their labour responsibilities, while also building
strategies to care for others in the face of violence and financial
vulnerability. Of course, these are extremely counter-productive to their
present and future well-being.

India
Before I arrived in Bangalore I was with my grandmother. She took
care of me, and I helped her . . . [Being] a [waste] collector is a bad
job. When we are in our village, we take care of the land, we work
with our grandparents, we take care of the animals. I help my dad
plant and I also take care of our pig. Sometimes you have to sleep in
the field because at night the water gets there, and we have to turn
on the machine to water each plant. We used to sow cotton, lentils,
wheat and jowar (sorghum) (Figure 11.1).

- Shambu, 10 years old. Bangalore, India.

Figure 11.1. Drawing which shows life in a child’s home village,
including cultivated fields and home. Shambu, 10 years old.
Bangalore, India (Source: Valentina Glockner).
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Because of migration, the ethical and moral systems of care and
responsibility forged in their rural/agricultural, ethnic and/or caste
communities are inserted and adapted to new market niches and the new
work they undertake. At times, this creates a thin line separating child
labour from the exploitation of children through family relationships and
emotional bonds that become even more fragile and diffuse. By migrating
and inserting themselves into new job niches, the new dynamics of
precarious piecework — where children must strive to self-regulate and be
more productive — contribute to normalising and confusing (self-)
exploitation with hierarchies and family relationships. The imperative to
contribute to the family’s financial survival, and help pay off debts
incurred by parents, co-exists alongside, and is intertwined with,
emotional and family ties.° The testimonies presented here show that
children take on labour obligations within new unstable work
arrangements by viewing the needs and economic responsibilities, or
debts, of their parents as their own.

Mexico
When we planted strawberries, I worked. I had to clean and take out
garbage. It was sometimes quite difficult [it is very expensive to
seed], because if we did not have [money], we borrowed from people,
and it was not enough for all of us (Figure 11.2).

- Rosalinda, 9 years old. Morelos, Mexico.

Figure 11.2. Drawing showing the strawberry fields and the way
children carry a basket tied around their waists for harvesting. Rosalinda,
nine years old. Morelos, Mexico (Source: Valentina Glockner).
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Methodological note

I have taken the methodological approach used in this chapter to highlight
connections between forced migration, the insertion of children into
unstable labour conditions and job insecurity in both countries. This
perspective has allowed me to build a transnational dialogue. This
proposal resonates with Cindy Katz’s work on ‘countertopography’,” as it
proposes to look — on a spatial and temporal scale — at the effects that the
neoliberal transformation of the economy, internal displacement and
precariousness have had on the lives of migrant and working children.
Although the globalisation of the neoliberal model should not be
understood as a homogeneous phenomenon, given that its effects have
been diverse in different regions of the world, it is possible to find parallels
and similarities. This approach allows us to build transnational dialogues
for understanding childhoods in the Global South as a social construct
that is dynamic and interconnected in time and space, based on the socio-
economic and political phenomena that impact the children and their
communities the most.

As Katz’ proposes, even if they are located in different and distant
countries and regions, the lives of children have been transformed and
affected in similar ways by the processes of economic restructuring
imposed by the neoliberal model and related policies that implement
structural change.® At the same time, the differences and divergences
between the two contexts allow us to understand that neoliberalism is not
a uniform or stable phenomenon. Indeed, it can be better understood
through the differentiated effects it produces, as well as from the social
dynamics, subjects and subjectivities it generates.’

With this methodological approach in mind, in this chapter I
discuss findings from a series of research projects carried out between
2008 and 2018."° Fieldwork in India took place between 2010 and 2012,
while work in central and northern Mexico was carried out from 2008
to the end of 2018. In both countries, the methodology was based on
long processes of participant observation, made possible by working
alongside the children and their families. Participant observation was
also carried out within spaces and during activities led by teachers,
employers, job recruiters, activists and workers from non-governmental
organisations. In addition to this, the research included in-depth
interviews, individual and collective workshops based on participatory
methodologies and opportunities for self-representation through
playing, theatre and drawing.
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Child labour and care in the context of neoliberal instability

As Diane Elson postulates, child labour and exploitation cannot be
understood solely in terms of links between capitalist accumulation and
patriarchal or familial subordination.!! It is also necessary to understand
how the subordination of children occurs because of their status. Working
children cannot claim full social status on their own because they are not
considered ‘economic agents’.’? This results, in part, from the fact that
their productive activities are embedded in a division of labour based on
age and status hierarchies within families. Therefore, their activities are
recognised only on the basis of the relationship they have with the adults
on whom they depend, and with the family or community groups to
which they belong, since they are not considered full members of society
themselves.”® Subordination and child (self-)exploitation are two
processes that result from the confluence of capitalist labour market
inequalities, the patriarchal system and an adult-centric model based on
age hierarchies, which together prevent the recognition of children as
economic actors in their own right.'*

The complexity of such a familial and socio-economic context makes
it even more relevant to document and reflect on (self-)care practices and
strategies. Over the past few years, the discussion of ‘care’ and ‘care work’,
along with feminist theory and epistemology, has generated a thorough
critique of economic and political models of late capitalism, particularly
the paradigms of development, neoliberalism and flexible accumulation.'®

Feminist studies have shown that the invisibility of care is based on
the sexual contract and the original organisation of work based on gender
differences that have relegated women to life-sustaining and reproductive
activities.'® Social studies of childhood have shown that these divisions
and the subordination of women have been extended to children,
traditionally considered to be subjects that belong exclusively to the
private, domestic sphere of social and biological reproduction. Therefore,
the knowledge and skills that women and children bring to the capitalist
labour process are often considered ‘natural’ attributes of their class, caste
or ethnicity, because the learning processes and the contexts in which
these skills are acquired have been socially and economically invisible.'”

Precisely because of the importance of counteracting the invisibility
to which children’s caring practices have been subjected, this chapter
aims to recognise and reflect on them from three different perspectives.
The economic perspective focuses on the practices that allow for the
production and reproduction of the subsistence of children and their
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families within a market system and a neoliberal context. The political
perspective is based on the ideas of Judith Butler,'® and aims to understand
care as a set of practices that recognise and respond to the unequal power
structures and dynamics that affect people, their relationships and their
lives. The ontological perspective is based on a dialogue with the ideas of
Leonardo Boff, which invite us to conceive of care as the ‘ethos of the
human being’.!” That is to say, care is a foundational and fundamental
dimension of human life, and the basis of relationships and collective life
in communion with everything that surrounds us. For Boff, care has an
ontological aspect, since we constitute ourselves as human beings through
our relationships of care for others and the world surrounding us. Without
care, no living being could survive. Therefore, caring is a ‘way of being in
the world’; it is the way through which human beings structure themselves
and through which they interact with others in the world.*

This is a deeply relational definition of care. It allows us to
understand care as the result of interactions based on practices and
attitudes of devotion, commitment, attention and concern towards
others. In this way, care appeals to forms of existence and co-existence
with those surrounding us and constitutes human beings as such,
including consciousness and identity. Care endows us with the ability to
become involved in, and be affected by, the existence of others.?! This
ontological/relational sphere complements the perspectives offered by
the political and economic dimensions of care and also points towards the
uniqueness of children’s experiences in these contexts.

Reciprocity and economic responsibility: care practices
towards parents

A common denominator in the lives of migrant and working children in
Mexico and India is that debt has become a central component of their
families’ economic reproduction and the ‘basis of social life’** in
neoliberalism. Debt has become the mechanism through which migrant
families subsidise all the subsistence costs that the market and state
transfer to precarious workers, from food and health to housing and
education, among others. These circumstances create so much financial
and emotional suffering for families that children are forced to build care
strategies and practices to try to grapple with the effects and consequences
of this situation. Here, financial, political and emotional/sentimental
dimensions of care are all interwoven.
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In this context of neoliberalism and indebtedness, child labour is
resignified and assumed by children as an inescapable economic
responsibility towards their families. It is also a way to repay their parents
for the efforts and expenses spent on raising them.

India
My mother and father are very much in debt; they have had to spend
a lot. My hope is to pay off their debts. My only wish is to see them
happy. We [children] are young, and we will be able to face and
endure whatever happens in the future. They have already built their
lives; it would be really difficult for them to do it alone. I'm going to
be fine. I'm the oldest and I can’t leave them alone. . . . [The NGO
activists] say that they want to help us and that we should not work
and that we have to be free to go to school, but they are not going to
pay off my father’s debts. When we finish paying off the debts, then I
will be free.

— Ribhu, 13 years old. Bangalore, India.

Figure 11.3 Prakash draws himself working on waste collection with
the sack he carries on his back and the path to his house (Source:
Valentina Glockner).

As Ribhu’s testimony above indicates, child labour is a vital element
in family survival and debt repayment. For children that take on the
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responsibility of paying back the debts of their parents, salaried work
subsequently turns into a practice of caring for their parents’ health,
honour and emotional well-being. The process of undertaking
responsibility is deeply linked to the ethos and the structure of the
economic reproduction model for farming families (Figure 11.3). This is
an economic unit in which, for the nuclear family to survive, it is essential
for all its members to participate and work.?® Additionally, it is the father
or parents who control and redistribute the profits and fruits of everyone’s
labour. This production logic turns children into what Cain calls
responsible but subordinate economic actors,’* and ensures that the
family (or parents) are the ones who continue to organise the production
and socialisation of productive labour. In this sense, production
relationships and kinship hierarchies legitimise each other.*

This order of things is also reinforced by moral codes of filial loyalty
and fraternal solidarity that form the fundamental basis of the extended
family, as well as of the social, economic and ritual activities that allow
for the (re)production of ethnic, farming and/or caste communities
(Figure 11.4). The practices of responsibility and reciprocity that working
children show towards their parents derive from this context, and this is
the reason such dynamics continue to exist. However, in the context of
unstable and informal labour, the above practices converge with the
conditions of economic inequality and exclusion that have made child
(self-)exploitation a specific category of neoliberal capitalism.

The central argument here is that the responsibility and economic
reciprocity taken on by children as care practices contribute to reproducing
a neoliberal logic because, in addition to seeking material survival, they
place debt repayment, a form of economic retribution to parents, and the
production of profits at the centre of the production and sustenance of
affective/emotional ties and kinship relations. The testimony (below) of
Carolina, a seven-year-old Indigenous Na Savi*®* (Mixtec) girl, shows us
that earning money to contribute to family finances is as important as
showing her mother how much she loves her and cares about her. That is
why her greatest desire is to work to be able to buy her mother the food
she likes and give her a gift. As a daughter, Carolina feels responsible for
the poverty of her family and parents, but also feels an ethical and moral
obligation to give back and care for them, because of the effort and
expenses they have faced to raise and take care of her.

The testimonies of Ribhu (above), who at that time worked in
construction with his father, and Carolina, who was still too young to
have the physical capacity to contribute significantly through her work in
the fields, show us that the confluence between the farming family ethos
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Mexico
‘What does it mean to be “poor”?’ I asked Carolina, referring to a
conversation she had had with her brothers when she returned from
working in the fields all day harvesting tomatoes.
—‘Nddvi,” she replied to me in her mother tongue, ‘tu’un savi.’?®
— ‘What does that mean?’ I asked again.
— That some of us have no money, or anything to eat.
— Why does that happen?
— Because we’re out of money . . . because the children spend the money,
ask their mother for money, and then it runs out.
— When there is no money, what happens?
— Well, I want to work to make money and save it for my mom. They’ll
buy the food they need to eat, whatever they want. When I get paid
money, I give a little to my mom and little is left for me. I keep it and then
when I go to work again, I save more, and I'm still saving more, and I
give everything to my mom. I would like to buy gifts for my mom. Like a
little heart or like a little gift with a stuffed animal kitten. That’s why I
go to work every day.

— Carolina, seven years old, Guerrero, Mexico.

Figure 11.4 Bladimir’s drawing represents the work of harvesting
and collecting tomatoes that thousands of migrant day labourers,
children and adults, carry out daily to survive. As Carolina’s
testimony illustrates, the children understand this work as part of
their economic responsibilities and care practices (Source: Valentina
Glockner).
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and the precariousness of neoliberal life force children to build care
practices that are contradictory and ambivalent. They try to care for, and
give back to, their parents in order to make them ‘happy’, as Ribhu says.
At the same time, however, these care practices make children’s lives even
more unstable because, as Ribhu confirms, this happens at the expense of
their ‘freedom’ and the time they would normally spend in school.

To make sense of these experiences, it is critical to understand the
transformations of child labour, as well as the economic, symbolic and
emotional roles that children play in families when they are displaced
from their home communities. Due to migration, families cease to be
domestic units oriented towards self-/community production and instead
become dedicated to flexible accumulation. In this new labour context,
the socialising work that child labour fulfils in rural/peasant societies is
replaced by a series of economic and labour processes where the main
aims are to minimise unemployment, pay off family debts and survive
inequality and economic violence.?*

However, this analysis still lacks a discussion of the ontological
dimension of care — that is, as a practice that constitutes a way of being,
relating to others and establishing oneself as an individual. The
ontological dimension is crucial to understanding the practices of
economic responsibility and the sense of reciprocity they engender. It
allows us to recognise the ethical and moral sense and the deep awareness
that children develop of the effect of economic difficulties on bodies,
emotions and relationships. The caregiving practices discussed above
reveal that children construct their existence in the world through deep
interconnection with others, and through actions that imbue interpersonal
and family relationships with strong experiences of affection. It is at
precisely this point that the political foundation of children’s actions lies.
In response to inequality and economic violence, children’s actions
preserve life, and provide relief, solidarity and affection. It is through
their care practices that children position themselves and respond to
conditions and contexts of extreme inequality and violence, for which
they recognise the causes and effects.

Children caring for other children: taking care of others
and oneself

In addition to the care practices that working and migrant children build in

their interaction with parents, there are others that are still less visible and
recognised from an adult perspective. These are the practices of solidarity,
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mutual support, reciprocity and responsibility that children maintain with
other children who are their friends, co-workers and siblings. These often go
unnoticed because they are seen as games, ways of being and the everyday
dynamics of childhood. However, they constitute authentic economic and
emotional strategies that allow children to deal with the effects of economic
violence and insecurity, since they allow children to face periods of resource
and/or food scarcity and share objects or possessions that provide moments
of joy, physical and economic relief, or pleasure.

Rajika’s testimony in India (below) speaks of personal and group
experiences of the ways in which child waste collectors take care of
themselves by sharing food, a practice that is crucial for their short- and
long-term survival. Thanks to this practice of mutual care, together
children avoid going hungry. Some children also combine their profits to
buy food that they distribute among everyone. Other practices of care,
solidarity and affection come from giving each other moments of
happiness and enjoyment by lending and giving out possessions that
others do not have. These can include elegant dresses to wear on special
occasions, hair accessories or ornaments, and toys found among the
waste or given by families in the area. This is often kept secret from adults
to avoid being scolded.

India
We borrowed dresses to wear at parties. Sometimes in the house we
were scolded and that’s why we did it secretly in a public toilet. We lent
our earrings, gave each other stickers, pins, hair ties. Little things, but
we shared everything. There were many times when we did not have
enough money to eat, and with only five rupees® we bought a single
meal to feed two, three, four children. It wasn’t enough to fill us up, but
it was like sharing happiness with friends . . . Sometimes they gave us
food and we always shared it. We always distributed it among
everyone, until we were left with only a little bit, just a bite. That was
how we thought . . . It’s just like that with child labourers. I always
fought for my friends, and they fought for me. If someone scolded me,
they would defend me. Even when we were fighting and not talking to
each other, we never stopped helping and defending each other. We
would come together to protect one another. We wouldn’t be silent
when someone came to scold or beat us. The working children helped
each other more because we also worked together. We were alone only
at night; the rest of the day we were always together.

- Rajika, 17 years old. Bangalore, India.
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Juan Pablo, a child labourer from Mexico who works every day to harvest
vegetables, shows us that care and reciprocity are also built by
interweaving emotional and economic relationships. For him, the love
and care he receives from his sister, when she worries about him because
of his torn shoes, is rewarded when he buys her clothes with the profits
he makes from his work, which he is able to do thanks to her care. Their
care practices are examples of mutual care, reciprocity and recognition
and respect for the skills and responsibilities that each one fulfils within
the family. Such reciprocity makes it possible to build strategies that are
both financially and emotionally sustaining, and which facilitate the
family’s material and emotional reproduction.

Mexico
The first time [I] came [to work] was because I felt bad being in my
village. Because there was my sister who walked around barefoot,
and when I saw her, I was sad, I didn’t feel right. That’s why I came
here to work, to buy something second-hand®’ for her. In my town
there was only new clothing for rich people, and without money I
couldn’t buy anything . . . Yes, I like to work. I just get tired and
sometimes I don’t. That’s why I don’t go sometimes, and I keep my
money for my sister, because my sister is a really good person, she’s
much bigger than me . . . When I tore my trousers she washed and
sewed them. She sewed everything for me, even my shoes. I tie them
with ribbon, with wire, with thread. Once when she was sewing them
for me, I walked to the hill barefoot, and I came back covered in
thorns, with cuts on my feet, and when I got back I said: “Look. I cut
myself, I got a thorn stuck in me,” and she said: “Your shoes are there,
put them on.” But I ripped them again soon after that and she fixed
them again. When I'm in my village I cut firewood and take care of
goats, because rich people bring goats out there and pay me ten
pesos®! ... Sometimes I like to work and sometimesIdon’t. Sometimes
I feel bad, and I almost think that the kids [children] shouldn’t work.
Once in a while I feel bad; I get tired, and that’s when I think they
shouldn’t work like me.

—Juan Pablo, 10 years old. Michoacan, Mexico.

Other examples of highly relevant mutual care and self-care
practices are those associated with gender differences. Some girl
collectors in Bangalore accompany each other when collecting on certain
streets or during full days of work. This happens especially when they
have to get up before dawn and go out to look for waste when it is still
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dark due to the large number of people competing for the same waste.*?
During these periods, they are particularly vulnerable to sexual assaults
and advances from men who assume that because they perform labour on
a public road, their bodies are also public and can be used as they please.
Despite the fact that girls working in groups or pairs can be a counter-
productive practice because it increases competition between them, it
also constitutes an act of self-care or mutual care because it is based on a
recognition of the vulnerability they face due to their gender. This care is
rooted in a form of solidarity which involves knowing that another girl
will understand the risks but also an effort to respond to these risks while
taking care of oneself in the process.

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to establish a transcultural and transnational
dialogue on the effects of forced migration, due to economic violence and
precariousness under neoliberalism, by looking at the experiences of
children working in informal sectors in two countries of the Global South:
India and Mexico. I have placed the care practices that children engage in
at the centre of the analysis, and have pointed out their economic,
political and ontological/emotional dimensions. It is postulated here that
care is a relational practice which seeks to respond to conditions of
violence and precariousness both created and deepened by neoliberalism.
Even in its diversity, this dialogue shows us important connections
between migrant and working children in the two countries. It was also
posited that under conditions of inequality and subjugation, care can
transform into, or contribute to the emergence of, dynamics of
exploitation and self-exploitation. This occurs through an intersection
with the violence produced by job insecurity, gender-based divisions of
labour, migration, and hierarchies of age and kinship within families. The
dynamics of exploitation and self-exploitation are often invisible under
the norms of responsibility, mutual support and solidarity that emerged
in the societies and economic models from which the families of these
children originate. These dynamics can also be based on precepts around
caste and ethnicity.

Although these care practices are triggered by a need to grapple
with enormous financial inequality and instability and are founded on the
ethical and moral commitment that children undertake to protect their
loved ones from its worst effects, they are rarely recognised. They are
usually made invisible by a lack of status and recognition for children in
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their originating communities and society in general. In contrast, this
chapter has sought to document children’s experiences and their
testimonies, and to show the foundations and dynamics of care that
migrant and working children build in deep interconnection with others
and their efforts to take care of their families, other children, and
themselves. With this chapter, I hope to contribute to filling the gap that
exists in the literature on care, in which migrant and working children,
and children in general, are still underrepresented.

Notes

O 0 NN Oyl

11
12
13
14

15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

These are composite stories. All original names have been changed in the chapter to protect the
identities and privacy of the participants in the study.

Kannadiga is a term referring to native speakers of the Kannada language, from the Dravidian
family, which is spoken mostly in the state of Karnataka, southern India.

Here I take David Harvey’s definition of neoliberalism as an economic model and a global set
of macroeconomic rules and adjustments mostly driven by financial bodies such as the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. But above all, neoliberalism is a project
aimed at restoring class rule by sectors which saw their power and position threatened by the
rise of social democratic efforts after the Second World War. Harvey, ‘Neoliberalism as creative
destruction’, 2007.

A scheduled caste is a category that was created during the British colonial period and is the
official name given in India today to castes that were previously called Harijans or Dalits, which
are at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Formerly, they were also known as ‘Untouchables’, a
term that was declared illegal by the 1949 Constitution.

Moreschi and Huerta, ‘Introduccién. Pensar la migracién en el contexto capitalista actual’.
Glockner, Trabajo Infantil y Regimenes de Gubernamentalidad.

Katz, ‘Textures of global change’, 1994.

Dawson, First World Dreams; Joseph, ‘Neoliberal reforms and democracy in India’, 2007.

Ong, Neoliberalism as Exception.

Glockner, De la Montafia a la Frontera; Glockner, ‘Nifios migrantes y trabajadores’; Glockner,
‘Yo pienso que mejor no nubieran ni tan ricos ni tan pobres’; Glockner, Trabajo Infantil y
Regimenes de Gubernamentalidad; Glockner, ‘Despolitizacion del trabajo infantil jornalero y
privatizacién del bienestar de nifios migrantes internos’.

Elson, ‘The differentiation of children’s labour in the capitalist labour market’, 1982.

Levison, ‘Children as economic agents’, 2010.

Elson, ‘The differentiation of children’s labour in the capitalist labour market’, 1982, 491.
Droz, ‘Street children and the work ethic’, 2006; Elson, ‘The differentiation of children’s labour
in the capitalist labour market’, 1982; Sanchez, ‘Los nifios en la migracién familiar de jornaleros
agricolas’; Sanchez, ‘La experiencia de nifios y nifias en la migracion estacional de jornaleros
agricolas en México’, 2005.

Girén, Del ‘Vivir Bien’ al ‘Buen Vivir’.

Carosio, ‘La légica del cuidado como base del “buen vivir”’.

Elson, ‘The differentiation of children’s labour in the capitalist labour market’, 1982.

Butler, Precarious Life.

Boff, Essential Care.

Boff, Essential Care.

Boff, Essential Care.

Lazzarato, The Making of the Indebted Man.

Chayanov, The Theory of Peasant Economy.

Cain, ‘The economic activities of children in a village in Bangladesh’, 1977.

Mamdani, ‘The ideology of population control’, 1976.

A self-identified ethnonym which means ‘rain people’.

CRISIS FOR WHOM?



27
28
29
30
31
32

‘The language of the rain’.

Glockner, Trabajo Infantil y Regimenes de Gubernamentalidad.
Equivalent to 1.34 Mexican pesos, or USD0.07.

Refers to used, second-hand clothing or objects.

USDO0.50.
Glockner, Trabajo Infantil y Regimenes de Gubernamentalidad.

CARE AND (NEOLIBERAL) RESPONSIBILITY

177



12

Caring research and world-making:
with and for young people on

the move

Thea Shahrokh

Where I belong. By Sanija
I ask myself
Where do I belong?

If there is any place that I really feel belonging
it is when I am with my sister.
But still T ask.
Do I belong with those who gave birth to me?
Do I belong with those who look after me?

But still. I ask.

I can’t seem to really understand
what makes me feel like I belong.

Year after year the question is still in my mind
As a need in my life.
Why is it important to know where I belong?

The word belonging can bring anger and sadness.
In my life
the anger comes
to even try and remember.
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There was a place that I once felt belonging.
I was younger then.

It hurts even more when you know what belonging is,
but no one makes you feel it.
Still T ask myself was there a time that I even felt belonging?
And if not, does it really matter?

These words were written by Sanija,’ a young woman of Burundian and
Tanzanian heritage living in Cape Town with her two younger sisters.
Sanija and her sisters live in a facility that provides alternative care for
children and young people outside of the family environment. She and
her sisters migrated to South Africa when she was younger, and the
fracturing of the relationship with their father meant that it was not
possible for him to care for them. This fracturing of connections to people
and place has left Sanija with strong feelings of dispossession and loss.
These experiences intersect with her navigation of everyday xenophobia
and her position of living without secure legal status, realities faced by
many young African migrants in South Africa.? Within this context,
Sanija’s poem questions her sense of self and sense of belonging.
Powerfully, she ends this poem by asking, ‘does it really matter’?

Sanija’s questioning, of whether the anger and sadness that she feels
matters, provides an important foundation for the arguments that follow
in this contribution about building caring research methodologies with
and for children and young people on the move.

I was working as a researcher on the project we were building
together when Sanija had expressed to me, in an earlier conversation,
that she felt no one really cared about her feelings and experiences:
‘There is Burundi and Tanzania in me, and they connect to my mum and
my daddy. But they aren’t both around, and anyway now I am in South
Africa. [She paused.] How can people like us know who we are anyway?
And anyway, people don’t really care.” Her uncertainties around the value
and worth of her experiences, including as they relate to the perceptions
of others, were important questions that underpinned our growing
relationship and the interdependencies being constructed. I quickly, and
painfully, learned through discussions with other young people with
migration experiences about their feelings of Otherness. Having the
space to express who they are, and to do that in dialogue with people that
care, could provide a witnessing space, but apart from the research this
was largely absent in their lives.
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Despite the relational emphasis of participatory research,?
discussions of methodology have historically lacked an emphasis on care.
Work by Brannelly and Boulton has connected the philosophical and
practical arguments within a feminist ethics of care* approach to the
decolonising of research with Indigenous communities;® Brannelly has
further developed this into a manifesto for an ethics of care in participatory
research.® They call for a more complex and situated understanding of
ethics in praxis and the intersections of ethical questions with broader
systemic injustices. Drawing on work with young people with migration
experiences using a participatory arts-based approach, this chapter
provides one such situated perspective aimed towards methodological
development. Specifically, I explore the emerging idea of a caring
methodology, considering how it is crafted and transformed by both
researchers and ‘knowledge producers’.” In doing so, I show that care and
reflexivity derive from each other, and argue that this intersection can
produce methodologies that recognise young people’s agency in ‘world-
making’ and the role of care within this.

Who are ‘we’ to care?

Caring about young people’s lives, including the parts of their lives that
are often silenced or made invisible, was the foundation of the
participatory arts and story-based research discussed in this chapter. The
focus of this research was determined by the young people involved and
centred around their search for belonging, as it intersected with migration
experiences. For Campbell, this form of emotionally engaged research is
grounded in researchers caring about: the research, the knowledge
producers and what becomes of the research.® Through my voluntary
youth work within civil society and grassroots transitional support
services for young people in Cape Town, South Africa, I built relationships
that led to the formation of four participatory research groups of young
men and women with migratory experiences. Like Sanija, some of the
young people involved were living in child and youth care facilities, while
others lived on their own, or within family and friendship networks in
Cape Town’s spatially and socio-economically segregated residential
areas. Each group worked together weekly to create and undertake the
research, as well as take action, over a period of around 10 months, with
follow-up processes continuing in different ways for a further two years.

In writing this piece, I recognise my privilege in being a collaborator
in each of these four different processes, which has provided an
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opportunity to learn lessons within and between them. This chapter is an
opportunity to share that knowledge, and to do so in a way that might
facilitate care in research with, and for, other young people. The findings
shared here are limited by my interpretation, and my voice, but they are
made powerful by their base in the ways that differently positioned young
people imagined and realised this co-created project.

In synergy with Paris and Winn’s call for humanising approaches to
research with young people through reciprocity and respect,’ making
visible my commitment to caring about the experiences and aspirations
of the young people was an important step towards trust and
understanding. This meant young people also considered my positionality
within our research relationship, as well as my life story. I am shaped by
the dislocation my parents experienced when they were young, as they
left difficult circumstances in the places they knew as home: Scotland and
Iran. I have experienced the fracturing of family, and the ways pains of
the past remain in structures of power that shape the present. I have also
questioned my own acceptance and inclusion. In this research context, I
was also an international researcher with a British passport, embodying
colonially produced racial inequalities, the legacy of which remains
fiercely present in South Africa today.

In an early dialogue with a group of young men engaging in the
project from the position of living in a child and youth care setting, they
asked how I would ensure that their stories were treated with care. I
shared my own stories, and I explained that through my previous
experience working on arts and storytelling research with young people
affected by issues of gender-based violence and community safety in Cape
Town, and economic and political exclusion in Zimbabwe and Zambia, I
had deepened my understanding of injustice and inequality, alongside
people’s power to affect change.'® In doing so, I conveyed the possibilities
of this research process being about their right to self-expression,
participation and solidarity, or community building — building frameworks
of care for people and their stories in the process of doing the research.

For some of the young people involved, however, the idea of an
emergent research process was in tension with the more concrete answers
that they needed to build trust in me. Despite assurances around ethical
practice in research and best-interest principles in child protection,
anxiety remained around whose interests would be served at different
points and the power dynamics involved in decision making. They shared
their concerns around the historical ‘use of their stories’ in their social
care and immigration decisions, and how my structural power as a White,
adult researcher created uncertainty for them. For other young people,
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the openness of the process was reassuring. They were motivated by
having space for these early conversations and the development of a
methodology built through their worldviews. Balancing these different
ideas around engagement was an important part of the participatory
process, and I explore how we collectively navigated these diversities in
the discussion that follows. I also worked one-to-one with some young
people to explore their apprehension, build their ideas and develop
individual projects of their own, while they decided whether to join the
group. Importantly, for a small number, non-participation was a
significant act of self-determination. As one young man explained, ‘The
power to say no, is part of how [ want to be known.”"!

Caring research as world-making

Our research together aimed to build an action-oriented process with and
for young people with migratory experiences which could move forward
their aspirations in life. In doing so, it created possibilities for building, as
one of the participatory research groups articulated it, their ‘place in the
world’. For the young people who took part, this sense of belonging
through having a ‘place in the world’ was deeply connected to the
experience of meaningful relationships: being someone that has worth
and value to self and others. This was an effort towards countering the
identities of Otherness and inferiority that the young people felt were
ascribed to them.

Young people in South Africa are navigating terrains of inequality
and social exclusion, scarred by legacies of colonialism and apartheid.'?
Those with migration experiences suffer intersecting inequalities.'* Many
young people who have moved to South Africa, or moved from other parts
of South Africa, due to persecution, conflict and extreme poverty often
face renewed marginality as they build their lives in Cape Town.'* Access
to education, employment, housing and healthcare are all undermined by
spatial exclusion, inadequate resourcing and availability, alongside
institutional xenophobia, in particular towards young people from
other African countries.’®> Alongside everyday xenophobia within
neighbourhoods, on public transport and in school, people with migration
experiences have also experienced large-scale violent xenophobic attacks
over the past 15 years.'® Young people in particular face criminalisation
and scapegoating within both the public and political spheres for a range
of social, political and economic issues.'”
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Participatory arts and story-based research can provide an
opportunity to be attentive to the stories of knowledge holders within
complex and often exclusionary contexts such as that experienced by
young people in Cape Town. Participatory research can offer a space of
social change within which counter-narratives and disruptions can be
established. It recognises that the social context (norms, values, ethics
and relationships) created within the process can act to unmake harmful
inequalities experienced in society. Further, drawing on her research with
refugee-background communities, Nunn argues that participatory-arts-
based research can play a role in shaping possibilities for belonging, both
within and beyond the research process.!'® The potential of participatory
research to realise young people’s aspirations for care and belonging
means that it can be conceptualised as a world-making process: a making,
unmaking and remaking of worlds.*

For the four groups of young people at the centre of this chapter,
world-making occurred in their search for identities and belonging, as
this transformed lines of inclusion and exclusion rooted in their everyday
lives. The sections that follow unpack how this search for a ‘place in the
world’ was enabled by young people’s engagement with participatory and
caring methodologies and what we can learn more broadly through this
approach.

Building relationships of care through storytelling

Many of the young people in this research had fractured relationships
with people and place. Some had also experienced abuses of power
within both intimate and institutional relationships, and those from other
African countries were far too aware of the violent realities of xenophobia
and related construction of distance and difference, value and worth. The
construction of relationships within the participatory processes provided
an opportunity for an intervention and to act in response.

A core component of our research methodology was storytelling.
Many of the young people had been dispossessed from the social fabric
and resources that connected them to their heritage and forms of
expression. We felt that storytelling and creativity had the potential to
connect young people to modes of expression and ways of knowing?
within both their past and present lives, to reclaim histories®*! and to
centre their stories in a way that also connected to their futures.?> As
emphasised by Jackson, storytelling in such contexts is a way for personal
subjective experiences to shape — unmake and remake — young people’s
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social worlds: ‘To relate a story is to retrace one’s steps . . . reworking
reality to render it more bearable.””®

When young people shared their stories in a group setting, their
experiences were witnessed by peers who had committed to listening to
them and learning about their lives and their quests for healing and
autonomy. Supportive and caring relationships grew, which had a
humanising effect, supporting young people to recognise their social
contributions, reinstating their power and worth. Natasha, a 17-year-old
young woman born in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), who
grew up in Angola and was living in South Africa, explained:

For me, I have learnt so much - I have learnt that through listening,
truly transformative things can happen. . . itis through listening that
people can find their voice and then find a way to build a voice with
others. It is so important that I give recognition to you and what you
have taught me: to be relaxed in who you are and find your voice
and your story and share that.

Within the research process, young people could be seen to be building
caring relationships grounded in acts of witnessing and being witnessed,
of finding their voice and being heard.

For the young people involved, these caring relationships meant
being open to new possibilities and not passing judgement. It meant
listening to the stories being told rather than the story that was expected,
and embracing the ‘new subjectivities’ this would bring.?* As Joseph, a
23-year-old young man from the DRC reflected,

One thing that I have learned is we have agreed a safe space where
people can share, and then within that space we are creating
friendship as well and connection where people can have, you know
...likeThave made a friend [here]. I can rely on that person because
he knows my story and he can understand me. So I can trust that
person because I have told him my story already. So far he has not
judged me because of who I am, so I think that is also another way
of finding the real friends that will stay with you. And that for some
of the young people that came into the group that friendship may
have never happened before and it may be the first time that they
have had that kind of connection where there is a lack of judgement
where you can just explore yourself in a safe way.
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For Joseph, the telling of his story in a safe environment, underpinned by
foundations of friendship, meant that he not only felt understood, but his
trust grew in those that had taken the time to listen and build
understanding. He felt free to continue exploring his sense of self.

Natasha and Joseph articulate what I have come to understand as
the process of world-making: unmaking and remaking within the
research. Their identities were no longer simply being constructed in
webs of pain, or through being constructed as Other, but rather as a self-
in-process, in positive relation to others.?” As Luttrell argues based on
research with migration-experienced children in North America, care
need not be understood as an individual act, but as a relational activity
and collective responsibility.?® Through building trust, non-judgemental
witnessing and care, self-determined identity narratives were imagined.
This shifted perceptions of self and Other, creating new experiential
knowledge of ‘having a place in the world’.

Participatory arts methods and the complexities of the
enacting of care

The possibilities of this storytelling-based research and the facilitation of
these listening relationships were deeply interconnected with the role of
arts methods within the project, and the power of creativity in facilitating
care. The young people involved in each research group learned that
working through different creative mediums could support their personal
modes of self-expression.

In one of the groups, Sylvia, a young woman whose parents were
from DRC and who was born in South Africa, chose to develop her
narrative as a song. She explained that learning to play the keyboard
had brought her safety and freedom at a time when she was feeling
isolated and ashamed, as she learned of the violence that her father had
perpetrated against women within and outside of their home. The group
that Sylvia was in supported her through this and encouraged her to
express her stories as poetry and then through music. This support,
however, led to Sylvia sharing further experiences that were difficult for
young people in the group to learn of. In debriefing sessions with me,
those who were closest to Sylvia expressed feelings of guilt that they
had not been there for her previously. This highlighted the complexities
of young people’s caring responsibilities towards each other within such
a difficult context, as well as the deep commitment to care that was
being formed.
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Within each group, participatory methods also helped to facilitate
the agency and power of the young people involved. This worked
differently for different young people and depending on the relational
dynamics involved. The groups established by young men and women
living in child and youth care facilities had concerns about trust and
confidentiality. They worried trust might be broken by people that they
lived with and were concerned about the consequences for the
environments they lived in. These concerns were reinforced by their
living environment, which social workers and arts practitioners
characterised as ‘individualistic’, ‘without unity’ or lacking ‘collectivity’.

Ilearned very quickly that research processes are deeply intertwined
with the everyday navigation of life beyond the research proper. As a
result, the pace of these processes needed to proceed more slowly,
carefully shaped by the desires and fears that the young people held. This
required us to engage in a complex balancing between young people’s
desire to draw on difficulties in their lives to inform the process and a
simultaneous desire to conceal these for fear of the consequences.

Within the young men’s group, this tension was navigated
collectively from the outset. They wanted to engage in dialogue, create
collective artworks and perform abstracted issues through group theatre.
We relied strongly on co-produced ethical practice agreements, which
were reviewed regularly, including when new members joined. When
tensions in their shared living arrangements emerged, these were also
addressed in the group. At times this was quite adversarial and there were
power dynamics at play that, as an outsider, it took me time to make sense
of and to engage with. Ethnographic embedding within the living facility
strengthened my understanding, but at the same time, young people
wanted to delineate boundaries between their present living
circumstances and the search for belonging they were undertaking
through the group process.

In contrast, the young women’s group wanted to develop private
‘my belonging’ books, where they could combine their artwork and
narrative self-expression. As trust in and understanding of the process,
and each other, was built, some of the young women chose to share parts
of their stories to work through common and differentiated experiences.
Some, however, chose to do this in small and selective ways. Although
this supported members to retain power over what they brought into the
group space, different levels of sharing also created tensions. I created
space to address these tensions through ongoing reflection and trust-
building work and the continued layering of methods (dance, poetry and
theatre) to create space for self-expression.?”
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For all groups, the time for preparation and dialogue after sharing
was important. For example, after a session using clay to represent the
self, Luke, a 15-year-old young man from the DRC, reflected that:

It was good because it helps me to talk about my story, but I don’t
want to go too deep. [ am able to say something about myself that I
want to say, and I am not worried afterwards that I said something
that I didn’t want to. I feel good, I feel normal.

Luke’s words highlight the importance of supporting young people to
retain the silences pertinent to them.? I held responsibility for respecting
this silence, and for valuing and engage with the knowledge produced. I
learned to let go of expectations of what would be powerful to hear.

The participatory research process created space for the young
people to consider the changes they wanted to see and to identify spaces
of intervention. We spoke about this engagement as caring ‘to act’,
mirroring the feminist empowerment framework that connects ‘power
with’ others to create collective action.?’ For example, the young men’s
group created a programme for younger men and boys affected by issues
of violence and neglect who were living in early-intervention
accommodation within an informal settlement. The group wanted to
promote the idea that strength can come from sharing your story and
counter harmful ideas of strength as exerting power over others. They felt
that creative modes of expression, in this case digital stories about
important moments of change, could help to create a space for sharing,
dialogue, acceptance and inclusion.*

Conclusion: why care about caring research?

This research aimed to develop a methodology with young people, within
their situated experience, and in recognition of the intersections of their
relationships with people, place and related feelings of inclusion and
exclusion. In doing so, we learned together what was important to young
people in that moment, and that caring relationships founded on trust,
understanding and friendship were aspirations.

Through this process, a caring methodology was created: an
approach established with and for young people with migration
experiences. The approach started by caring about their lives and their
futures, which, through focusing on the issues that were important to
them, created space to enact belonging. The methodology was a relational

CARING RESEARCH AND WORLD-MAKING

187



188

experience, made up of listening, witnessing, recognition and action for
social change. The young people involved practised what Tronto calls
caring with,*' and it was through their emergent patterns and rituals of
care that trust and solidarity were built.

By recognising knowledge producers’ agency in developing
methodology, it has been possible to learn from young people with
migration experiences about the significance of placing an ethic of caring
for, about and with others at the centre of research practice. They have
made visible caring relationships within research and shown how
storytelling, listening, art-making and action can contribute to the
unmaking, and remaking, of that which we strive to change.

A poem written by Sanija, the young woman whose work opened
this chapter, and co-created with nine other young African women, was
possible because of the care the young women built with each other
through this process. The two poems together provide an indication of the
complex knowledge that can be supported through caring research. In
writing this poem, these young women were still grappling with what it
means to belong. Rather than it being something out of reach, belonging
became something new, that together they had started to articulate and
to claim.

We are the start of a line that never ends
A poem for and by young African women

I am flowing on the dark side of the moon
I am the smell of blood that shed many tears
I am the womb of a barren woman
I am the refugee that crawled through the dust of a thousand borders
I am the pencil that draws this story
the thief that stole the heart of the unknown

We are the start of a line that never ends
Generations wrought of earth’s womb
Diamonds risen from the bowels of an African tomb

I am the daughter of an African woman
the beat of my heart is the first drum
I am strong, [ am feeling, I am love
I am fire
the light that brings everything to life
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We are the start of a line that never ends
Generations wrought of earth’s womb
Diamonds risen from the bowels of an African tomb

And so now in life’s highs and lows my heart stays steady
In the spirit root of this family tree
Africa lives proud in me.

At the heart of the idea of a caring methodology is that collaborations
between researchers and knowledge producers can create spaces of care and
belonging. I have learned that the layering of multiple storied and arts-
based methods provides modes of expression that engage with diverse
knowledge(s) and subjectivities. However, it is how these methods are
developed and employed, and how care is shown in the process, that
facilitates their potential. Researchers working in this way will recognise
research itself as a social and relational process. In this case, the research
process became an intervention within the contexts young people were
navigating. The caring relationships and complex knowledge produced
helped, in some way, to foster the belonging they were searching for. What
caring research looks like changes dependent on contexts, but I have argued
that co-production and multiple modes of expression are core to caring
methodologies that are transformative of social injustice, both within the
research process and as a result of the knowledge that is produced.

Notes

1 The names of young people in this chapter have been changed to protect the identity of
participants. The author has been granted permission to publish all creative artwork shared in
this chapter under the pseudonyms chosen by the young people involved.

Willie and Mfubu, ‘No future for our children’, 2016.

Keifer-Boyd, ‘Arts-based research as social justice activism’, 2011.

Tronto, Caring Democracy; Tronto, Moral Boundaries.

Brannelly and Boulton, ‘The ethics of care and transformational research practices in Aotearoa
New Zealand’, 2017.

Brannelly, ‘An ethics of care research manifesto’, 2018.

7 Caroline Lenette uses the language of ‘knowledge holders’ or ‘producers’ over ‘participants’ to
recognise the power and agency of those traditionally seen as the subjects of research. Lenette,
Arts-Based Methods in Refugee Research, 38.

8 Campbell, Emotionally Involved.

9 Paris and Winn, Humanizing Research.

10 Wheeler, Shahrokh and Derakhshani, ‘Transformative storywork’, 2018.

11 This finding resonates with Milne’s analysis of non-participation as a form of active participation
in video projects. Milne, ‘Saying “NO!” to participatory video’, 2012.

12 Burns, Jobson and Zuma, ‘Youth identity, belonging and citizenship’, 2015.

13 Walker, Vearey and Nencel, ‘Negotiating the city’, 2017.
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Art in Dialogue 7. Leaving the field. What commitments do academics have to the groups they
research with? What happens after a young person gets papers/status? ©Meera Shakti Osborne.
This image was produced by the artist in dialogue with chapter authors and other attendees during a
series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes of this volume: childhood mobility, care and crisis.
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Childhood, (im)mobility and care
in Palestine: a crisis of institutional
violence

Mai Abu Moghli and Yamila Hussein Shannan

In the following exchange, we — two Palestinian educators, women and
believers in the emancipation of our people and homeland — discuss what
we see as the reality of young people’s lives in Palestine through the lens
of our scholarly work on education as well as our interactions with
communities of teachers, students and families. We start from the
understanding that political, social and economic contexts in Palestine
are entangled, multilayered and complex, with childhood shaped by
classism and patriarchal structures, which are enforced and exacerbated
by colonial violence. Colonial occupation in Palestine means that the
daily experiences of young people, including mobility and care, are
shaped by compounded forms of institutionalised violence.

Settler colonialism and (im)mobility

Mai: I would like to start by thinking about childhood (im)mobility in the
context of Palestine and its connection to (in)stability.

Yamila: Any discussion around (im)mobility in Palestine (physically,
socially, economically, etc.) can only be understood in the context of settler
colonialism and its arsenal of oppression, which imposes and denies (im)
mobility on Palestinians in the country and those in the diaspora and exile.
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appreciate the connection you make between mobility and stability. Some
mobility comes out of stability and choice, which, generally speaking, we do
not have. Other mobility comes from the need to escape instability, which is
what is happening to us and to our young people. The mobility that we have
does not come from our right to move. It is not the exercise of freedom of
movement. Our mobility as Palestinians is imposed on us. (Im)mobility for
Palestinians has always been forced: either we are forcibly expelled or we are
under siege, denied the right to move freely within the country or across its
imposed borders. This is the reality under settler colonialism.

Ongoing land theft, for example, inevitably leads to forced mass
mobility of whole communities, which are dispossessed, displaced, and, as
aresult, end up taking refuge within and outside the country. Most refugee
camps in the West Bank are surrounded by concrete walls, often with only
one entry, which the military opens and closes as it wishes. Denied the right
to return to their homes and land, Palestinians in exile, whether officially
classified as refugees or not, are routinely denied entry into their homeland.
Other colonial policies and practices, such as the fragmentation of the land
into Bantustans, checkpoints, curfew, closures and settler violence
contribute to immobility. The army controls our movement within the
country through laws and policies that determine who can live, work or
visit where. Palestine’s fragmentation is also maintained through different
‘legal’ systems controlling the lives of Palestinians in pre-1948 Palestine, in
Gaza, the West Bank and Jerusalem. There are, of course, also the laws
preventing our people in exile, in refugee camps in surrounding countries,
from returning. This amalgamation of laws, policies and practices imposes
draconian, Kafkaesque barriers to our mobility across the country as well
as our right to travel into and out of Palestine. It is in this context that we
need to think of (im)mobility for Palestinian children and youth. The social
barriers to their physical mobility, such as ageism, classism and patriarchy,
are similar to those experienced by children and youth in other countries.
Our lack of control over our resources and over mobility, as well as militarily
imposed borders, exacerbates our economic and social hardships and adds
layers of challenges to how we, as a society, might tackle them. These, in
turn, have implications for the choices we have. The vicious capitalist
system that we have to endure is not the inevitable development of a local
economic and political system. It is imposed on us as part of the settler
colonial system which further fragments our society.

Mai: How might care help mitigate the ways in which imposed (im)
mobility shapes our children’s lives?

Yamila: Our children’s physical space is confined and shredded,
which poses serious limitations on their imagination. We need to be able
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to imagine a different world, a different way of relating to each other at
the micro and macro levels. It is imperative that we imagine, envision,
visualise our return, our decolonisation, our sovereignty, to see a future
where justice prevails. Their imagination is continuously distorted by
violence, dispossession, forced exile or confinement. Part of care in this
harsh reality is trying to create beautiful memories for our children to
carry with them as adults. We should intentionally aim to create these
memories to help young people in building inner strength and nurturing
their educated, grounded hope. However, these efforts are disrupted by
continued colonial violence: institutionalised, legalised forms of attacks
on our very humanity as persons and as a society.

Many times, we are unable to care for our loved ones in the ways we
want to, since we are unable to physically reach them. There is a whole
generation of people who do not know their cousins who live in other cities
only a few kilometres away due to restrictions imposed by the coloniser. We
are already dispersed all over the world. Over seven decades on, and we are
still fighting to be reunited with our families who took refuge in
neighbouring countries and beyond. Yes, we are inventive, we are strong,
and we continue perceiving ourselves as a people, a nation. Yet physical
separation is a reality we have to deal with. Since the start of what was
dubbed as a process for peace, more of these barriers have been erected
(Figure 13.1). More land has been stolen. Walls have been constructed.
This further fragments us, shatters the social fabric of our communities and
families and enforces the notions of nuclear family and individualism —
which, by the way, have made their way into schools and curricula.

Mai: I am glad you brought up schools and school curricula.
Imposed segregation and forced separation shapes the relationship
between Palestinians in refugee camps and other Palestinian communities,
including educators and school administrators, who may hold distorted
views of Palestinian refugees. Many of the latter appear to have
entrenched the colonisers’ policies and practices of discrimination against
Palestinian refugees within the country.

In one of my visits to a government-run school in one of the villages
of West Ramallah, the headteacher told me that she wanted to send a
letter to the Ministry of Education to stop the transfer of refugee students
from a nearby UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency) school.!
The headteacher explained that from her perspective, students from the
UNRWA school are violent and misbehave, and their friends from beyond
the school create problems and attack the school. She also said that
parents at her school do not want students from the camp, which she
considers a violent and ‘low-class’ environment.
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Figure 13.1 Visualising Palestine, c. May 2012.> © Visualizing Palestine.

From what I observed during my research, students from the UNRWA
school were told by the teachers to sit at the back of the class and were not
allowed to participate in any activities. In this way, the school is at the
heart of institutionalised violence against young people from refugee

CHILDHOOD, (IM)MOBILITY AND CARE IN PALESTINE

195



196

camps, and a space where discrimination, segregation and erasure of the
community is exacerbated.

Care and (im)mobility in schools: institutionalised violence

Yamila: This is one example of how schools simultaneously reflect and
reinforce societal hierarchies. In spite of the essential role that students
have played in organised resistance to colonisation, our schools are still
locked in their social function, replicating existing class and gender
structures. The education of our youth is still controlled by non-
Palestinians in refugee camps all over Lebanon, Jordan, Syria. Of all the
children of Palestinians who remained on the land after 1948, a fraction
are schooled under some Palestinian authority, however limited; but even
these schools don’t yet seem to be places where our children and youth
are adequately cared for. It seems that the Palestinian leadership has not
seriously changed many of the structures it inherited from the military
occupation, except maybe allowing for a somewhat revised curriculum.
But this does not necessarily promote social justice. Colonial violence
complicates the ways in which patriarchy, classism and, as you have often
pointed out, regionalism operates in schools. How, then, would one
expect schools to be spaces where children and youth are cared for,
nurtured and supported? How have you observed this playing out in the
schools you visited?

Mai: In March 2014, as part of my research in schools, I visited an
all-boys school in South Nablus.? The school is in a small village built on
a hill opposite an illegal settler colony which has been described as a
seedbed for extremist actions.* The same village also falls into what is
classified as Area C, where exclusive control — including for law
enforcement, planning and construction — was given to the Israeli
occupation army through the Oslo Accords.® In reality, this means that
students and teachers are regularly exposed to army attacks and arrests.

As I was conducting an interview with the headteacher, we were
interrupted by a young teacher who came into the office holding a student
by the collar of his jacket. The teacher had a black, tube-like stick in his
hand and the student was rubbing the upper part of his leg, indicating
where he had been beaten by the teacher with the stick. The father of the
student was called to the school and was told that his son was beaten for
his disruptive behaviour. The father responded saying, ‘I know that my
son is going out with a group of kids I don’t like. I am part of the Fatah
structure (Tanzeem), and I asked the young men who are part of the
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Tanzeem to follow my son’s movements.” The father threatened to pull his
son out of school if he caused trouble again. He continued, ‘The teacher
is in the position of your father [El ustaz bimakam abouk]. I am giving the
teacher complete permission to punish you in any way he deems suitable.’

On the same day, while I was conducting a focus group discussion
with some ninth-grade students, the school was attacked by settlers. We
were locked inside the school struggling to breathe as gas bombs were
thrown at us and desperately trying to avoid stones and rubber bullets
shot through the school windows by the settlers and the Israeli army.

Yamila: So young people are subject to violence from all sides:
colonial settlers, both in military or civilian clothing, and the socially
sanctioned violence typical of adult—child power relations. Accounting for
gender, one can imagine how boys are pressured, often through physical
violence, to demonstrate toughness, to not demonstrate signs of fragility
and to perform masculinity. I suspect violence against girls takes other
forms — verbal maybe?

Mai: Yes, definitely. I visited an all-girls school in Hebron.” The part
of the city where the school is located is considered affluent and politically
stable. It was also a government-run school, with a limited budget, but
the community invested a great deal in the infrastructure and resources.
Unlike the Nablus school, where there were hardly any resources, this
school had an internet connection and interactive whiteboards. The
majority of the girls had laptops. The headteacher of the school told me
that teachers are sent to workshops and courses abroad. The school was
vibrant, colourful and squeaky clean.

The students were hanging signs and drafting speeches in
preparation for a mock election as part of their civics education. Despite
the evident enthusiasm of most of the students, I noticed a number who
were not involved in the preparations. As I approached them, I felt the
teachers’ surprise: these girls were considered ‘lazy’, ‘stupid’ and
‘irrelevant’ by the teachers. From my informal chat with these ‘disengaged’
students, I realised that they came from humble socio-economic
backgrounds, and their families were unable to spare funds for
extracurricular activities. These conditions were not considered by the
school administration, teachers and other students, and the (dis)engaged
girls had to suffer under class-based oppression in a space that is supposed
to offer equal opportunities for all. Thinking back to our earlier discussion,
it makes me think that immobility is also social: people are ‘kept in place’
by colonially reinforced class structures.

Yamila: Class-based oppression is always gendered. What you have
described in the girls’ school in relation to the mock elections is a clear
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example of tokenised participation. Tokenising the participation of
children is very dangerous and an act of adult power. We know — morally,
ethically and politically — that young people have to participate, but in
reality we really do not want them to participate. We, adults, want to
continue the same paternalistic relationships and dynamics, because we
do not want to give up or share power. In order to do that, we find a way
to cover up this lie by tokenising participation. What we are in effect doing
is teaching children a very distorted idea of what participation means and
what it looks like. This is dangerous because it impacts real and genuine
political action that is key — particularly for a better future in Palestine.

Care and mobility as forms of resistance

Mai: It is ironic, right? Children and youth continue to contribute in
significant ways to organised collective resistance to colonisation. They’ve
organised amazing online campaigns, street demonstrations and other
forms of protest defending the Palestinian families in Jerusalem
threatened with dispossession in Sheikh Jarrah and Silwan this past May
(2021).® We applaud them for that while, at the same time, expecting
them to give in to our adult authority, and often violence. And also, we
worry about them. We want them to be safe. And many probably act out
of a deep desire and need to protect them.

Yamila: Yes — and this makes things complicated! As Palestinians,
we have to live with so many contradictory demands: what we demand of
our children, what the society demands of us, what living under settler
colonialism means in terms of parenting and more.

One of the mothersI talked to this past May told me that her children
wanted to participate in the demonstrations taking place in Jerusalem
against forced displacement in Sheikh Jarrah. On the one hand, she’s
proud that her children are enacting the values she raised them with:
collective liberation, dignity, etc. Yet, she was worried for them, given
how viciously demonstrators are usually attacked. She went with them to
the demonstrations. However, she felt that she was a burden and might
actually cause them harm; they were taking care of her rather than
themselves. Yet, when she did not go to the demonstrations with them,
she suffered unbearable fear for their safety.

Another mother told me she is haunted by the feeling that she is being
a hypocrite. When her son, a young adult, talks about the struggle against
colonialism, she becomes filled with fear for his safety. She deters him from
taking action even though she knows that when she was his age, she had
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the same feelings and urge to resist. She also knows that her participation
in collective resistance protected her — emotionally, mentally and
intellectually — from colonial cultural invasion. These contradictions make
Palestinian parents face impossible decisions about how best to care!

Mai: These mothers’ concerns are very real. Colonialism denies
Palestinian children their childhood and, in fact, as some parents explain,
targeting Palestinian children is a means to pressure adults into submission
as well as to terrorise our children, instilling fear and intimidation.

In Jerusalem, for example, hundreds of Palestinian children are
arrested every year by the Israeli government simply for exercising true
participation in the political sphere. According to Addameer,’ the majority
of those arrested by Israeli authorities have just finished primary school
and are preparing to start secondary school. The majority are under the
age of 14.'° Arrest, interrogation or house arrest — even for several months
—can damage years’ worth of study beyond repair. These experiences also
leave deep scars in their sense of self, their mental health, their dignity
and their relationship to mobility, be it physical or otherwise.

Many Palestinian children are put under house arrest. This is a bid
to strip them of their sense of (limited) freedom to move, security, safety
and mental stability. Such measures are also collective punishments
against all family members and create psychological barriers between
children and their parents. This is because Israeli authorities make
parents legally responsible for ensuring that their children remain at
home, even if by force. If their child does leave the home, parents are
obligated by law to inform the authorities or be held legally accountable
and made to pay hefty fines.!! Family members who also suffer from
compounded violence in the Palestinian context, and who in other
respects are sources of care and safety, are turned into the jailers. Imagine
how parents must feel when faced with such circumstances!

Yamila: With all these violent conditions, I wonder how we can
explain that our young people continue to demonstrate signs of care for
their families and community? Palestinian children and youth in exile, in
refugee camps particularly, have to demonstrate an incredible amount of
belonging to a land that they have never been allowed to enter. Children
and young people continue showing strong signs of caring for their
immediate communities, for social well-being and for national liberation.
Take, for example, the general strike in May 2021 during the Israeli attack
on the Gaza Strip with heavy weaponry. Palestinians across historic
Palestine went on strike and Palestinians in the diaspora echoed this unity
with an impressive show of support. In spite of all the coloniser’s attempts
for over seven decades to fragment us, to intimidate us and to subjugate
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us, still we rise. We are taken into captivity with smiles on our faces. Our
youth and children are being cared for, somehow.

My only explanation is that the spaces for and of popular resistance
help young people attend to and strengthen their mental well-being. The
ability to express collective defiance — collective being the operative word
here — against all these layers of oppression is, I think, how pockets of care
are created. When young people remain silent in the face of ongoing
oppression, social or political, I worry that they are not OK. When they are
able to raise their voices and mobilise on the streets and through social
media — creatively, beautifully, lovingly — it means they are still in touch
with their dignity and their humanity. They still believe in the inevitability
of justice and in their power to contribute to it, not simply to demand it but
to bring it about, even though the role of political parties and other
traditional forms of organising have significantly shifted. Authentic
participation in collective resistance reinforces their humanity and defends
their right and ability to go beyond tokenistic participation. This is a crucial
form of mobility: the potential to mobilise change. What we have seen in
April and May 2021 in Sheikh Jarrah, in Silwan, in al-Lidd, Nablus,
particularly Beita,'? and elsewhere, on the streets and on social media, is a
type of struggle that comes out of love and can only produce love.

Notes

1 UNRWA schools are located in refugee camps both in and outside of Palestine. In many cases,
they are overcrowded. To address this problem, there is an agreement between UNRWA and
the Ministry of Education to transfer UNRWA students to government-run schools.

2 Cars with Palestinian number plates are not allowed on Israeli roads, regardless of the

identification held by the driver. Even on Palestinian roads, cars with Palestinian plates have

restricted access, face endless delays at checkpoints and are subject to regular roadblocks. Cars
with Israeli plates experience none of these difficulties. The infographic ‘Segregated Roads’
invites the viewer to imagine a road system in which the colour of your number plate determines
your mobility (Visualizing Palestine, https://www.visualizingpalestine.org/en/visuals/

segregated-roads-west-bank [accessed 16 July 2022]).

Nablus is a city in the north of the West Bank.

Roth-Rowland, ‘How one hilltop became an incubator for Israeli settler violence’.

Abu Sharar, ‘Punishing Palestinian farmers by uprooting olive trees’.

Fatah is the largest, and presumably strongest, of the four major political parties that make up

the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). The PLO is currently the ruling party in the West

Bank through what is known as the Palestinian Authority, which was established through the

1993 Oslo Agreement.

7 Hebron is the largest city in the south of the West Bank and is considered the most conservative
and affluent.

8 Dozens of Palestinian families are threatened with dispossession as the Israeli court sides with
private settler companies claiming ownership of the Palestinian houses and property in Sheikh
Jarrah, a Jerusalem neighbourhood, and Silwan, a small village on the outskirts of Jerusalem.

9 Addameer, ‘Imprisonment of children’.

10 MIFTAH, ‘Locked in’.

11 MIFTAH, ‘Locked in’.
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https://www.visualizingpalestine.org/en/visuals/segregated-roads-west-bank
https://www.visualizingpalestine.org/en/visuals/segregated-roads-west-bank

12 Beita is a town south of the city of Nablus in the West Bank. In May 2021, the Israeli occupying
forces seized on the fact that Palestinians were focused on Gaza and Jerusalem. They began
building an illegal settlement on the lands of the small town. The residents of Beita launched a
popular resistance movement that became iconic in its use of visuals and sounds and its
engagement of the whole community.
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Disruptive narratives: interconnected
care and co-responsibility in theatre
making processes with refugee
performers

Kate Duffy-Syedi and Syed Haleem Najibi

Interruptions

Over the next few pages we discuss the aesthetic dimension of care,
solidarity and friendship, and what performance practice helps us
understand about their role in the lived experience of unaccompanied
minors.

Our reflections are a mix of discussions, documentation and
co-writing about our ongoing work with Phosphoros Theatre company.
Our voices overlap, intersect, challenge and encourage each other’s.
There are interruptions in the text

From both of us

Because our work is the result of interruptions.
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Performance and Failure

Syed is onstage

I am in the audience

Sitting on two beds watching him are the other actors: Goitom, Emirjon
and Tewodros — Teddy.!

He is bare foot, with a metal bowl of water in front of him, resting
on a towel (Figure 14.1).> He slowly performs part of the Islamic
ritual wudhu in preparation to pray, and as he does he tells us about his
time in a Greek detention centre, known to his (then) teenage self as
‘prison’:

I didn’t know that word when I was there. It looked like a prison, felt
like a prison, stank like a prison. The only difference to a prison is that they
don’t tell you when you can leave.

We developed this extract together, as part of my PhD practice
research.’ Closely based on Syed’s lived experience of being an
unaccompanied minor from Afghanistan, this speech emerged through a
collaborative devising process and underwent subsequent editing by me.
The speech formed part of a 30-minute work-in-progress performance of
a piece called All the beds I have slept in,* and it was the first time Syed and
his three fellow actors had presented unpolished work in front of an
audience.® In rehearsals we were using scripts, but Syed felt restricted by
it so wanted to perform as he usually does, with the text learnt.

Pause
He’d forgotten his line.
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Figure 14.1 Syed onstage washing his feet, part of the ritual wudhu
(Ilustration by Kate Duffy-Syedi).

Problematising ‘refugee actor’

To contextualise why the politics of failure requires special attention in
the work of Phosphoros Theatre, it is important to locate the multiple
identities present onstage. At once Syed and his colleagues are artists,
refugees, accidental spokespeople and much in between.

Our work sits within a lineage of theatre that responds to forced
migration. However, its focus on current and former unaccompanied
minors is less common, as is our presence in the theatre landscape outside
of private, community-based performance. As a collective of British
theatre makers and refugee actors from countries including Afghanistan,
Eritrea, Albania, Sudan, Somalia and Iran, we are acutely aware of the
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work that needs to be undertaken as soon as the lights go up to prompt a
shift in audience perspective; for them to unlearn assumptions about
victimhood, passivity and agency. Our colleague Tewodros Aregawe has
previously shared concerns that the proximity between performer and
narrative in our autobiographical work gives ‘some kind of hint’ to the
audience that they should be prepared for sympathetic engagement with
vulnerable refugees onstage. He elaborated:

‘Maybe if you make some sort of mistake, the audience will think:
“they’re a refugee... English is their second language””

Tewodros demonstrates here an awareness of how paternalistic and
infantilising tendencies towards refugees generally, and youth on the
move specifically, become written into how he is viewed as an artist. In
her book Migrant Identities: Creativity and Masculinity, Sherene Idriss
offers insight into how artistic identities like Tewodros’ can be messy,
incomplete and contradictory. She details how visions of ‘authenticity’
can be used strategically in over-saturated markets, but equally, in an
enactment of Gayatri Spivak’s native informer role, artists representing
their lived experience can become ‘applauded for simply doing so instead
of being rewarded or critique[d] based on the quality of their work’.”
Accordingly, when refugee lives are paradoxically storied and rendered
untellable, the ethical dimensions of representational practices become
further complicated when they are active in these processes. In ‘The
Problem of Speaking for Others’, Linda Alcoff argues that ‘who is speaking
to whom turns out to be as important for meaning and truth as what is
said; in fact what is said turns out to change according to who is speaking
and who is listening’.®

From my vantage point I have been able to observe how politics of
identity, pity and spectatorship interrupt the relationship between
performer and audience, as indicated by Tewodros. My perspective is
informed by my own positionality as a non-refugee artist and researcher
benefitting from privileges of whiteness, Englishness, British citizenship
and access to higher education. It is also reflective of working
professionally in the refugee sector since 2013, specifically with
unaccompanied minors. The overlaps between Syed and my observations
also make visible where our viewpoints shift, which in part are reflective
of the different conversations we are afforded access to from wider publics
engaging in our work.

As Kate discusses above, the way we think about our work has many
different aspects to it. My lived experience as a former unaccompanied
minor and now a Care Leaver is an important part of my identity, and
effects how I relate to the topics in this book. My identities as an artist,
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youth worker and Charity trustee have also shaped how I think about my
own experience as well as the experiences of younger members of the
refugee community. I continue to have an unstable position within the
asylum system in the UK, yet recognise I do have access to platforms to
talk about refugee issues that others do not have.

Resisting narratives of vulnerability

Performance theorists Sylvan Baker and Maggie Inchley, who situate
verbatim theatre techniques as affective modes of engaging with
testimonies of care-experienced young people, describe the risk of erasure
through the jargon of care. According to their arts-based research, many
young people feel they are understood as ‘problems’, and this fuels
feelings of anger, defensiveness, and a sense of dehumanisation. They
offer the important reminder that many young people in care do not feel
‘looked after’.” This notion of erasure resonates with both of our
professional, as well as Syed’s personal, experiences of the UK care
system, and takes on additional qualities when applied to young people
seeking asylum.

%

Syed, how did you feel when I started bringing the
notion of care into our work more explicitly?

I think it’s a word misused for people like me. I guess that’s
why you became so interested - because when it’s not there,
we have to do it for ourselves and each other.

I feel like I've been forced to feel vulnerable time and time
again. Even now as an adult Care Leaver it continues to
happen. Instead of recognising my achievements 'm
reminded of the assumptions that are in people’s eyes when
they meet me. Every time I get a new support worker we
have to go back to the beginning and talk about my asylum
claim again, instead of seeing me as who I am now. When I
speak with care professionals I am met with assumptions and
low expectations masked as compliments: ‘wow! your
English is so good!’
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I find it interesting navigating this when we are
brokering partnerships, having those initial
meetings where you're introduced as a colleague,
not a ‘participant’.

To be honest, I didn’t notice it before I became a youth
worker myself and saw it happening to others. Now, I really
notice when I'm fixed into the position of ‘service user’ and it
reminds me that no matter how far I've come I'm still
(initially) seen as other.

How does that shape how you engage with your
practice?

I just hold both identities at the same time, being a few years
ahead on my journey in the UK. It doesn’t affect the
relationships I have when we take our theatre work to
refugee young people. To them I'm Uncle, a big brother, Mr
Najibi... or just boss man!

I see these moments as gestures of care. When you
take on that ‘boss man’ identity you resist
assumptions of vulnerability that rely on top-down
power relations. When you extend care in the
theatre space, the encounters move away from
paternalism towards radical connection.

I want people to see me as strong, as a good actor, and
believable.
Believable? Do you mean as an actor?

Yes.
For me, the work that you do — that we do together
—isn’t about reproducing the ways you've had to

narrativise yourselves before.

Exactly. We're a group of performers, with experience of
telling our stories in these ways. The stories are ours — and
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not ours.'° It’s no one’s business whose bits are whose.

Part of taking control of our narratives is that we’re

centring ourselves (and other refugees). It’s not our job to
tell stories that are neat and easy to understand, because the
stories are messy.

So part of you being visible in the performance
space is about people committing to listen.

Yes. And by buying a ticket, they have to.

In other words, I'd rather we get a 2-star review and be criticised as artists
than get a 5-star review from someone who just saw us as refugees.

We tell our stories how WE want to.
You're not here to judge whether we’re credible or not
I'm not here to make your conscience feel better
I don’t need you to feel sorry for me.
(Extract from Pizza Shop Heroes)

Aesthetics of care in action

We return to Syed. The reason he had put his script aside is because he
struggled to carry out the washing ritual and navigate the paper
simultaneously. The story he was telling remained true to his memory. It
explored the unexpected yet troubling kindness of a detention guard
facilitating a group prayer for Eid for all the Muslim men inside the
centre; an act of care that brought Syed and his fellow detainees to tears
on such a significant day. Nonetheless, when I encouraged Syed to tell the
story from memory, forgoing the script, he faltered and stumbled. Quietly,
Tewodros, sitting meters away on a bed to Syed’s left, picked up his own
script and began to prompt Syed. Together, they made it to the end of the
scene (Figure 14.2).

With limited time to rehearse, we had run the scene once in this way
before performing to an audience. I was aware that Syed felt self-
conscious initially, but soon recognised the affective quality of the
encounter. As the other two actors sat and looked on and listened,
Tewodros met Syed’s gaze and pushed him forward. This gesture was at
once visible and subtle.
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Usually if I make a mistake in a performance I feel
embarrassed, unprofessional, and apologetic to my
cast mates. However, in this context it was a
work-in-progress so I knew the audience wouldn’t
mind as much.

While the purpose of the piece was to shine a light on the seam of
care that runs through the actors’ memories of migration, what it made
knowable through practice was how gestures of care operate in the
performance space. Applied Theatre theorist James Thompson describes
an ‘aesthetics of care in action’.!! He argues that beyond demonstrating
care, there is potential that the aesthetic can contain ‘the actual moment
of building a more just distribution of caring and increase participants’
capacity to care and be cared for’.'?

Figure 14.2 Tewodros sitting on a bed holding his script; Syed is standing,
addressing the audience (Illustration by Kate Duffy-Syedi).
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Tewodros wasn'’t just caring for Syed in this momentary encounter
onstage. He was extending his care to all four of them, through a meta-
theatrical frame that recognised not only the consequences of Syed’s
actorly vulnerability, but also the theatricality of allyship.

It felt exciting watching this play out; the two men performing
friendship and care, taking on a collaborative, collective quality and
reminding the audience that the bond they share is informed, knowing,
and complex.

Teddy was performing with me. Making the same effort as
me, even though the spotlight was on me. He was Tewodros
the actor, and Teddy my mate, both at the same time. The
story was mine, but we told it together.

All of us knew the story of the Greek detention
guard, because you’d told it many times during the
creative process. Whilst it had really happened,
once it was fixed on the page it took on qualities of a
story. So, Teddy was reminding you what happened,
but also reminding the Syed-that-isn’t-Syed, the
actor, which narrative beat he needed to hit. You
were both inside and outside the performance. He’s
Teddy, but also not. How do you think the audience
read it?

I think it might have looked like it was too hard for me to tell the
story, so Teddy was pushing me forward in a supportive way, so
I didn’t get upset or feel exposed. My refugee identity became
more obvious. In truth, it was that I didn’t know the script well
enough. Telling the story itself doesn’t upset me (anymore). The
artistic version has replaced the traumatic version, in a way.

To me it felt like Teddy’s gesture of care was to
intervene so you didn’t inadvertently write yourself
into a position of vulnerability, requiring sympathy

from the audience.

Yeah, and I think the audience also saw how close we are.

I saw Teddy performing care, care-fully.
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Emergent solidarities

Together we interpret this encounter as Syed feeling simultaneously
autonomous as a refugee, in telling a story fuelled by the political injustice
of being a detained child; and vulnerable as an under-rehearsed actor. To
understand Tewodros practicing care is to locate Syed’s two feelings as
interrelated. What emerged here was a form of care representing not only
allyship and knowingness about shared experience of forced migration,
but a reconfiguration of a poetics of failure. There was a sense of artistry
in realising that exposing the mechanics of performance was not symbolic
of unprofessionalism or poor craft, but a demonstration of solidarity, and
an act of resistance to the narratives Syed, Tewodros and their peers, are

Figure 14.3 Tewodros and Syed embracing (llustration by Kate
Duffy-Syedi).
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usually confined to. The acute awareness the actors and makers within
Phosphoros Theatre have of the discourses of vulnerability that
underscore current and former unaccompanied minors’ lives structures
not just the narrative content, but also performance in practice. Thus, the
work provides the conditions for the possibility of solidarity to emerge in
ways that are inter-relational.

Judith Butler’s theorising of vulnerability in relation to resistance is
relevant here. She thinks about the political consequences of subjugated
peoples dismantling the power of paternalistic institutions, asking ‘do
they not establish themselves as something other than, or more than,
vulnerable?’. In other words, she questions whether ‘vulnerability is
negated when it converts into agency’, or whether it assumes a different
form.' The accidental performance between Syed and Teddy of failure,
care and friendship discussed in this chapter could be seen as a powerful
act of solidarity in how it complicated the notion of vulnerability. Julie
Salverson considers the transgressive potential of storytelling and
performance with refugees, as well as the pitfalls of reproducing sites of
witnessing imbued with violence. She urges theatre practitioners
engaging in this area of practice to move beyond binaries such as ‘injured
and oppressor, helper and helped’, asking ‘if [ am not victim, if I am not
rescuer, what can I be?’.'"* The methodological choices that inform
Phosphoros Theatre’s work generally, and my practice research, including
the development of All the beds I have slept in, hold within them the hope
of troubling discourses of epistemic violence that structure much
representation of youth on the move.

As we began collaborating on this piece of writing, I reminded Kate of
other times me and my cast mates had ‘rescued’ each other mid performance.
Alongside all the fun we have together, there have been many times when our
tour schedules have been interrupted with bad, sad, scary news. The sudden
loss of parents, fear of destitution, family members on the move, college
exclusion, rejected asylum claims... life changes that change how we are
together in the space. We have distance from the experiences we talk about
in our performances, but sometimes things happen that bring us closer. It
changes how we care for each other and how we focus.

It might be a look we share backstage, or the squeeze of a shoulder
in the middle of the scene, when we know there’s something else in our
minds as we say the words we’ve learnt from our scripts. I do feel a sense
of vulnerability when I'm onstage, because I want to do my best, and my
job in that moment is to entertain, educate and move the audience. The
most significant thing we do to look after each other is raise our
performances — to lift all of us up.
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We had a performance two days after the bodies of 39 Vietnamese
people (including 10 teenagers) were found suffocated to death in a
sealed lorry in Essex, UK, in October 2019.%° All four of us had had
dangerous journeys in lorries and found the development of this story
heart-breaking and shocking. In one scene, Emirjon remembers being in
arefrigerated lorry himself:

‘The smell of the petrol was very strong, but it was a good thing because
it meant the dogs couldn’t find him.”¢

We knew that not only Emirjon, but the audience as well, would be
hearing his words with the tragic news in their minds. I can’t remember
the exact words or the strength of the hugs we shared backstage, but I
remember trying harder than I ever have to make the performance the
best I could (Figure 14.3). On that day, the stakes became higher.

‘You told my story’

What might Phosphoros Theatre’s practice elucidate about how we
conceptualise care in the wider context of youth on the move? How does
performance aid our understanding of the emergent solidarities and
practices of care that occur between individuals with shared experience
of migration?

In becoming increasingly more politicised and aware of the
importance of their performance work for refugee young people in the
audience, the actors were making space for solidarities to inform the
artistic practice. Here we reflect on the complex encounters between
Phosphoros Theatre’s actors and the audience, including significant
numbers of refugee young people (more than 450 refugee young people
came to see our most recent show, Pizza Shop Heroes'’). Part of our
discussion are personal reflections, and we regularly collect qualitative
feedback from audience members and refugee groups. Listening to the
responses of refugee young people has stretched and strengthened how
we grapple with ethics of representation, both in our collective arts work
and through Kate’s practice research.

I feel a responsibility to use my platform to address the issues
we face in the UK as refugees and asylum seekers, and for me
that experience includes being an unaccompanied minor.
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How does that feeling of responsibility impact the
types of stories you want us to create?

I believe I represent the whole community, but I talk about
myself and show only myself. There are experiences I've faced
as an individual that many of the audience members share.

How do those ideas map onto our intention to
challenge refugee narratives as homogenous? Does
what you’re saying conflict with resisting the notion
of a singular refugee story?

I think it’s complicated. Our experiences are different, of
course. Even for someone from the same town as me — it
might take them 20 days to find sanctuary, but for me it took
8 months (and the former may have endured much worse
than I did). Still, we go through the same system in the UK.
Our experiences are different in terms of race, gender, class,
religion, sexuality, age, but there is a bureaucratic process
that we have all had to struggle through.

How do you think this affects the engagement of
refugee audiences? What do they take from
watching you all perform?

They come up to me and say:
‘You are like me, you told my story.’

I know that you all find it incredibly moving when
you make connections with audience members who
have lived experience after the show. Those
moments of encounter are important.

They see something in us. What are they seeing? Sometimes I
think it’s an experience, like time spent in Calais or
Dunkerque, or surviving childhood imprisonment in detention
centres. I think they identify with our experience of the UK
system too — like having social workers who are hard to work
with, or the hostility we face at the Home Office.
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Most importantly, they see someone who is like them. Who
didn’t speak much English — and who is carrying on, even
without their family.

I wonder if part of their reaction is pride.

Or hope. That there will be people who believe in them.

I don’t mean believe them as refugees. I mean believe them as
people with hopes and values and ambitions for their futures.

Legacy and visibility

Elsewhere in this book, Rachel Rosen makes reference to the lack of belief
young people on the move have when receiving statutory support, and
their feeling that they are ‘little more than money in the pockets of those
who are in a legal and social position of care and responsibility for their
lives.*® I feel like I have to fight for my care too, even though it’s a statutory
duty.

The observations we have here mirror some of the reflections on
participatory research practices with refugee young people. Rosen points
to the ‘everyday solidarities’ precipitated by collaborative spaces where
space is held for young people to rearticulate the narratives they've
seldom had authorship over before. In these spaces, she argues, ‘young
migrants collectively create meaning for their lives, labour and futures.’*”
Our intention with this piece has been to suggest that the socially engaged
practice of Phosphoros Theatre is generative of forms of care, both on and
offstage, bringing with it notions of recognition and solidarity. The scale
and public-facing nature of the work we make lends meaningful possibility
to how these rearticulated narratives can be engaged with widely, and
will hopefully expand understanding of the role of arts practice in forced
migration research.

When Rosen reminds herself, and the non-refugee reader, that
‘solidarities are being forged beyond my gaze’,° I consider the experience
of watching Syed, Tewodros and our other colleagues in performance. I
think about the buzzing excitement we have when we know a refugee
youth club, English learning class, or housing project have come on a trip
to watch us. The solidarities formed in these spaces are informed, radical,
intimate, and hard to name (Figure 14.4). They are beyond my gaze.
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Figure 14.4 Emirjon puts his arm around Goitom’s shoulders (Illustration
by Kate Duffy-Syedi).

It’s not easy being an actor.

Don’t get me wrong — it’s brilliant too. We get to drive around the
country, stay in hotels, meet the locals, and have the thrill of being
onstage. But in the background, we still have our lives going on, and the
hostile environment of the UK can make that very difficult.

In our pasts, a lot of people helped us. Strangers. We never saw
them again. Men who’d help me transfer money from Afghanistan to
Europe so I could make the next part of my journey. Taking me into their
homes, letting me wash, eat, sleep. Taking risks to show their care. I
couldn’t repay them —I had nothing. All I could do was say thank you, and
know that one day I'd be able to help someone else. There are different
platforms to use to speak up about refugees. Theatre is ours.
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Our colleague Goitom describes this as ‘legacy’.
Feminist ethics can be applied to this cyclical, ultra-
relational understanding of care. Feminist theorist
Joan Tronto argues that an ethic of care as practice
‘involves more than simply good intentions. It requires
a deep and thoughtful knowledge of the situation, and
of all the actors’ situations, needs and competencies’.?!
When Syed identifies his desire to speak beyond his
own experiences and amplify narratives rarely heard,
he demonstrates an ethic of care in action.

A seam of kindness (Figure 14.5)
Continuing

When we perform to refugee young people, they are watching us,
but our hope is that they also feel seen.
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Figure 14.5 A seam of kindness (Illustration by Kate Duffy-Syedi).
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Tewodros (Teddy) Aregawe, Goitom Fesshaye, Emirjon Hoxhaj are three core members of
Phosphoros Theatre’s ensemble that we will make reference to throughout this chapter. Along
with Syed, they all have lived experience of being an unaccompanied child migrant in the UK.
In recognition of Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh’s Spaces and Places, not Faces approach taken by the
editors of this book, we have not included our production photography in this chapter, and
instead have included drawings. The images we have included of Syed, Tewodros, Goitom and
Emirjon are not intended to represent humanising imagery of refugees, rightfully critiqued as
limiting by Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, rather they are used to document and recognise their creative
labour as artists. These line drawings have been inspired by photographs taken by David
Monteith-Hodge in 2019 and Holly Revell in 2019.

This practice research took place in 2019 as part of Kate’s PhD project at the Royal Central
School of Speech and Drama (RCSSD). The research was made possible through funding from
the London Arts and Humanities Partnership.

The performance was part of the Collisions Festival, RCSSD’s annual practice research festival.
It was created by and with Phosphoros Theatre and directed by Kate Duffy-Syedi. The creation
of the piece was supported by Dawn Harrison, Pavlos Christodoulou and Juliet Styles.

Whilst Phosphoros Theatre had not presented ‘work in progress’ before, the company (including
Syed) had staged professional productions across the UK over 100 times at this point in time.
Personal notes 2019.

Idriss, Young Migrant Identities, 142.

Alcoff, ‘The Problem of Speaking for Others’.

Baker and Inchley, ‘Verbatim practice as research with care-experienced young people’.

In her book Applied Drama, Helen Nicholson draws on performance studies theorist Richard
Schechner‘s notion of the actor playing ‘himself [sic] but he is not himself at the same time’
(Schechner, in Nicholson, Applied Drama, 97). This idea is particularly helpful in considering
the methodological approaches to performing lived experience.

Thompson, ‘Performing the “aesthetics of care™.
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funded by Arts Council England.
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Art in Dialogue 8 Cultures of care. — Caring — Giving Care — Needing Care — Caring — Giving
Care — Needing Care — ©Meera Shakti Osborne. This image was produced by the artist in dialogue
with chapter authors and other attendees during a series of online seminars in 2020 about the themes
of this volume: childhood mobility, care and crisis.

220 CRISIS FOR WHOM?



;Crisis para quién?



Dedicamos este libro a Araceli y a todas/os las/os nifias, nifios y jévenes
en movimiento que han sufrido una muerte prematura por haber sido
sujetos a regimenes fronterizos violentos simplemente por ser nifixs.
Esperamos que las palabras y las imagenes de este libro honren sus
vidas y hagan justicia a sus historias de cuidado, trabajo y amor, y sobre
todo a sus luchas individuales y colectivas por vidas que valen la pena
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Introduccion

:Crisis para quién? Regimenes
fronterizos globales, «minorizacién»,
(in)movibilidad y cuidado

Rachel Rosen, Elaine Chase, Sarah Crafter,
Valentina Glockner y Sayani Mitra
Traducido al espanol por Ana Felices Gutiérrez

Alainfancia venezolana en Colombia se le niega la entrada a los albergues
para migrantes porque no llega acompafiada por sus padres. Las/os
nifias/os que han huido de Afganistan con sus familias valoran la vida y
el cuidado que reciben en los campos de refugiados en Europa. Para ellas/
0s, una «crisis migratoria» no consiste en el movimiento de personas entre
fronteras o las dificultades que conllevan estos viajes. A diferencia de sus
padres, el problema no es la insostenibilidad de la vida en el extranjero,
sino su inminente deportacién forzada de vuelta a Afganistdn. El cuidado
y las nociones de infancia en la Palestina ocupada estdn moldeados por
diversas formas de violencia sistémica que son histéricas y estan ya
arraigadas. Estas socavan la movilidad fisica, social y econdmica, y
generan una sensacion perpetua de crisis. Las idealizaciones coloniales
de las familias nucleares cristianas llevan a las/os nifias/os de Zimbabue
a sentir una profunda sensacién de «carencia» y «anormalidad» cuando
sus madres se ven obligadas a emigrar para trabajar. Nifias y nifios de tan
solo 9 y 10 afios, desplazados internamente debido al cambio climdtico y
las politicas agricolas neoliberales en India y México, se despiertan cada
mafiana para trabajar como recolectores de basura o verduras, y llevar a
casa recursos que son vitales para sus familias.

Estas son solo algunas de las realidades de la vida de nifias, nifios y
jovenes en contextos de (in)movilidad que se describen en este libro. Los
detalles de estas vidas tienen lugar en mundos que experimentan cambios
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radicales e implacables provocados por los efectos entrecruzados del
desahucio, el capitalismo racial, los conflictos, el cambio climatico y las
politicas de los regimenes migratorios. Las narrativas de «crisis» — tanto
si se trata de una «crisis migratoria» como de «infancias en crisis» — se han
convertido en los tropos retdricos que dan forma y se reproducen a base
de respuestas politicas cargadas de valores que afectan a las/os nifias/os
en movimiento. Reflejan un sesgo sedentario, ideas normativas sobre la
infancia «buena» y «mala», y supuestos rigidos sobre las/os nifias/os y el
cuidado. A medida que hemos ido desarrollando nuestro argumento,
estas se han traducido en regimenes fronterizos que normalizan y
legalizan el sometimiento y la exclusion de las/os nifias/os migrantes a
través de procesos de racializacién y «minorizaciéon». Como consecuencia,
las/os nifias/os que se desplazan a nivel mundial, ya sea con miembros de
su familia o solas/os, y aquellos que permanecen en su pais de origen
cuando los padres migran, lo hacen en contextos en los que la migraciéon
se enmarca tipicamente como una crisis politica y existencial para los
paises ricos, y se asocia con traumas y dafios irreparables para la infancia.
Del mismo modo, algunos movimientos de nifias/os, en particular los que
participan en la movilidad Sur-Sur, siguen siendo invisibles. Es mds, estas
historias acalladas plantean preguntas sobre cuando y por qué la
movilidad de las/os nifias/os se es considerada una «crisis», por quién y
para quién, y qué efecto tiene esto en las infraestructuras y practicas de
cuidado.

La erudicion critica sobre migracion sugiere una narrativa contraria
en la que la movilidad se entiende como parte de la condiciéon humana, y
que son las condiciones en las que el movimiento estd controlado,
disciplinado y enmarcado desde un punto de vista discursivo las que
causan precariedad politizada y crisis para las personas en movimiento.
El colonialismo, tanto como legado histérico como condicién actual, es
un concepto fundamental para comprender estas condiciones
contemporaneas de la migraciéon global.! Los patrones de (in)movilidad
- incluyendo quién se mueve, quién permanece o se queda atrapado en
un sitio y addnde se traslada la gente — estdn moldeados por «hendiduras
imperiales» forjadas por el colonialismo.? Al mismo tiempo, las nociones
de «raza» y los procesos de racializacion desarrollados con los proyectos
del imperio colonial estan integrados en los regimenes fronterizos
contempordneos, en lo que De Genova define como «otro disefio més de
la linea de color global»,® controlando el movimiento, limitando los
derechos legales y morales de cuidado y apoyo, y reduciendo la
pertenencia politica y social a las ideas de la etnonacion.
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Es por eso que usamos expresamente el concepto de (in)movilidad
en este capitulo, y no simplemente como sindnimo/anténimo de
migracion. Por un lado, la (in)movilidad pone en primer plano el hecho
de que la migracién no se puede reducir a un movimiento, sino que se
trata también de inmovilidad, de estar atrapado en un lugar y de una
espera indeterminada. Al hablar de (in)movilidad, por lo tanto, nuestro
objetivo consiste en tener en cuenta las fluctuaciones y las circulaciones;
las dinamicas cambiantes de ubicacién y movimiento espacial, cdmo se
entienden, experimentan, controlan, desean y resisten. Un enfoque sobre
la (in)movilidad también nos permite prestar atencioén a las formas en
que las ideas y las imagenes — en torno a la infancia, la migracién y el
cuidado - se van transformando. Dirige nuestra mirada hacia los caminos
viejos o nuevos que recorren y por qué, hacia el modo en que estas
representaciones constituidas por la sociedad entran en contacto y en
conflicto, y el efecto que esto tiene para las/os nifias/os y las infancias
marginadas.

Por otro lado, el uso que hacemos del concepto de (in)movilidad nos
permite alejarnos de la categoria sobre determinada de «migrante», el
sujeto de los procesos migratorios, que a menudo es experimentada por los
propios sujetos como una figuracién despectiva; como alguien «indigno»
cuando se contrasta, por ejemplo, con la figura del «refugiado». Alejarse de
los términos categoricos y las reificaciones de la migracion, y acercarse a los
procesos, permite considerar al mismo tiempo aquellos que de otro modo
podrian estar separados en grupos aparentemente discretos por los
regimenes fronterizos: menores no acompafiados, nifias/os apatridas,
nifias/os solicitantes de asilo, nifias/os refugiadas/os y nifias/os «olvidadas/
o0s», por nombrar solo algunos. Este es solo un pequefio acto de «rechazo»*
que hacemos con respecto a los términos establecidos por los regimenes
migratorios restrictivos, pero también uno que creemos que tiene un
potencial generativo, como vamos elaborando en nuestro discurso.

Relaciones entre crisis, cuidado e (in)movilidad infantil

Cuando comenzamos el proceso de elaboracion de este volumen, uno de
los retos que nos planteamos fue explorar las relaciones entre crisis,
cuidado e (in)movilidad infantil. En lugar de considerarlos como tres
fendmenos independientes o, lo que es méas problematico, como objetos
fijos de estudio que eran cognoscibles de antemano, nuestro proyecto ha
consistido en prestar atencion a las formas en que estos fenémenos
aparecen a través de sus interacciones. Sospechabamos que atender a su
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constitucién mutua en contextos diversos arrojaria luz sobre las formas
en que algunas crisis cobran importancia y otras desaparecen; las diversas
formas en que se entiende, restringe, reconoce, gobierna, fractura y
practica el cuidado, asi como las formas en que flucttia entre el control, el
apoyo y la solidaridad; y los tipos de nifias/os e infancias que son
producidos en estos intersticios. Nuestro interés aqui es descaradamente
emancipador: la forma en que analizamos estas relaciones tiene una
influencia importante en los esfuerzos para contrarrestar la
deshumanizacion a través de narrativas de crisis, inferiorizacion y
«minorizacién» con respecto al estado de la infancia y la violencia
perpetrada en nombre del cuidado.

Al leer los capitulos de este volumen, es evidente que la crisis, el
cuidado y las infancias migrantes se expresan con fuerza y frecuencia a lo
largo del tiempo y el espacio. Sin embargo, si bien las relaciones entre los
fendmenos no pueden asumirse a priori, resulta imprescindible considerar
«lo que se necesita para que exista esa relacion especifica».” En muchos
sentidos, lo que se requiere para entender las relaciones entre crisis,
cuidado e (in)movilidad infantil esta claro, dadas las visiones hegemonicas
de las/os nifias/os como personas vulnerables que necesitan la proteccién
y el cuidado de los adultos. Tales figuraciones del «el nifio» como persona
dependiente por excelencia se combinan con los puntos de vista
sedentarios dominantes de las sociedades humanas,® de tal manera que
el concepto de la infancia «normal» o deseable se ha convertido
virtualmente en un sinénimo de la vida dentro de la familia privada
(nuclear) en lugares fijos. En estos términos hegemonicos, las crisis de
las/os nifias/os migrantes parecen ser evidentes, ya que tanto la movilidad
como la distancia fisica de los padres o la familia se convierten en riesgos
existenciales para las/os nifias/os y la infancia en s{ misma.

Con respecto a la nocién de Edward Said de «teoria viajera»,’
imaginarios dominantes de la infancia han atravesado extensiones
globales de la mano de los colonizadores (colonos), legisladores, grupos
humanitarios, académicos y migrantes forzados. No es de extrafiar
entonces que estos imaginarios aparezcan en las contribuciones del libro
como elementos que dan forma a la vida de las/os nifias/os en movimiento.
Sin embargo, no hay que limitarse a estas narrativas dominantes, ya que
interactian con historias, culturas, practicas y geopoliticas en contextos
complejos. En muchos casos, es la inmovilidad forzada, mas que la
movilidad, la que se presenta como una crisis para las/os nifias/os, y es el
cuidado —incluido el amor— lo que motiva la participacién en los
movimientos politicos de liberacién; aunque en los discursos hegemdnicos
esto puede verse como una violacién del santuario seguro y apolitico de
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la infancia. En otros casos, la movilidad se entiende como un acto de amor
y cuidado, parte de una «buena» infancia en el sentido de cumplir con las
responsabilidades y apoyar a los familiares. En este sentido, la migracion
es una solucion a la crisis, mas que una crisis para una «buena» infancia.
Sin embargo, estas/os jévenes también encuentran narrativas en las que
su movimiento se ve como algo problematico o como una crisis, aunque
sea para la region o el pais receptor.

En este sentido, nuestro discurso se centra al mismo tiempo en la
heterogeneidad de las relaciones entre la crisis, el cuidado y las (in)
movilidades de la infancia y, en relacion con esto, en la contingencia de
sus efectos. No estamos sugiriendo aqui que todo vale, ni apuntamos
simplemente al flujo y la indeterminacién. En cambio, observamos la
heterogeneidad y la contingencia como un punto de partida o un desafio
generativo: exigen que prestemos especial atencién a los «propdsitos
situados» que materializan las relaciones entre crisis, cuidado e infancias
(in)méviles, «los medios y las normas para lograrlos» y, finalmente, los
efectos de estas relaciones.® Aqui sostenemos que la cuestién de los
medios y las estrategias que dan lugar a estas relaciones se aborda mejor
prestando atencidn al poder y a la perspectiva.

Como explica Rosen, las/os nifias/os y las infancias en movimiento se
encuentran con diversas formas de crisis, tanto reales como imaginadas,
que se cruzan y amplifican entre si.” Aqui es crucial el poder de nombrar y
definir cierto fendémeno como «crisis», algo que le da a las crisis el poder de
motivar o generar respuestas. Sin embargo, qué se entiende por crisis,
cdémo y para quién resulta ser una crisis, es una cuestion de perspectiva. Por
ejemplo, oimos hablar de la «crisis de los migrantes» articulada por los
migrantes forzados y los abolicionistas fronterizos, en contraposicién a la
«crisis de los refugiados» en la frontera entre Estados Unidos y México, o la
Fortaleza Europa, articulada desde la perspectiva de los Estados naciéon
(nativistas) y sus poblaciones. Como vemos, las interpretaciones de la
misma «crisis» pueden ser muy diferentes. Otro ejemplo son las lecturas de
los «campos de refugiados», que varian en gran medida desde la perspectiva
de los medios de comunicacién, el Estado y las organizaciones no
gubernamentales (ONGs), y las/os nifias/os y adultos en los campos, como
pone de relieve la experiencia de las familias afganas con las que se abre
esta introduccién. Del mismo modo, mientras las organizaciones
humanitarias construyen zonas de juego en los campamentos para
contrarrestar lo que se percibe como una «crisis de la infancia», las/os
nifias/os hacen un uso creativo de los «lugares entre medias» para jugar,
interactuar y poner en practica el cuidado mucho después de que los
juguetes y las zonas para jugar se hayan estropeado. '°
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Al sugerir que las/os nifias/os en movimiento pueden no entender
lavida en los campamentos como una «crisis», por tomar solo un ejemplo
de como las/os nifias/os leen las condiciones de sus vidas, nuestra
intencién aqui no consiste en justificar la situacién a la que se enfrentan
muchas/os jovenes durante la migracion: ya sea el humanitarismo
paternalista'!, la «solidaridad condicional»'? o los rechazos hostiles en
tierra y mar, y el encierro violento y nocivo en los campamentos. Nuestra
intencién es que debemos permanecer atentas/os a las preguntas sobre lo
que se asume cuando se apela a las «crisis», en qué perspectivas se centran
y a qué intereses sirven. En otras palabras, defendemos repetidamente la
pregunta: ¢crisis segun quién?

Formular esta pregunta produce al menos tres movimientos
importantes. En primer lugar, nos pide que consideremos las formas en
que los «problemas personales», como la forma en que las experiencias
divergentes de nifios y adultos en los campamentos —a menudo
experimentadas como conflictos dentro de las familias y relaciones
interpersonales—, reflejan un conjunto mas amplio de «problemas
publicos».'* En este sentido, para nosotras/os resulta fundamental prestar
atencion a las formas en que los intereses neocoloniales, capitalistas
raciales y otros intereses geopoliticos moldean la (in)movilidad y las
fronteras nacionales, asi como el cuidado que prestan o no los Estados, y
como lo prestan. Ciertas crisis para las/os nifias/os, como los «retornos»
forzados, también revelan las raices coloniales de las narrativas de las
crisis contemporaneas y cdmo la pertenencia, el espacio y la movilidad
siempre estan racializadas. Insistimos en que esto también requiere un
enfoque generacional, y las formas en que la larga historia de
subordinacién social de las/os nifias/os en diversos contextos acttia para
contener, disciplinar, subestimar, subordinar y/o excluir violentamente a
las/os jovenes, asi como para borrar sus perspectivas y experiencias
sociales; parte de lo que llamamos un régimen de «minorizacién» y que
desarrollamos mds adelante.

En segundo lugar, al enmarcar nuestro enfoque de la crisis de esta
manera, rechazamos las suposiciones ubicuas, aunque a menudo
implicitas, de que todo el cuidado es «bueno» y toda la movilidad es
«mala». En cambio, abogamos por dirigir la atencién hacia las condiciones
en las que se practica el cuidado y se produce la (in)movilidad, entre ellas
las formas en que éstas se imponen. Hacerlo significa que no necesitamos
resolver ambigiiedades incdmodas, como a las que enfrentan las/os nifias/
os migrantes que cuidan de sus familias trabajando en contextos de crisis
de deuda familiar y migratoria. Aqui, la reciprocidad, la responsabilidad
colectiva ante el «otro» y la hiperexplotacién pueden estar presentes y ser
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cogenerativas al mismo tiempo. Estas no pueden explicarse simplemente
como efectos de la voluntad y la eleccién de las/os nifias/os, ni pueden
reducirse a narrativas de trafico o explotacidn infantil. Mantener vivas
estas complejidades de la vida de las/os nifias/os y las condiciones de su
produccién es, por tanto, crucial tanto desde el punto de vista politico
como analitico. Dirigir nuestra mirada hacia las condiciones del cuidado y
la (in)movilidad también ayuda a garantizar que las perspectivas de las
personas que han sido marginadas y oprimidas sigan siendo centrales, asi
como a considerar siempre las implicaciones de las narrativas de crisis
para abordar las injusticias y desigualdades. Centrarnos en las condiciones
y relaciones nos permite criticar al mismo tiempo la violencia estatal
perpetrada en nombre de la crisis y explorar cémo el cuidado no
paternalista, la solidaridad, los bienes comunes y la justicia pueden
forjarse a través de la experiencia y articulacién de las crisis', pero
también cuando tales relaciones no se manifiestan en contextos de
violencia estatal similar.

En tercer lugar, al considerar la pregunta «;crisis segiin quién?», se
hace evidente que incluso cuando la visiéon de las crisis se centra de
manera similar en la figura del nifio, dicha visién no produce
necesariamente los mismos tipos de atencidén, ni siquiera en el mismo
contexto. De hecho, la figura del nifio es esquiva: no todos los jévenes
estan constituidos como nifos; se los excluye cuando la infancia es la base
del derecho a recibir cuidados y apoyo. Ademas, estas exclusiones suelen
estar determinadas no solo por la edad tal y como se percibe, sino también
por la «raza» y el pais de origen. Como resultado, no existe una relacién
directa entre la crisis y el cuidado para las/os nifias/os en movimiento,
incluso en sus formas mas paternalistas.

Fracturas intergeneracionales y regimenes de
«minorizacion»

La intergeneracionalidad es fundamental para comprender las relaciones
entre crisis, cuidado e (in)movilidad de la infancia, y aqui proponemos
cuatro ideas importantes que ofrece este enfoque. En primer lugar, cuando
una «crisis migratoria» se trata como un evento singular en el tiempo, como
un punto de inflexion significativo o un acontecimiento importante, esto
puede confundir sus largas raices histdricas, asi como el hecho de que, para
muchas comunidades de todo el mundo, la migracién se ha convertido en
la base de la reproduccion social y econémica. Por el contrario, un enfoque
intergeneracional ofrece una forma de sacar a la superficie tales raices,
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rastreando las formas en que los movimientos, supuestamente nuevos, de
personas se basan en prolongadas desigualdades, desahucios, patrones de
trabajo intergeneracionales, trabajos forzados o esfuerzos dedicados a la
construccion de naciones. Visto de esta manera, para las/os migrantes «las
crisis» pueden entenderse mejor como luchas prolongadas, a menudo a lo
largo de décadas, cada una con sus propias tensiones y llenas de legados
histéricos que se reproducen en el presente. Tales experiencias prolongadas
se suelen normalizar por el mero hecho de que persisten; sin embargo, sus
impactos se acumulan con el tiempo a través de la memoria y en los
encuentros intergeneracionales cotidianos.

Esto nos lleva a nuestro segundo punto, que es lo que Hoang
(Capitulo 7) llama de forma evocadora «castigo multigeneracional».'> Asi
la autora llega a la nocién de que las (in)movilidades impuestas pueden
terminar fragmentando el cuidado en familias y comunidades con
consecuencias a menudo devastadoras. En algunos casos, esto ocurre
cuando las generaciones se separan por procesos de (in)movilidad que
literalmente mueven las fronteras fisicas, sociales, simbdlicas y
econdmicas, y las barreras de la existencia.'® Si bien no descartamos las
posibilidades del cuidado y la copresencia que se dan a nivel
transnacional,!” somos conscientes de que éstas se ven significativamente
limitadas para las personas en contextos de migracion precaria, donde
multiples fuerzas les obligan a luchar constantemente en los margenes de
las sociedades. El impacto prolongado del robo de tierras, los regimenes
de fronterizacién y el exilio significan que, a lo largo de generaciones,
hermanas, hermanos, padres, madres, primas, primos, abuelas, abuelos,
tias y tios nunca lleguen a conocer en persona o puedan encontrar a
aquellas/os que han perdido debido a la (in)movilidad forzada. Estos
desafios tampoco disminuyen si se tiene en cuenta el concepto dominante
de «buena familia», que combina la copresencia fisica, la ensefianza
intensiva y las infancias vulnerables. En otros casos, el «castigo
multigeneracional» ocurre cuando las dificultades ciclicas causadas por
las crisis afectan al entendimiento, las infraestructuras y las practicas de
cuidado prolongados que son diezmadas por las penurias ciclicas
provocadas por las crisis, lo cual hace que las personas tengan que prestar
cuidados en circunstancias imposibles. Las estrictas y extremas horas de
trabajo o la migracién laboral, entendidas como una manera para poder
vivir o incluso como forma de cuidado, entran en tensién con los aspectos
emocionales y practicos del cuidado que requieren, por ejemplo, la
presencia fisica. Por lo tanto, las practicas de «cuidado» en el presente
estan vinculadas al sufrimiento del pasado, asi como a las esperanzas de
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un futuro mejor, y esos anhelos suelen estar vinculados mas fuertemente
ala figura del nifio.

Esto nos lleva a nuestro tercer punto: un enfoque intergeneracional
da margen para interrogar los procesos por los cuales ciertos seres
humanos son convertidos en «nifios». Entender al «nifio» como una
posicion social que interpela a los sujetos y es interpretada, impuesta,
impugnada y transformada, y la «infancia» como parte de una relacién
social constituida socialmente dentro de los drdenes sociales
generacionales,'® nos lleva a prestar atencion a los tipos de caracteristicas
que se relacionan con las y los jévenes, y a considerar sus efectos. Estas
ideas son fundamentales para los estudios sobre la infancia, donde las/os
académicas/os también han destacado las formas en que la «raza» y la
colonialidad operan a través de su ecuacién con la generacién.” Las
personas de piel Negra y Oscura®® de las (antiguas) colonias han sido
clasificadas en algtin momento como nifias/os, infantilizados o concebidos
en términos de dependencia e irracionalidad que evocan ideas sobre lo
que tradicionalmente se considera la infancia.

Esta infantilizacién y deshumanizacion, tanto de las personas de las
(antiguas) colonias como de las y los jévenes, se sigue utilizando para
justificar la subordinacidn, el humanitarismo paternalista para «inducir
la madurez» o las intervenciones de caracter mas brutal y explicitamente
violento.?’ Como vemos en los capitulos de este volumen, en algunos
casos las y los jévenes pueden experimentar la (in)movilidad como una
imposicién violenta de los regimenes fronterizos, las familias y las
comunidades, dada su inferioridad. En otros, vemos las formas en que ser
un/a nifilo/a puede proporcionar acceso a la atencidn institucionalizada
y, por lo tanto, las y los jovenes son convertidos en «menores» al
representar los tropos vulnerables de la infancia. Esto no solo significa
que deben subyugarse o aceptar la eliminacién de su independencia,
libertades y capacidad de cuidar, sino que es parte de un proceso por el
cual el merecimiento en los regimenes migratorios se detiene en el punto
de la edad adulta. Esto puede crear fricciones entre las/os nifias/os y los
adultos con los que comparten sus vidas, pero también convierte a los
adultos en personas «indignas», aunque apenas unos dias antes fueran
«niflos merecedores». Nos referimos a esto como un régimen de
«minorizacion», haciendo hincapié en las formas en que se adopta y se
entrecruza con los regimenes fronterizos excluyentes.

Como nos hemos esforzado en sefialar anteriormente, las tensiones y
los conflictos entre nifias/os y adultos en las relaciones intimas o familiares
se refuerzan no solo, o principalmente, por las relaciones entre ellas/os,
sino por los contextos imposibles de haber vivido en condiciones de (in)
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movilidad forzada. Es mds, y este es nuestro dltimo punto este volumen
también recoge proyectos intergeneracionales de sustento y cuidado, ya sea
compartiendo escasos recursos, creando redes de apoyo, construyendo
bienes comunes méviles o actos de alianza radical. Estas practicas de
cuidado intergeneracional pueden ser precarias o finitas, pero ofrecen
posibilidades generativas, un punto que elaboramos a continuacién.

La abundancia de cuidado

«¢Qué mundo es este que nos obliga a las madres a asumir una posicion
en la que cuidar de algunas/os nifias/os significa abandonar a otras/o0s?».
Esta pregunta la plantea Daniela Rea, periodista mexicana, a partir de
una intensa conversacién con una joven madre hondurefia desplazada
por la violencia en su pais.?* A esto podriamos responder: 'es un mundo
en el que las/os nifias/os se cuidan a si mismas/os y a los demas, en medio
de crisis recurrentes y regimenes migratorios excluyentes, y a pesar de
todo ello. Es un mundo donde parece haber mayor determinacién por
producir tecnologias y espacios que nieguen las capacidades y
motivaciones de las/os nifias/os para cuidar, que para reconocer su
derecho y capacidad para hacerlo, tanto si estan en movimiento como si
estan fijos en un lugar. Es un mundo en el que el acto de cuidar esta
plagado de opciones imposibles, grandes anhelos y, a veces, violencia
brutal'.

Si hay algo que queda perfectamente claro al leer detenidamente los
capitulos de este volumen son las complejidades del cuidado. Podriamos
preguntarnos como es posible que un concepto, un conjunto de practicas,
pueda contener tantos significados y experiencias diferentes; y, en
muchos sentidos, es esta abundancia la que nos da esperanzas y nos
obliga a identificar los riesgos del cuidado. Por un lado, el cuidado se hace
evidente a lo largo de este libro como un compromiso desbordante de
amor, preocupacion, empatia y reciprocidad, y una ética y un valor
fundamentales de la vida. No obstante, esto hace que definir una practica
como «cuidado» significa practicamente que no se puede poner en duda,*
asumiendo que es inherentemente «buena». Pero al hacerlo se pasan por
alto los otros aspectos del cuidado que también pueden aparecer, al
mismo tiempo, tanto en entornos intimos como institucionales: crueldad,
control, instrumentalizacidn, subordinacién, obligacién, etc.

En contextos donde la movilidad es un evento extraordinario y
disruptivo, asi como en contextos donde es una dindmica social que se ha
convertido en una constante histérica o expectativa contemporanea, el
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cuidado es una relacién y practica que permite la (re)produccién de la
vida cotidiana. La defensa del derecho a la movilidad implica
necesariamente el reconocimiento de la migraciéon como estrategia y
practica de cuidado. Incluso la llamada «migraciéon econémica», que a
menudo esta condenada y deslegitimada, en términos morales y legales,
es una estrategia para el cuidado y mantenimiento de la vida en comun.
La (in)movilidad en el contexto de crisis puede entenderse no solo como
un acto forzado, sino como un acto de cuidado personal y colectivo, ya
que los motivos y modos de desplazamiento estan determinados por
condiciones estructurales y/o coyunturales compartidas, pero también
por posiciones sociales, afectos y responsabilidades construidas
colectivamente. En este sentido, cuidar (en singular o en plural) son
experiencias profundamente interrelacionales y transgeneracionales;
pero también reflejan los anhelos mas intimos y subjetivos.

La centralidad de la nocién de cuidado para los debates sobre (in)
movilidad y crisis, asi como sus intersecciones, radica en el hecho de que
el acto de migrar, huir o ser desplazado ocurre siempre como un acto
donde la comunidad esta presente en términos fisicos y/o simbdlicos.
Evocamos la nocién de comunidad aqui no en el sentido de una entidad
fija, estdtica o predeterminada, sino como un bien comin dindmico
(transnacional),** que puede incluir a aquellos que participan en
proyectos compartidos de movilidad y emplazamiento, asi como los que
se quedan atrds, pero cuyo recuerdo acompafa y cuya existencia y amor
impulsa el acto de migrar. En este sentido, Heidbrink (Capitulo 10) nos
invita a pensar en la migracién como una «elaboracién cultural del
cuidado»,? donde huir y moverse por el espacio geografico son actos que
buscan salvaguardar, preservar y cuidar lo que es a la vez personal y
colectivo: parientes y amigos, comunidad, lugares de pertenencia,
cosmovisiones, identidades y la vida misma. Todos estos son elementos
heterogéneos y cambiantes, forjados mediante fragiles practicas de
«comunioén» a través de las diferencias. Pero entender la migracién como
una estrategia de cuidado también significa entenderla como un acto de
rebelidn: contra la violencia estructural, el sufrimiento transgeneracional,
el desahucio institucionalizado y la imposicién de un futuro en el que
ciertas vidas ya han sido marcadas como «vidas que no vale la pena
vivir».?® Asi, los capitulos de este volumen cuestionan y desestabilizan
profundamente las nociones tradicionales de cuidado que lo enmarcan
como una relacién esencialmente jerarquica, ejercida por adultos con
respecto a las/os nifias/os. Nos muestran multiples espacios y
circunstancias en las que las/os nifias/os practican el cuidado, no solo con
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respecto a los adultos de sus familias y circulos afectivos, sino también
con respecto a sus compaiieras/os y ellas/os mismas/os.

Al mismo tiempo, los capitulos plantean el cuidado como un
ejercicio de poder y verdad instituido por Estados multiescalares y sus
regimenes migratorios. En contextos de asistencia social limitrofe,
determinacién de estatus, detencién y enjuiciamiento, son los regimenes
migratorios los que establecen los limites sobre quién puede cuidar y
quién debe ser cuidado. Las/os nifias/os son reducidos, desde un punto
de vista paternalista, a una categoria de «victima» en la que se les priva
del derecho a cuidar y cuidarse, en nombre de su proteccién, lo que
supone una nueva forma de «minorizacién». Porque no solo se imponen
practicas de protecciéon a menudo contrarias a los deseos y necesidades
de las/os nifias/os, sino que también eliminan la capacidad de accién de
estas/os y se niega su derecho a cuidarse a si mismas/os y a cuidarse
unos a otros. Su capacidad de cuidado personal, colectiva y comunitaria,
no solo se elimina y se niega, sino que se castiga. A las/os nifia/os se las/
os puede categorizar como «menores no acompafiadas/os» cuando las
personas a con las que (se) cuidan no encajan dentro de las nociones de
familia basadas en la legalidad y la biologia centradas en los adultos.
Son fisicamente separadas/os de las personas con las que (se) cuidan a
través de a la detencidn y, de programas humanitarios de alojamiento y
recepcion. Los regimenes fronterizos crean y amplifican las condiciones
en las que el sentido de preocupacion y responsabilidad de las/os nifias/
os por los demds puede contribuir a mantener la vida en el contexto de
reduccién o rechazo del apoyo social, pero que también puede
convertirse en un lugar de extraccién y explotacidn, pues permanece
oculto bajo el encuadre paternalista del cuidado. Asimismo, los
esfuerzos de los adultos por cuidar a las/os nifias/os a través de la
migracidén ocurren a pesar de los contextos nocivos en los que, por
necesidad, se produce la movilidad subalterna.

Al analizar las practicas de poder a las que estan sujetas/os las/os
nifias/os en condiciones de movilidad en los regimenes fronterizos y de
«minorizacién», encontramos que la violencia estatal es eufemizada como
cuidado. No se trata solamente de que apuntar hacia determinados
grupos sociales como «aquellos que merecen atencién» sirve como una
razon para justamente negarles cuidado, el derecho a migrar o a
pertenecer.”’ Los regimenes fronterizos producen categorias como
«menor no acompafiada/o» o «nifia/o separada/o» para justificar la
aplicacion de sistemas de cuidados y proteccién que ocultan la violencia
que se produce privando la libertad en centros de detencidn,
internamientos impuestos en centros de acogid impuestas y
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empobrecimiento; separaciones familiares; deportacién; y detencién.?
Los regimenes fronterizos que producen tal distanciamiento al retratar la
movilidad infantil como una «crisis» son los mismos regimenes que
estigmatizan las rebeliones de las y los jovenes contra la violencia y la
precariedad que los acecha en sus lugares de origen y a los que se resisten,
también con la migracién. Estos regimenes fronterizos son los mismos
que intentan detener la movilidad de las/os nifias/os para «protegerlas/
os» e ignorar sus deseos, necesidades, autonomias y voluntades —es
decir, su humanidad y dignidad—, criminalizando su (in)movilidad y
denominandola hipdcritamente «crisis».

Si el desahucio, la detencién y la exclusidn construida desde los
discursos nativistas y cometida en nombre del cuidado de las/os
nifias/os amplifican dicha violencia y actian mediante la negacion de
la humanidad (ya sea en términos nacionales, «raciales» o
generacionales), ¢silenciamos nuestras demandas hacia los estados
para que provean condiciones de cuidado y abandonamos el potencial
del cuidado frente a las injusticias??’ Nuestra respuesta a esta pregunta
es un «no» rotundo. En el contexto de las narrativas de crisis
migratorias generalizadas que oscurecen el impacto de las crisis
prolongadas en las comunidades subalternas, el cuidado de uno
mismo y de los demas constituye lo que Abu Moghli y Shannan
(Capitulo 13) reconocen como la posibilidad de construir mundos
alternativos y las posibilidades de vivir otras vidas.*’ Para ellas, este es
un cuidado que se articula a través del amor y la protesta contra las
condiciones de ocupacién colonial de Palestina que obligan tanto a la
movilidad como a la inmovilidad. Pero igualmente, las practicas de
cuidado de las/os nifias/os ofrecen una base para crear y sustentar
formas alternativas de ser y conocer mediante procesos que permiten
imaginar lo contrario; formas de conectividad radical; y solidaridades
emergentes que exponen los procesos de construccion de frontera y
dan esperanzas que permiten volver a remodelar las condiciones de
existencia. En este sentido, la «crisis» no es que las/os nifias/os cuiden
de los demas, algo que siempre ha sucedido en las comunidades
humanas, sino que tienen que hacerlo como lo hacen en respuesta a
regimenes migratorios y de "minorizacién" que buscan eliminar la
posibilidad de imaginar un mundo diferente y obstaculizar el derecho
a migrar, asi como el derecho a regresar o a permanecer.
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Perspectivas globales criticas sobre la infancia, el
cuidado y la migracién

Como dijimos al principio de este capitulo, un objetivo clave de este
proyecto ha consistido en pensar sobre la crisis, el cuidado y la (in)
movilidad infantil como tres procesos simultaneos, en lugar de tratarlos
como tres aspectos diferenciados del tejido social vital. Este es el desafio
que planteamos a las y los autores de esta coleccién, preguntandonos:
¢cudles son los efectos diversos y difusos de las intersecciones del cuidado,
la infancia y las narrativas de la «crisis migratoria» para las/os nifias/os y
jovenes que viven, migran o permanecen dentro de diversos contextos
globales? Por necesidad, responder a esta pregunta ha sido un proyecto
colaborativo. Las y los autores aportan reflexiones esclarecedoras y
relevantes sobre lo que hace que las relaciones entre el cuidado, la (in)
movilidad infantil y la crisis existan en espacios de tiempo especificos.
Nuestro capitulo introductorio se ha centrado menos en las especificidades
de las articulaciones locales o regionales de estos fendmenos, que
aparecen en las contribuciones individuales. Nos hemos centrado mas en
como, al leerlos en su conjunto, los capitulos proporcionan una visién
elaborada de cémo estas relaciones entran en contacto, en conflicto y/o
se amplifican entre si a nivel global. Para ello, al igual que las y los
colaboradores de los capitulos, nos hemos ido retroalimentando durante
el proceso de elaboraciéon de este volumen.

Este libro es el resultado de una serie de conversaciones virtuales
internacionales con académicas/os, profesionales y activistas unidas/os
por preocupaciones comunes sobre los discursos altamente normativos,
y a menudo homogeneizadores, que dominan las ideas sobre el cuidado
y la crisis en relacién con la (in)movilidad de las/os nifias/os. El objetivo
de los seminarios consistid en alterar algunas de estas ideas y generar
nuevos conocimientos sobre la crisis, la infancia y la migracion. Las
conversaciones llevaron a discusiones exhaustivas sobre contribuciones
grabadas con anterioridad de por parte autores y comentaristas. A estas
les siguieron talleres tematicos con las y los autores para desarrollar ain
mas las ideas en el didlogo y considerar las sinergias entre las
contribuciones de diferentes contextos globales.

Para las editoras de este libro, la intencién central de este proyecto
ha consistido en decolonizar la escolaridad desde el principio. En parte,
se trata de centrar los proyectos del imperio colonial en la
conceptualizacién de las (in)movilidades contemporaneas, como
discutimos anteriormente, pero también ha consistido en redefinir las
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formas ortodoxas y eurocéntricas del conocimiento.*! Este enfoque busca
problematizar las précticas excluyentes, etnocéntricas y racistas de
produccién de conocimiento.*? En la practica, para nosotras/os esto ha
consistido en incorporar conocimientos de una diversidad de contextos
geograficos e incluir a académicas y académicos del Sur global, que a
menudo estdn imposibilitadas/os, lingiiistica, econdémica y
simbdlicamente de publicar en el Norte. Dicho esto, somos conscientes de
que, a pesar de nuestros esfuerzos, faltan muchos contextos en este libro,
y tenemos mucho trabajo por hacer para reformular los didlogos que
permitan abordar las exclusiones derivadas de una perspectiva centrada
en el Norte. En este sentido, vemos este volumen como una pequefia
contribucién y prélogo en los esfuerzos por pensar en la (in)movilidad, el
cuidado y la crisis de la infancia en un conjunto; no es ni una solucién ni
una conclusién.

Es importante destacar que abrir la produccién de conocimiento no
se trata simplemente de ofrecer multiples ejemplos empiricos del Sur, en
el mejor de los casos una forma de liberalismo que contintia enmarcando
las practicas y las ideas de aquellos que han sido «excluidos» como
tolerables pero no deseables ni analiticamente productivos.** En cambio,
estudiar la migracién Sur-Sur asi como la migracién hacia el Norte, por
ejemplo, ha generado algunas de las nuevas comprensiones de las
relaciones entre (in)movilidad, cuidado y crisis de la infancia descritas
anteriormente y plasmadas en los capitulos que siguen. Nuestro
compromiso de publicar el libro en espafiol e inglés, y en un formato de
acceso publico, ha sido parte de nuestro esfuerzo inspirado en el
pensamiento decolonial, con el fin de desafiar los impedimentos
econdmicos y lingiifsticos que hacen que los conocimientos del trabajo
académico sean inaccesibles para muchos.

Este compromiso también es evidente en los diversos modos de
participacién y presentacién de las contribuciones, que no reducen la
produccién de conocimiento a un texto, sino que incluyen creaciones
artisticas, narraciones de historias y métodos colaborativos y
participativos. De acuerdo con este enfoque, Meera Shakti Osborne, cuyo
trabajo aparece a lo largo de todo el volumen como un contenido especial
bajo el nombre «Arte en didlogo», facilitd una serie de actividades
artisticas durante nuestros seminarios, y sus imdgenes, que aparecen en
este libro, se crearon teniendo en cuenta nuestras conversaciones en
linea. Las imdgenes de Osborne en este volumen pretenden ser
provocaciones. Estas imagenes no van acompafiadas de una explicacién
interpretativa que le diga al espectador qué pensar o qué sentir. Como tal,
su franqueza es a la vez desestabilizadora y liberadora: una negativa a
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ofrecer un significado fijo o a imponer formas de argumentacién exigidas
por los textos académicos tradicionales (véase discusién adicional en la
seccion El arte en didlogo 1).

Para nosotras como editoras el pensamiento decolonial lo ha
motivado todo, desde las preguntas planteadas a las y los autores, hasta
nuestra insistencia por considerar el largo alcance del colonialismo en el
presente. De esta manera, nos hemos esforzado por trabajar con
colaboradores que hablen sobre los temas y las perspectivas planteadas
por el pensamiento decolonial, no necesariamente aquellos que hablen
con la teoria decolonial. Por ejemplo, si bien algunas/os de las/os
colaboradores en el volumen exploran explicitamente la productividad de
las epistemologias decoloniales, todas/os buscan desarrollar
conocimientos basados en las realidades y voces de aquellas y aquellos
que han sido «excluidos» o marginados de diversas formas. De hecho,
amplificar las voces de aquellas/os que histéricamente han sido
silenciadas/os y marginadas/os es un objetivo central de la epistemologia
y metodologia decolonial, e informd nuestra seleccion de contribuciones,
independientemente de si las autoras y los autores articulan este enfoque
a través de la teoria decolonial.** Un objetivo fundamental de esta
coleccidn es el desafio a las suposiciones adultocéntricas, contrarrestando
la «minorizacién» con metodologias y enfoques analiticos basados en la
coautoria, la horizontalidad y un amplio conocimiento sobre las/os
niflas/os y jovenes que viven en condiciones de (in)movilidad como
productores de conocimientos sociales fundamentales.

Las contribuciones de este volumen estdn organizadas en pares, que
se comunican entre si en diversos contextos. El primer conjunto de
capitulos escrito uno por Rosen y el otro por Dafa y Fiddian-Qasmiyeh
ofrece conceptualizaciones de las crisis como multiples, prolongadas,
amplificadoras y generativas. A pesar de tales crisis (o resistiéndose a
ellas), Rosen sefiala formas de escucha radical y solidaridad a través de las
diferencias entre las y los jévenes no acompafiados en el Reino Unido,
mientras que Dafa y Fiddian-Qasmiyeh muestran la complejidad de la
atencién en los campos de refugiados saharauis. El siguiente par de
capitulos examina estos temas con especial atencién a lo que llamamos un
régimen de «minorizacion». En el Capitulo 3, Nifio Vega demuestra la
forma en la que en Colombia se reduce a las y los nifios venezolanos a
sujetos de proteccion mediante el uso de mecanismos que contradicen de
manera fundamental sus propias experiencias, pero que sirven a los
intereses geopoliticos anti-Chavistas. En el Capitulo 4, Majidi y sus colegas
se centran en los «retornos» a Afganistan y sostienen que para las/os
nifias/os se trata de formas de deportacion asociadas a su condicidn social
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subordinada. A esta discusién se suman los capitulos de Cortés Saavedra
y Joiko, y el de Walker, que examinan la forma en que la condicién de
«nifia/0» se entrecruza con la colonialidad en Chile, en el primer caso, y el
racismo persistente en Italia, en el segundo caso, convirtiendo a las/os
nifias/os migrantes de piel negra y oscura/morena en personas
«excluidas».

Si bien estos primeros capitulos sittiian a las/os nifias/os y jovenes
como protagonistas principales, el siguiente par se centra mas en la
maternidad en contextos de migracidn precaria; una forma de reconocer
que la infancia es una posicidn social relacional y que las/os nifias/os
nunca viven sus vidas aisladas/os. Hoang se centra en el trabajo extremo
y forzado que las inmigrantes vietnamitas se ven obligadas a realizar
cuando trabajan en los mercados de Rusia, mientras que Takaindisa y
Palmary (Capitulo 8) exponen las formas en que las normas coloniales
impuestas de la maternidad cristiana repercuten en el presente. Ambos
capitulos destacan las tensiones que crean estas situaciones: el esfuerzo
por lograr futuros soportables es tanto un acto de cuidado como un
impedimento para las formas valoradas de cuidar a la infancia. Pasando
del cuidado de nifias/os por parte de adultos en circunstancias a menudo
insostenibles, el siguiente grupo de capitulos comienza a dirigir la mirada
hacia los actos de cuidado producidos por las nifias y los nifios.

A través de las historias que se cuentan con la voz de un joven
rohinya en un campo de refugiados en Bangladés, Khan y Rana
demuestran las practicas creativas y complejas de las nifias y los nifios
para tener esperanzas frente al desahucio y el desamparo, las dificultades
y la inmovilidad. El capitulo de Heidbrink nos lleva a Guatemala donde
sostiene, gracias a una etnografia prolongada con jévenes mayas, que la
migracion infantil puede entenderse como un acto de amor y reciprocidad
generacional. Glockner y Sharokh (Capitulos 11 y 12 respectivamente)
continuan desarrollando estos temas de migracidén como cuidado en sus
contribuciones. Glockner desarrolla un didlogo transnacional entre
niflas/os migrantes de México e India, y muestra las formas en que su
trabajo es tanto un acto de cuidado hacia sus familias que han quedado
endeudadas y empobrecidas debido al despojo neoliberal, como un sitio
de gran explotacion que permanece inadvertido en el contexto de la
necesidad mutuay las practicas de reciprocidad. Mientras tanto, Sharokh
defiende la investigacién no solo sobre el cuidado, sino como una practica
de cuidado, algo que demuestra elocuentemente a través de sus
interacciones con jévenes coinvestigadores migrantes en Sudafrica.

En el ultimo conjunto de capitulos, Abu Moghli y Shannan
(Capitulo 13) destacan las diversas formas de violencia en la Palestina
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ocupada que obligan a algunos a la movilidad multigeneracional e
imponen la inmovilidad para otros, mientras que un didlogo entre
Duffy-Syedi y Najibi (Capitulo 14) apunta a la violencia oculta y las
limitaciones politicas de las narrativas de vulnerabilidad asumidas en
respuesta al régimen fronterizo del Reino Unido. No obstante, es
importante destacar que ambos capitulos nos dejan —como autoras/es,
editoras/es, lectoras/es, activistas y mds— con un fuerte sentido de
esperanza. La intencidn de este libro no consiste en rechazar los legados
pasados de brutalidad y extraccidén, ni en silenciar las historias
contemporaneas de marginacion y subordinacion, a lo que Jones podria
referirse como un proceso de «ignorancia violenta» o un alejamiento de
aquello que hace que el mundo sea insoportable para otros.*> Todo lo
contrario. Estos capitulos nos dejan un mensaje claro y urgente: debemos
escuchar con atencidn, atender con atencién y actuar por un mundo en
el que el racismo, la ocupacion y el desamparo sean sustituidos por la
bondad, el cuidado y la justicia emancipadora.

Notas
1 Samaddar, The Postcolonial Age of Migration.
2 Mayblin y Turner, Migration Studies and Colonialism, 76.
3 De Genova, «The “migrant crisis” as racial crisis», 2018, 1766.
4 Simpson, «The ruse of consent and the anatomy of “refusal” », 2017.
5 Donati, «An original relational sociology grounded in critical realism», 2018, 436.
6 Nail, The Figure of the Migrant.
7 Said, «Traveling theory», 1982.
8 Donati, «An original relational sociology grounded in critical realism», 2018, 436.
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El arte en el didlogo: Introduccion

El arte invita. Las ilustraciones estimulan. Las imagenes evocan.

*

Las imédgenes de El arte en el didlogo presentes en este libro son de la artista Meera Shakti Osborne.
Sus imagenes y palabras surgieron del didlogo con autoras y autores de los capitulos y otros /as
asistentes durante una serie de seminarios virtuales en 2020.

Las imdgenes hablan a modo de didlogo con las autoras y los autores de los capitulos, e invitan a las
lectoras y lectores a dejar que sus corazones, cuerpos e imaginaciones participen en los temas de
este volumen.

El arte parte del conocimiento y es una forma de conocimiento, pero no obliga a quien lo observa a
pensar en algo en concreto. El arte abre todo un mundo de posibilidades.

Te invitamos a reflexionar y ver cémo te hacen sentir estas imagenes o las nuevas formas de pensar
que te incitan sobre la (in)movilidad, el cuidado y las crisis de la infancia.

Tu interpretacion de estas imdgenes es solo tuya.
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Solidaridades emergentes y nifias y
nifnos en movimiento: ;qué tiene que
ver la «crisis»?

Rachel Rosen
Traducido al espanol por Luis Carabantes Leal

Los Investigadores Jévenes del proyecto Nifios y Nifias que Cuidan
en Movimiento (CCoM) se refieren a los consejos que quieren dar a
otros nifios, nifias y jévenes que han llegado al Reino Unido sin
padres, madres o tutores. «Necesitamos decirles que encuentren
organizaciones de beneficencia que puedan ayudarles», sugiere
Zak.' «<Pero que tampoco tengan miedo de preguntar y conocer sus
derechos», exclama Mika vehementemente, acordandose de su
lucha de tres afios para obtener asilo y la xenofobia que ella y otras y
otros migrantes han vivido en actos tan simples como ir al médico.
Rebin, aguardando pacientemente hasta ver una oportunidad, entra
en la conversacién: «Cuando vine a aqui, una persona joven me llevé
a la tienda y me preparé algo de comer. Fue muy amable. No habia
comido bien en una semana. En Francia, no puedes comer cualquier
cosa. El me mostré dénde ir, fue muy agradable y muy amable». Zak
comenta con una sonrisa: «jAhora td ayudas a las y los demas!», y
todas y todos se rien. Las y los Investigadores Jévenes contindan
discutiendo las formas en que se ayudan: interpretando, dando
consejo, mostrando los alrededores, y presentdndose a
organizaciones comunitarias.
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No seria ir muy lejos interpretar esta discusiéon como un ejemplo del
impacto de las fronteras a través de las narrativas de la crisis migratoria
donde los discursos de amenaza e inestabilidad describen a las y los
migrantes como «otras» y «otros», y sirven de justificacion para establecer
regimenes fronterizos represivos, excluyentes y a veces violentos. En el
Reino Unido, por ejemplo, las rutas autorizadas por el estado para que las
y los jévenes entren al pais son limitadas, haciendo que peligrosas rutas
no autorizadas sean la tinica opcién, como da a entender Rebin. Esta
discusion también puede ser entendida como un ejemplo de cémo la
reduccion de los servicios del estado de bienestar en el Reino Unido en el
contexto de crisis financiera ha hecho que las organizaciones comunitarias
y las y los jévenes migrantes se vean cada vez con mayor frecuencia en la
necesidad de prestar servicios informales y de ayuda. Desde luego, ambas
lecturas son apropiadas. Sin embargo, hay algo mds en esta conversacion.
Las condiciones de vida en medio de estas crisis han dado lugar a nuevas
redes sociales entre las y los jovenes y nuevas formas de movilizacién para
adaptarse a las necesidades sociales emergentes. Frente a las
extraordinarias circunstancias causadas por la crisis para las y los
migrantes en el Reino Unido, y en los esfuerzos para preservar la vida,
una causa comun esta si®ndo forjada entre las y los jévenes en movimiento.

En este capitulo, en lugar de seleccionar una de las lecturas
anteriores como la «mds concreta», intentaré entender estas diferentes
crisis y esfuerzos por hacer posible la vida dentro de sus sombras como
fenémenos simultdneos. Para ello, desarrollaré dos argumentos.
Comenzando por definir varias formas de crisis en el contexto del régimen
fronterizo del Reino Unido, demostraré que el discurso de la «crisis» no es
excluyente ni represivo en esencia. En cambio, conceptualizaré la crisis
como un fenémeno multidimensional, contextual y productivo,
argumentando que una consideracién de las contradicciones, sinergias y
amplificaciones de las diversas formas de crisis es crucial para abordar los
aspectos xenofébicos y explotadores de las narrativas de la «crisis
migratoria». En segundo lugar, abogaré por la esperanza, argumentando
que es necesario entender y actuar sobre las formas en que las crisis y sus
intersecciones abren nuevos espacios de accion, fisuras frescas en estados
aparentemente hegemonicos y diferentes oportunidades de cuidado,
resistencia y solidaridad. En resumen, sostendré que para sacudir las
narrativas xenofébicas de la «crisis migratoria» se requiere complejizar la
nocién de «crisis» preguntandose: ¢Crisis para quién?, ;Como afecta la
crisis a personas en diferentes lugares?, ;Como podemos hacer que la
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generatividad de la crisis funcione para imaginar y practicar solidaridades
mas inclusivas y transformativas?

Dada mi conceptualizacién de crisis como un fenémeno situado y
tempo-espacial, basaré mis argumentos en las experiencias de nifias,
nifios y jévenes que han migrado al Reino Unido sin sus padres, madres o
tutores (a menudo mencionados como separados, solos, o no
acompafiados). Si bien sus vidas son emblema de los asuntos en juego en
la discusidn acerca de la crisis, ellas y ellos son a menudo vistos como
poco mas que la victima prototipica. Como tal, la lucha por la justicia
social para estas y estos jovenes se tiende a enmarcar como algo moral,
humanitario y legal, algo que también ha sido criticado por proveer
respuestas individualistas, descontextualizadas y despolitizadas hacia los
regimenes fronterizos.? Al abordar la «crisis» como un asunto que debe ser
conceptualizado y contextualizado, espero ofrecer nuevas perspectivas y
posibilidades con relacién a la solidaridad con y por parte de las nifias y
nifios migrantes.

Buena parte de mi discusién se basa en datos recabados en una
etapa temprana del proyecto de investigacion CCoM.®> CCoM investiga las
experiencias de cuidado de nifias y nifios migrantes separados y de las
formas en que cuidan de otras nifias, nifios y jévenes, mientras navegan
las complejidades del nexo inmigracién-bienestar en Inglaterra. CCoM
parte de la premisa de que el cuidado no se limita necesariamente a aquel
otorgado por un adulto o el estado, sino que las nifias y los nifios migrantes
también cuidan de si mismos y lo reciben de otras y otros jévenes. Ya que
poco se sabe acerca de este cuidado, las politicas y practicas disefiadas
para ayudar a niflas y nifilos migrantes separados pueden terminar
dafiando, excluyendo o discriminandolos.* Para abordar este vacio en la
investigacion, politicas y practicas, uno de los aspectos centrales de CCoM
es que utiliza métodos de investigacién participativos para llevar a cabo
trabajo de campo colaborativo con dos equipos de jévenes investigadores
migrantes. Las voces de estos jovenes investigadores y de nuestros
participantes, nifias y nifios migrantes separados, son las voces que se
unen a la mia en este capitulo.

Identificando multiples crisis

Se habla de la crisis en todos los ambitos de la vida contemporanea. Crisis
migratoria. La crisis de la COVID-19. La crisis climatica. La crisis del
cuidado. La infancia en crisis. La crisis financiera. ; Cémo se relacionan
estas crisis en términos discursivos y con manifestaciones concretas?
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¢Deberiamos diferenciar entre diversas formas de invocar la crisis? Y de
ser asi, ;cdmo? ;Perdid la «crisis» toda su pertinencia conceptual y
politica debido a su ubicuidad? En esta seccidén se comienza a abordar
estas preguntas trazando diferentes crisis, considerando las formas en
que las nifias y nifios separados son representados y cémo son afectados.

Mi punto de partida es hablar acerca de la «crisis migratoria» que en
el Reino Unido se volvié particularmente prominente a comienzos del
verano del 2015. En respuesta a lo que el Alto Comisionado de las
Naciones Unidas para los Refugiados refiri6 como el mas grande
desplazamiento de gente de la historia, el discurso publico se satur6 de
comentarios acerca de la crisis que se acercaba al Reino Unido (y Europa
mas ampliamente). La cobertura de los medios y la retérica politica
invocaron un sentido de crisis del estado nacional, una pérdida de poder
sobre las fronteras geopoliticas y raciales.® Al mismo tiempo circularon
imdgenes chocantes de las condiciones de vida deplorables e insostenibles
en Calais y otros campamentos (no oficiales) de refugiados en la frontera
Europa/Reino Unido, mientras que surgian noticias horribles de
ahogamientos en el mar, hambre y trauma causados por las precarias
condiciones de movilidad. Como tal, «la idea de Europa como un espacio
de liberalismo y derechos humanos» se vio cuestionada.®

En respuesta a esta aparentemente profunda crisis existencial, el
estado britanico ha intensificado sus esfuerzos para controlar la migracion
a través de la jugada dual de externalizar sus fronteras nacionales e
internalizar las fronteras cotidianas que se construyen y refuerzan en el dia
a dia. El incremento de la infraestructura e industria fronteriza se justifica
con un sentido inventado de estar bajo asedio y con una politica disuasiva
disfrazada de narrativas humanitarias de proteccion de nifias y nifios de las
aterradoras travesias y peligrosas condiciones de vida en los campamentos.
«La creacién de fronteras por medio de la crisis», como llama Gordon a este
proceso,” depende de la criminalizacién de la movilidad y de representar
las categorias cambiantes de la gente mdvil como ilegales.®

Sin embargo, podemos volver la mirada y preguntarnos «¢crisis
para quién?», como propone Sam Kriss al comentar que son los «migrantes
quienes estan experimentando una crisis europea, una de cercas y
fascistas y policias».® De hecho en el proyecto CCoM hemos aprendido
que, para las nifias y los nifios migrantes, la creacién de fronteras por
medio de la crisis ha dado como resultado cada vez mas arriesgadas
travesias para entrar al Reino Unido, a menudo debajo de camiones o en
botes peligrosamente inadecuados. La creacion de fronteras por medio de
la crisis genera situaciones donde, para algunos, autolesionarse se percibe
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como la tinica forma de control al alcance de una o un joven. La creacién
de fronteras por medio de la crisis significa que las y los j6venes migrantes
se enfrenten a un clima de sospecha y hostilidad al llegar al Reino Unido,
donde las solicitudes de asilo se reciben con escépticos interrogatorios
acerca de su conocimiento sobre cualquier cosa para confirmar sus paises
de origen, desde imagenes en la moneda local hasta nombres de
programas radiales. «Irdn se qued6 con mi nacionalidad. El Reino Unido
con mi edad», nos explicé Bwar, un participante de investigacion del
CCoM, mientras discutia la practica comuin del Ministerio del Interior de
cuestionar la edad de las y los jévenes y, por lo tanto, negar sus derechos
como nifios y nifias a la provision estatal de atencién, apoyo y educacion.
La creacién de fronteras por medio de la crisis se traduce en periodos de
espera e inseguridad indeterminados, ya que las solicitudes de asilo son
procesadas bajo amenazas de deportacion, destitucion y la estrategia de
«transicién a la ilegalidad»'° cuando se cumplen los dieciocho afios, por
medio de solicitudes de rechazo o la criminalizacién de la migraciéon
irregular.

Pero el discurso estatal (y, de hecho, popular) no es monolitico,
como puede verse en las intersecciones entre las narrativas de crisis
migratoria y las narrativas de otro tipo de crisis: aquellas acerca de la
infancia. Hemos sabido, por ejemplo, de «infancias perdidas» e «infancia
en crisis» como formas de narrar las experiencias de algunas nifias y nifios
en movimiento.'! Aqui, la figura de la nifia o nifio refugiado solitario se
erige como un simbolo de victimismo «puro».'?> Tales enmarcaciones
influyen en las politicas y han significado que a pesar de estas narrativas
de «crisis migratoria», las nifias y nifios migrantes separados son
mayoritariamente protegidos de medidas exclusivistas que les niegan el
acceso a cuidados, o que las y los someten a detenciones o deportaciones.
Las narrativas de crisis acerca de la «infancia perdida», sin embargo,
descansan en suposiciones normativas de que la infancia es un periodo
sin preocupaciones, y una experiencia sedentaria y localizada, donde las
nifias y nifios son objeto de cuidado por parte de adultos.*

Ante estas nociones de infancia, la nifia, nifilo o joven migrante
separado se convierte en la «nifia o nifio no infantil», pero que puede ser
«salvado» y que es «manejable» a pesar de su otredad.'* Tales narrativas
fabricadas dan forma a las politicas salvacionistas, proteccionistas y
homogéneas del estado cuando concibe politicas de cuidado para estas y
estos jovenes. A pesar de que hemos sabido por medio de CCoM que los
cuidados por parte de algunas y algunos cuidadores adoptivos y
trabajadores sociales es muy valorado (cuando se otorga), algunas y
algunos jovenes consideran que la provisién es paternalista y que no
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reconoce sus experiencias y comprension de la infancia. Por ejemplo, las
niflas y nifilos que han cruzado juntos multiples fronteras a veces son
separados al llegar al Reino Unido. Aqui, el cuidado mutuo entre las nifias
y los nifios, como aquel descrito por las y los jovenes en la narrativa inicial
de este capitulo, se percibe como «no infantil» y, por lo tanto, como una
«crisis de las nifias y los nifios» hecha para que tengan que cuidar de otros
a temprana edad, o simplemente no se reconoce en un contexto donde el
cuidado se mezcla con la adultez.'® De esta forma, abordar la crisis de la
infancia aparentemente contempla imponer un juego de relaciones
normativas y posiciones sociales sobre las nifias y los nifios, moldeadas en
su mayoria por constructos occidentales de la infancia. La «crisis de la
infancia» a su vez significa que algunas y algunos jévenes queden
completamente fuera de esta categoria y pierdan asi los derechos que ella
les puede asegurar.'® Estas y estos jévenes (de mayor edad que otros), no
se perciben como personas «en riesgo» e inocentes, sino como una
amenaza por medio de las narrativas de crisis en la interseccién de la
migracion y la infancia. «Nifias y nifios pidiendo a gritos una nueva vida
en Gran Bretafia estan siendo expulsados a codazos por inmigrantes de
dos veces su tamaifio», decia el titular de un tabloide britanico.”

En paralelo a las discusiones acerca de las infancias perdidas o en
riesgo estan las narrativas que se enfocan en los costos inmanejables y
crecientes del bienestar y educacién de las nifias y los nifios migrantes
para el gobierno local y los contribuyentes.'® Este enmarque econdémico
de las nifias y nifios migrantes invoca otra crisis: el colapso financiero de
2007/8 y la consecuente crisis de austeridad. Esto llevé a reducciones
importantes del presupuesto de las autoridades locales destinado a
otorgar servicios para las nifias, los nifios y solicitantes de asilo. A pesar
de que el cuidado social ya estaba siendo comercializado antes de 2008,
este proceso se racionalizé con discursos de austeridad tras la crisis
financiera. Los cambios a la politica publica en 2014-15 hicieron que los
servicios para menores se abrieran a la privatizacién con fines de lucro a
través de la contratacidn de servicios administrativos y estatales.'” Del
mismo modo, buena parte del sistema de asilo ha sido externalizado a
sectores privados a menudo motivados por el lucro.?’ Las implicancias de
esto para las nifias y los nifios separados es que cada vez mas de ellas 'y
ellos estan siendo «mercantilizados» como «materia prima para sacar
beneficios».?! En efecto, en nuestra investigaciéon con CCoM, las y los
jovenes han comentado que a menudo sienten que son poco mas que
dinero en los bolsillos de quienes estan en una posicién legal y social de
cuidado y responsabilidad con respecto a sus vidas.
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La crisis financiera de 2007/8 ha causado grandes estragos en la
economia politica mientras que el estado britanico lucha contra lo que los
comentaristas llaman la crisis crénica e inherente del capitalismo.?* Los
comentaristas que invocan al capitalismo en/como crisis buscan proveer
una critica convincente de un sistema politico-econémico explotador y
expansionista. Analizan cémo el intento del capital por «resolver» su crisis
en curso ha llevado a grandes estructuraciones globales,* lo cual ha
causado desahucios, ha forzado a la migracién, ha moldeado las
condiciones bajo las cuales las y los menores se desplazan y, al mismo
tiempo, ha rebajado el cuidado de las personas y el tercer sector (como
indican las y los jévenes en la narrativa del inicio), ademas de convertirse
en un espacio de lucro. Pero a su vez, los comentaristas también hacen
esto para indicar las posibilidades de cambio, resaltando las crisis del
capitalismo como dreas de debilidad e inestabilidad y, por lo tanto, como
importantes espacios de analisis y lucha.**

Conceptualizando la «crisis»

Todas las formas de crisis discutidas anteriormente apuntan a una
situacion de inestabilidad e incertidumbre, a menudo de una cualidad
existencial. Comunmente anticipan o se refieren a una forma de cambio
abrupto o ruptura. Las condiciones bajo las cuales se hace posible la vida,
y que «valga la pena vivir», ya no ofrecen un sentido de estabilidad. La
habilidad de prever y planificar para el futuro se ve profundamente
sacudida.” Sin embargo, observando atentamente a través de estas
diferentes crisis, resulta evidente que mas que a una singularidad, la crisis
apunta a multiples 6rdenes de cosas.

La «crisis» puede ser utilizada para resaltar experiencias materiales
y del dia a dia, tales como las formas en que la crisis financiera ha causado
despidos masivos, el incumplimiento del pago de deudas y asi
sucesivamente. De forma alternativa, la discusidn acerca de la «crisis» se
refiere a afirmaciones construidas —como sugieren los criticos de la
«infancia en crisis» y la «crisis migratoria»— al cuestionar las motivaciones
ideoldgicas de estas narrativas. La «crisis» puede también ser utilizada
como categoria conceptual comtn y corriente y del discurso académico.
A veces aparece simultdneamente en estas diversas formas, pero en
formas que se vuelven borrosas y escurridizas.

La discusidn acerca de la «crisis» también se mueve entre diferentes
temporalidades. En la economia convencional y la percepcion publica,
frecuentemente la crisis se trata como una ruptura, pero una ruptura
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marcada por el mantra de que «las cosas pronto volverdn a la
normalidad».?® La respuesta del gobierno britdnico a la crisis financiera
de 2007/8 fue el conocido «estamos todos juntos en esto» y la normalidad
regresara con un apreton de cinturones colectivo. Pero esto ha producido
profundos cambios en las condiciones de vida, desde la privatizacion de
los servicios para jévenes hasta niveles crecientes de deuda personal, o
desde reembolsos de las deudas migratorias hasta costosas solicitudes de
ciudadania. En lugar de ser una fase excepcional y a corto plazo, aqui la
incertidumbre y la crisis pueden ser entendidas como una extension en el
tiempo hacia un horizonte infinitamente distante. También se puede
entender como algo endémico de los ciclos de auge y depresion de la
sobreacumulacién del capitalismo.?” La crisis entonces se puede entender
como rdpida y profunda, o como un periodo extendido y duradero de
espera, e incluso normalizacién, en el sentido de que la «incertidumbre
radical» se transforma en la nueva normalidad.?®

Buena parte de cdmo se experimentan las crisis depende de las
posiciones contextuales y estratificadas que ocupa la gente y del espacio
relativo que éstas conllevan. En efecto, una pregunta importante que
debemos hacernos es si algo se convierte en «crisis» solamente cuando
grupos poderosos o ciertas formas de vida se ven amenazados. Por ejemplo,
la destruccién del medioambiente lleva afios en desarrollo y causando la
migracién forzada (entre otros impactos) de las comunidades afectadas.
Sin embargo, se ha vuelto una «crisis» solo cuando los mas privilegiados
comienzan a sentir su impacto de forma directa. En relacién con esto,
mientras que la «crisis» a menudo se traduce en una situacién nueva o
inesperada, muchas crisis contempordneas son la intensificacién de
fenémenos antiguos. Por ejemplo, las narrativas de «crisis migratoria» en
el Reino Unido pueden entenderse como una extension del colonialismo
britanico. Las infraestructuras sociales y fisicas del Reino Unido, y su
riqueza, fueron posibles gracias al extractivismo (neo)colonial. Sin
embargo, la 1égica de «proteger a los nuestros ante todo», que emerge de
las narrativas de crisis migratoria, le niega estos «botines» a los sujetos
poscoloniales negativamente racializados de los que se obtuvieron.”

Finalmente, las invocaciones de la crisis tienen diferentes impetus y
efectos. A modo de simplificacién, se pueden comparar los llamados
exclusivistas y nativistas®® de las narrativas de crisis migratoria con los
impulsos proteccionistas de la infancia en crisis. Podemos también
comparar las formas en que las conceptualizaciones del «capitalismo en/
como crisis» generan un campo emancipatorio de accion. Dicho de otra
forma, hablar de la crisis no es algo inherentemente bueno o malo. Las
narrativas de la crisis no tienen un llamado y una respuesta predeterminados;
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estan imbuidas con diferentes significados en contextos diversos y (son
construidas) como resultado del conflicto politico. Esto da pie a preguntas
acerca de cémo las crisis son entendidas, qué esta en riesgo al declarar la
crisis, quién hace tales declaraciones y quién se beneficia.

En vez de simplemente existir de forma separada, otro punto central
aqui es que las crisis coinciden y se multiplican.?! Este aspecto ha sido en
gran medida ignorado en la literatura acerca de la migracién de nifias y
nifios. Varias crisis, incluyendo sus formas y referentes, se cruzan en
formas que producen amplificaciones y contradicciones. Por ejemplo, las
nifias y los nifios migrantes pueden ser vistos como personas «en riesgo»
0 que «ponen en riesgo» en diferentes contextos y periodos, y de formas
altamente racializadas y de acuerdo a su género.*? Esta imprecision tiene
que ver en parte con las formas en que las narrativas de la migracién e
infancia en crisis se cruzan y con cémo se vuelven mas o menos sinérgicas
frente a la crisis financiera.

Por lo tanto, la «crisis» puede ser conceptualizada como
multidimensional, contextual y multiplicativa. Aunque las crisis y sus
narrativas pueden producir y refractar fendémenos exclusivistas,
represivos y explotadores, no siempre lo hacen.

Las productividades de la «crisis»

Al considerar los puntos anteriores en conjunto, queda claro por qué el
término «crisis» significa «decisién», «opcidén» y «juicio» como en el
antiguo griego (krisis). Las crisis pueden ser multidimensionales,
contextuales y multiplicativas, pero hablan de un profundo sentido de
ruptura. Tal incertidumbre quiere decir que las practicas que antes
pueden haber funcionado para navegar la inestabilidad y reproducir la
vida (en términos de sistemas de valores, responsabilidad, sustento y asi
sucesivamente), ahora no lo hacen.*® Por lo tanto, las crisis, estemos o no
de acuerdo con su premisa narrada, requieren creatividad y sirven como
un llamado a la accidn, tal como han mostrado las resonantes llamadas
para abordar la «crisis climatica».

Al apuntar a la creatividad que la crisis necesita, Narotzky y Besnier
dejan en claro que la innovacién no es neutral o positiva, pero puede ser
excluyente, violenta y punitiva.* La creatividad represiva, segin la y el
autor, demuestra que las condiciones en las cuales la «gente ordinaria» se
encuentra con y responde a las crisis no son de su propia creacion. Aqui,
Narotzky y Besnier suponen que las narrativas de crisis migratoria pueden
desarrollarse en contextos de crisis financiera, un desplazamiento de la
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responsabilidad del impacto de la austeridad hacia las y los migrantes,
considerados como otros y otras. Ciertamente hay vinculos entre las dos
formas de crisis. Sin embargo, siento escepticismo por tales argumentos
por cuanto se basan en suposiciones acerca de quién es «la gente
ordinaria», borran los efectos de la austeridad sobre las y los migrantes y
aceptan el nativismo como una respuesta aparentemente inevitable a la
crisis financiera en lugar de una entre muchas respuestas brindadas por
la sociedad.

Por lo tanto, mi punto aqui es diferente. Presto atencién a las
complejidades de las crisis y las «decisiones» que exigen (en otras
palabras, las productividades de la crisis), no como una justificacidn, sino
como un enfoque de esperanza. En la inestabilidad de la crisis pueden
surgir nuevos campos de accidn, relaciones sociales y subjetividades.
Poniéndolo en términos mas activos: me interesa encontrar los vacios y
las grietas en los argumentos del capitalismo racial que quedan expuestos
gracias a las crisis.

Una propuesta de como las y los jévenes en movimiento aseguran
cuidado y proteccion —incluso en medio de los severos regimenes
fronterizos y narrativas de crisis xenofébicas— es a través de sus redes
sociales.* Tales entendimientos adquieren un peso tedrico bajo el
concepto de «comunidades méviles de migrantes» (mobile commons), el
cual destaca la sociabilidad, apoyo y cuidado natural forjado entre
migrantes fuera de las formas reconocibles de la politica.>® Mas que una
forma de sobrevivencia o resistencia, estas comunidades suponen
«intentos de crear una nueva situacién que permite a aquellas y aquellos
que no toman parte entrar y cambiar las condiciones de existencia social
juntas y juntos».*’” Si bien es una frase inspiradora, no hay nada
garantizado acerca de la accién creativa que sucede en estos espacios
moviles, aunque prevalezcan la mutualidad y reciprocidad por encima de
la competencia y exclusién. Para captar la potencialidad de los contextos
creativos espacio-tiempo de las comunidades méviles de migrantes, es
necesario entender mejor las formas de solidaridad que emergen (o no)
en tales encuentros fragmentados por la crisis.

Mientras a priori que la solidaridad presenta problemas al ser
reducida a un humanitarismo jerarquico o esencialismos en la forma de
lazos identitarios, la «solidaridad desde abajo», como dice Featherston,*
es una caracteristica importante de las comunidades mdviles de
migrantes, porque se trata precisamente de los esfuerzos por cambiar las
condiciones de existencia «reconstruyendo el mundo en términos mas
equitativos». Como tal, las solidaridades —al igual que las crisis— son
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«constructoras de mundo»* y ambas pueden ser entendidas como
mutualmente constitutivas.

Aqui hay mucho que aprender de las practicas de las nifias y los
nifios separados que son parte del proyecto CCoM, que participan en
pequeiios actos de apoyo mutuo para poder hacer la vida posible y
sostenerla en tiempos de crisis, como ilustra el siguiente ejemplo sacado
de mis notas de campo.

La sesién de formacion en investigacidon va a terminar y voy a
entregar pases de bus a las y los jovenes. Todas y todos se inscriben
debidamente para recibir su pase. Mimi desliza silenciosamente su
pase por la mesa para darselo a uno de los Investigadores Jévenes.
Al verme observar el intercambio, Mimi explica: «A ellos, el instituto
no les da un pase de bus porque son demasiado mayores». Yo asiento
y noto que otras y otros en el grupo escuchan con atencién. En
nuestra préoxima sesion, dos personas le entregan sus pases a la
misma persona. A seis meses de la formacion, esto se ha convertido
en un ritual. Le entrego los pases a cada individuo, y ellas y ellos
inmediatamente comparten su pase de bus con el miembro del
equipo que no tiene otro apoyo para su viaje.

Estos actos de generosidad entre jovenes indican el poder y las
potencialidades de la racionalidad motivados por la preocupacién del
bienestar colectivo, donde la imposicién arbitraria de la edad cronoldgica
sirve para diferenciar a esas y esos jévenes menores de 18 afios que llegan
al Reino Unido de las y los que son més mayores. Esta barrera centrada en
la edad crea una distincidn oficial, marcando a aquellas y aquellos que,
oficialmente, si no en la préctica, dignos de recibir servicios y apoyo debido
a una vulnerabilidad esencializada vinculada a los imaginarios de la
infancia. Dichas barreras estdn impuestas por el régimen migratorio,
independientemente del tiempo que una persona haya estado en
movimiento o de la realidad de que la condicién humana es, al mismo
tiempo, existencialmente vulnerable y muy independiente. En otras
palabras, la necesidad de recibir atencién no empieza o acaba con la edad
cronolégica. La mencién de la edad como una barrera aparentemente
natural resulta en una violenta «minorizacién»*’ de las y los jévenes, que a
menudo se enfrentan al control y la contencién en el nombre de la practica
de cuidados y a una deshumanizacién de aquellos en sus limites superiores.

Por esto, el pequefio acto de compartir los pases para el autobts de
las y los jévenes investigadores no debe considerarse como algo
insignificante, sino como algo que refleja su renuncia a aceptar lo que se
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les impone, la violencia aparentemente banal y diaria a la que se ven
sometidos por parte de un régimen fronterizo interconectado con las
barreras impuestas por la edad. Por suerte, lo anterior se puede entender
dentro de un marco de solidaridad donde la gente «se moviliza por el
bienestar de otros miembros y de la comunidad como un todo».** En
efecto, como seguiré elaborando, las respuestas creativas y las
solidaridades emergentes de las y los jévenes frente a las crisis allanan el
camino para desafiar narrativas de crisis xenofébicas, y mas ampliamente,
para construir solidaridades transformativas en y a través de las
comunidades méviles de migrantes.

La durabilidad que resulta de «escuchar con respeto»

Mohanty sostiene que las solidaridades son provisorias, construidas por
medio de la labor a través de «la diferencia en comin», no a través de
identidades en comtin como la condicién de migrante.*> Aqui, la diferencia
se asume y lo comun se genera a través de proyectos socio-politicos
colectivos tanto de supervivencia como de enfrentarse juntos a la
injusticia. Estos argumentos resuenan con las evidentes solidaridades
emergentes en CCoM. Mientras que los vinculos entre las y los jévenes
estan superficialmente basados en categorias estaticas de identidad (por
ejemplo, «nifias y nifios migrantes separados»), el reconocimiento de las
diferencias parece ser el foco de las acciones solidarias creadas de cara a
multiples crisis. Esto se hace evidente en el caso anterior de los pases de
busy en el siguiente ejemplo:

« Sipudieras cambiar una cosa del sistema, ¢ qué seria?», Mimi, una

Investigadora Joven, le pregunta a nuestro entrevistado, un joven
que vino al Reino Unido solo. Cuando él le pide que explique su
pregunta, ella dice: «Si alguien me hiciera esa pregunta, yo diria que
querria que fuese igual para todas y todos: pediria igualdad. Porque
no hay igualdad aqui ... Por eso digo, no solo hay que preocuparse
de uno mismo. Porque yo, para [obtener] mi estatus, fue como
rapido y sorprendié mucho a los demds. Mi entrevista no salié muy
bien, pero la respuesta fue rapida y yo estaba contenta. Pero cuando
miro a mi alrededor, veo a algunas personas que llevan aqui cinco o
diez afios, y auin no han conseguido su estatus ... Por eso estamos
haciendo esto [la investigacién] ».
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Ademas, algunas y algunos jévenes se disocian activamente de lo que
tradicionalmente puede ser considerado como una posible identidad en
comun y condicién para la accién compartida:

Durante una entrevista, Joshua, un participante de CCoM, describe
una carta que le envid a su entrenadora y amiga: «Desde que te
conoci, mi vida ha sido muy agradable. Nunca me has hecho sentir
como un refugiado». Un poco después le pregunté si podia explicar
un poco mas lo que quiso decir con «no sentirse como un refugiado».
Y su respuesta fue: «Si, o sea, ya sabes, ella es como ... ella me mira
como un ser humano. No me mir6 como si fuera, ya sabes, como si
solo viniera de un pais distinto, cuando la gente te mira distinto, de
otra forma, y te mira distinto, ya sabes, y te habla y [todo es] distinto ».

El distanciamiento de Joshua recuerda a Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie
sobre «los peligros de la Unica historia».** Aqui la identificacién con las
categorias legales o sociales asignadas por el estado y movilizadas por
muchas organizaciones sociales es rechazada. En este sentido, las
acciones solidarias que mantienen la diferencia contrarrestan la anulacién
y homogenizacién de las narrativas de crisis migratoria en las que las
etiquetas de edad y estatus migratorio eliminan la complejidad humana
e insintdan algo mds. En un blog del sitio web de CCoM, las y los
Investigadores Jévenes de West Midlands escriben:

Somos jévenes solicitantes de asilo y refugiados y refugiadas. Pero
somos mas que eso. Somos estudiantes, intérpretes, ayudantes,
cuidadores, consejeros e investigadores. Somos seres humanos. Un
dia, algunos de nosotros y nosotras sera alguien famoso, profesor,
piloto, ingeniero, abogado, futbolista, duefio de un negocio ... Cada
uno de nosotros y nosotras tiene un suefio diferente.*

Sin una categoria compartida de identidad que sirva de vinculo, la
solidaridad se entiende mejor como incierta y fragil, algo en lo que se
tiene que trabajar.* Sin embargo, reconocer la contingencia inherente de
la solidaridad no tiene por qué conducir a su rechazo como otra simple
forma de paternalismo donde «los que profesan» la solidaridad pueden
facilmente dejar de dérsela a sus receptores.“® Aunque la diferencia no es
neutral, y el poder y la inequidad penetran cualquier solidaridad que se
cree, solo a través de la labor de construir una causa comun se pueden
crear nuevas formas de reciprocidad y sociabilidad.*
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Aqui en especial hay mucho que aprender de las y los jévenes
involucrados en CCoM. En el proceso de construir solidaridades en el
grupo de investigacion, los Investigadores Jévenes han participado en
acalorados debates y reflexiones. Levantar la voz, interrumpir y frustrarse
han sido una parte integral de nuestras discusiones. Las y los
Investigadores Jévenes han planteado preguntas como: ¢ Es siempre
mejor ver el lado positivo y pensar positivamente o deberiamos quejarnos
y desafiar las condiciones que hacen que la vida sea insostenible e injusta?
Si los dieciocho afios marcan arbitrariamente una divisién entre la nifiez
y la edad adulta, y la edad y la experiencia no son un correlato simple,
¢qué significa esto para la provision de cuidado? ; Necesitan las nifias y los
nifios separados formas especiales de cuidado y apoyo, o todas y todos
necesitan y merecen cuidado?

La fuerza de las emociones en estas respuestas, incluidas aquellas
entre las y los Investigadores Jévenes y las y los investigadores
universitarios como yo misma, resaltan la fragilidad y contingencia de los
espacios comunes que nosotras y nosotros y ellas y ellos estamos/estan
construyendo. Sin embargo, cuando «escuchamos con respeto» las
diferentes opiniones, como dice Mika (una Investigadora Joven), se
entiende que en cierto modo estos choques, donde concebimos
entendimientos compartidos sin imponer armonia, hacen que el grupo
sea mas fuerte y que la solidaridad a través de la diferencia sea mds
duradera. Lo que yo he aprendido de los esfuerzos solidarios de las y los
jovenes en estos encuentros, por lo tanto, es que estos no duran a causa
de las similitudes o las imposiciones de historias hegemdnicas a partir de
llamados a la autoridad. Muy por el contrario. La durabilidad frente a las
crisis se construye a través de oportunidades para debatir, dialogar y
experimentar con tales practicas en el tiempo.

Solidaridades en contra de «la creacion de fronteras por
medio de la crisis»

Las narrativas de la crisis migratoria no solo anulan la complejidad
humana, sino que también dependen de la naturalizacién de las fronteras
sociales, politicas y territoriales. Las fronteras geopoliticas cambiantes del
Reino Unido han sido expuestas en los debates académicos y politicos por
su falta a la verdad y violencia, algo que ha predominado en la «vida
después de la muerte» del imperio colonial de Gran Bretafia.*® Sin
embargo, estas fronteras se viven y personifican subjetivamente en la vida
diaria, reforzadas por las narrativas de la crisis migratoria. Como tal, las
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posibilidades de solidaridad son moldeadas por las experiencias afectivas
y encarnadas de las fronteras y su remodelacién o rechazo.

Parte de esta remodelacion se trata del acto radical de escuchar,
como sugiere Mika: ser testigo de las historias de otras y otros jévenes con
el tel6n de fondo deshumanizador de las narrativas de crisis migratoria.
«Esta no es una entrevista del Ministerio del Interior» se ha convertido en
una expresion importante para presentar nuestro enfoque investigativo a
las nifias y los nifios migrantes separados. Las entrevistas son
oportunidades para expresar cosas que las y los participantes consideran
importantes. Como Mika y Mimi (Investigadores Jévenes) plantean en un
blog: «Si preguntamos acerca del té y un o una participante nos habla del
pan, escuchamos con atencién y la o lo hacemos feliz». Junto con las
condiciones del acto radical de escuchar estdn aquellas del compartir con
valentia, como las que se observan en la conversaciéon entre Mimi
(Investigadora Joven) y Khan (nuestro interlocutor y joven no
acompafnado).

Mimi: No todos los y las jévenes quieren hablar de su experiencia.
Khan: Necesitamos hablar del tema.

Mimi: Son timidas y timidos o parece que piensan: «Aunque se lo
diga, nadie va a escucharme». Pero a pesar de lo que hayas vivido,
aun quieres compartir lo que tienes que decir para que algo cambie,
y eso es bueno.

Khan: No, no, tenemos que compartirlo. Porque cuando no
compartes, también van a jugar con tu vida, porque no lo compartes.
Y necesitamos compartir y para que cambien [las cosas].

Estos momentos, por efimeros que sean en CCoM, indican que, frente a
las crisis, una posible respuesta creativa es la generacién de
entendimientos compartidos de las injusticias. También es impresionante
el sentido colectivo de que las fronteras pueden ser otra cosa, como
sugiere este instante garabateado en mis notas de campo:

Durante meses, uno de los Investigadores Jévenes ha estado
insistiendo que otras y otros jévenes no entienden su situacién y ha
mencionado siempre sentirse fuera del grupo (algo que hace que en
ocasiones se sienta muy viejo, frustrado con la falta de comprensiéon
acerca de su experiencia a través del sistema hostil de asilo del
Reino Unido, y diferente). Recientemente, un miembro del equipo
de Investigadores J6venes le dijo: «Es muy dificil para ti. No hay
nadie aqui de tu pais o que hable tu idioma». Otro Investigador
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Joven rapidamente le dijo: «<Nosotros somos tu pais ahora». Todasy
todos asintieron.

Este pequeiio esfuerzo busca cambiar las condiciones de existencia de las
y los miembros del equipo de investigacion a través de una reconstrucciéon
del sentido de nacién y pertenencia. En estos pequefios espacios de
esperanza y conexion, forjados en y a través de las crisis
multidimensionales, podemos ser testigos de las formas en que se
desestabilizan las fronteras y en que se exponen las fronteras geopoliticas
a la luz por su falta a la verdad y violencia. Como cuando las y los
participantes compartieron sus pases del bus para contrarrestar las
barreras de edad, no hay un intento de transformacion social mas amplio.
Sin embargo, estos momentos sugieren la posibilidad de un entendimiento
colectivo y una accién contra la creacion de fronteras. Silas naciones y las
fronteras se construyen, también se pueden deconstruir y volver a crear
con otra forma.

Si bien el analisis de las condiciones producidas por las narrativas
de la crisis migratoria es esencial, incluyendo cuestionar cémo las crisis
son producidas y para quién, la transformacién social también requiere
cierta certeza de que las cosas pueden ser de otra manera. Lo que podemos
aprender de estos encuentros con las y los jévenes es que la solidaridad
exige construir un sentido afectivo y personificado de la posibilidad de
cambio y los potenciales colectivos para hacerlo. A mi juicio, estos actos
de solidaridad afectiva no son suficientes por si solos para desafiar los
regimenes fronterizos represivos; es mds, ofrecen un importante
recordatorio de que cambiar las leyes y las instituciones tampoco lo es.
Prestar atencidn a las respuestas creativas de las y los jévenes a las crisis
puede ofrecer nuevas perspectivas acerca de la importancia y las formas
de promover relaciones sociales transformativas, nuevas formas de sery
una conviccién de que el mundo puede ser diferente.

Conclusion: El potencial de la solidaridad estd por todas
partes

En la discusién anterior, he trazado varios tipos de crisis y sus
intersecciones para proponer una conceptualizacién de «crisis» como
concepto multifacético, multiplicativo, contextual y productivo. De este
modo, he sugerido que complejizar lo que se entiende por crisis puede
ayudarnos a entender mejor lo que se debe hacer con las narrativas
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xenofébicas de crisis migratorias y como podemos galvanizar los
potenciales productivos de las crisis.

Lo que sugiero, en definitiva, es que hay mucho que aprender de las
solidaridades emergentes afianzadas por las nifias y los nifios separados y
las y los jévenes en crisis o que se enfrentan a ella. Estas solidaridades se
estan afianzando fuera de las formas reconocidas de gobierno y
movilizacién politica. El potencial de la solidaridad, como sugiere mi
subtitulo, se encuentra en todos los sitios o espacios. Entonces, en parte,
esto sugiere que no podemos solo reducir el tema de crear solidaridades
a lugares preestablecidos o a numeros. Por ejemplo, aunque las
condiciones de explotacién pueden crear formas particulares de
solidaridad en los movimientos de los trabajadores,* estas no se dan
nunca por hecho ni son tampoco los tnicos lugares de donde parte la
solidaridad. Para intentar entender los aspectos creativos y constructores
del mundo de las solidaridades, se requieren marcos conceptuales mas
inclusivos. Tal labor debe enfocarse en cémo, por qué y dénde se
constituyen las solidaridades desde abajo ante las crisis y con qué fines.

Me gustaria pensar que tales solidaridades emergen de nuestra
practica de la investigacion participativa, donde trabajamos colectivamente
para hacer que multiples historias emerjan, resuenen y den forma a una
causa comun. Ante las muiltiples crisis del entorno hostil del Reino Unido,
estamos probando formas inclusivas de cuidado y solidaridad que
trascienden las identidades basadas en los imaginarios excluyentes de
nacion, «raza», edad y género. Pero a su vez estoy aprendiendo que las
solidaridades se forjan mas alla de mi perspectiva, ya que las y los jévenes
migrantes le dan colectivamente significado a sus vidas, labor y futuros.

Tales actos no son suficientes para cuestionar las narrativas
xenofdbicas de crisis migratoria que le restan humanidad y dignidad a estas
y estos jovenes, que transforman sus vidas en periodos interminables de
espera y que justifican la creacion de fronteras como crisis. Sin embargo, si
ofrecen un indicio de lo que significa afianzar solidaridades para desafiar
las injusticias y construir juntos futuros alternativos. Si nosotros y nosotras™
aprendemos a mirar y «escuchar con respeto», imaginen cémo podemos
galvanizar y amplificar estas solidaridades emergentes desde abajo.
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Cuidado, control y crisis: las y los
jovenes saharauis como refugiados y
migrantes

Lehdia Mohamed Dafa y Elena Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh

Traducido al espanol por Ana Felices Gutiérrez

En contraste con el excepcionalismo historico y geogréfico perpetuado a
lo largo de los marcos discursivos y politicos relacionados con la llamada
«crisis migratoria», incluida mas recientemente en Europa y América del
Norte,' la mayor parte de las situaciones de desplazamiento tienen una
larga historia y se caracterizan por personas que buscan refugio en paises
del Sur global. A diferencia de la hipervisibilidad de situaciones
interpeladas como «crisis», las situaciones de refugio prolongado rara vez
son objeto de la atencién de los medios de comunicacidn, la politica o las
politicas occidentales. Entre otras cosas, esto se debe a que las geografias
y la direccionalidad del movimiento hacen que la migracién sur-sur sea
en gran medida intrascendente para las audiencias europeas y
norteamericanas.? Al mismo tiempo, esto se debe a que las crisis suelen
enmarcarse como delimitadas temporalmente: como si solo existieran en
los primeros dias y meses de migracion forzada, ya que se supone que la
precariedad y las necesidades de las personas disminuirdn con el paso del
tiempo. Esto plantea preguntas que intentamos abordar en este capitulo:
¢como se pueden entender las «crisis» en el contexto y desde la perspectiva
de las personas que viven en situaciones de refugio prolongado? ;Cémo
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se relacionan las practicas de cuidado y atencién de nifias, nifios y jévenes
nacidos en campamentos de refugiados a largo plazo y desplazados con
diferentes conceptualizaciones de crisis y no crisis? A partir de una
conversacién® entre Lehdia Mohamed Dafa, doctora en medicina e
investigadora de doctorado saharaui de la Universidad Auténoma de
Madrid, y Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, académica hispano-britanica. Juntas
analizamos estas cuestiones acerca de la prolongada situacion de los
refugiados saharauis.

En 1975, mas de 125.000 refugiados saharauis huyeron de la
ocupacion de su territorio de origen —un territorio no auténomo llamado
Sahara Occidental, antes conocido como el Sahara espafiol, y, antes del
colonialismo, como Saguiat el-Hamra y Rio de Oro— por parte de las
fuerzas marroquies y mauritanas. Desde entonces, los refugiados
saharauis han vivido en campamentos de refugiados en el desierto en el
suroeste de Argelia, sacando adelante una segunda y ahora tercera
generacion de nifias y nifios en estos campamentos, pero también —como
exploramos a continuacion— mads alld de estos. El movimiento
anticolonial saharaui (el Frente Polisario) y el Estado saharaui en el exilio
(la Republica Arabe Saharaui Democrdtica) fundaron las escuelas, los
centros de formacién profesional y los hospitales de los campamentos
como parte de la infraestructura mds amplia del campamento con
diferentes formas de apoyo transnacional, incluso de Estados como
Argelia, Cuba y Libia, que han ofrecido becas a nifias y nifios para
completar su educacién primaria, secundaria y terciaria fuera de estos
campamentos.

Tras esta presentaciéon de nuestros respectivos intereses de
investigacion, en este capitulo nos centramos en las experiencias de nifias,
nifios y jovenes saharauis en el contexto de una situacion de refugio
prolongado caracterizada por una infancia ambulante. En particular,
exploramos las intersecciones de diferentes formas de cuidado y las
«crisis» en evolucién a lo largo del tiempo. Con respecto al concepto de
«cuidado», y teniendo en cuenta que los intercambios que sustentan este
capitulo se llevaron a cabo en espaiiol, nuestro articulo se enmarca en
torno a los multiples significados y connotaciones de la palabra espafiola
para este término: cuidado. «Cuidado» se entiende asimismo como
«atencién», «cuidar» y «atender», pero también «preocupacién» y la
necesidad de «ser cuidadosa/o» y «estar atenta/o». De este modo, también
investigamos las formas en que las nifias, nifios y jévenes han sido
cuidados por diferentes personas e instituciones en los campamentos y
durante los periodos de estudio en el extranjero, incluyendo a miembros
de la familia, el Estado en el exilio, las y los supervisores de los internados
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y otras nifias y nifios, y cdmo estos procesos a su vez han generado
preocupaciones y temores sobre ciertos jévenes —en particular nifias y
mujeres jévenes que han estudiado en el extranjero— con diferentes
efectos. Algunas de ellos incluyen lo que podemos entender como nuevas
crisis debido a que el refugio se ha vuelto cada vez mds prolongado. Asi,
desafiamos simultdneamente el sesgo presentista y la retdrica
excepcionalista de las narrativas de la «crisis migratoria», al tiempo que
argumentamos que es fundamental reconocer el desarrollo de diferentes
formas de «crisis», precisamente como un modo de interrumpir el riesgo
de normalizar la naturaleza prolongada del refugio.

¢«Crisis» y los campamentos de refugiados saharauis?

Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (EFQ): Lehdia, nosotras nos conocimos en
los campamentos de refugiados saharauis en 2002, donde trabajabas
como médico en el sistema hospitalario de los campamentos tras
graduarte en medicina en Cuba, y cuando yo asistia al cuarto congreso de
la Unién Nacional del Mujeres Saharauis después de haber visitado por
primera vez los campamentos con una comision médica espafiola
dedicada a establecer una unidad de cuidados de la salud materno-
infantil en el campamento de refugiados conocido como 27 de febrero.
Mientras que mi investigacién se ha centrado en examinar la situacion de
las y los refugiados saharauis a través de una referencia particular a la
importancia del género y la religién en el contexto de diversas redes
educativas, politicas y humanitarias transnacionales?, en los tltimos
afios, tu te has dedicado a la investigacion en los campamentos como
parte de tu doctorado, que esta examinando, entre otras cosas, el impacto
del refugio prolongado sobre la salud mental de las y los jévenes saharauis
en los campamentos de Tindouf. ; Puedes hablarnos sobre el contexto de
tu investigacion?

Lehdia Mohamed Dafa (LMD): Como ya sabes, tras graduarme en
medicina en Cuba, trabajé en los campamentos saharauis durante tres
afos, y desde que vivo en Espafia he seguido viajando alli una o dos veces
al aflo. Durante mis visitas ofrezco consultas médicas en los campamentos
y, con el paso de los afios, he observado que los problemas de salud
mental estdn aumentando en aquella zona. Esto se observa especialmente
entre las y los jévenes, donde destaca la incidencia de patologias graves
como la esquizofrenia, el suicidio y la depresion. A través de mis
conversaciones con las y los cuidadores de mis pacientes, incluidos sus
familiares y las y los profesionales de la salud saharauis, todos afirman
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claramente que existe una conexién importante entre los efectos
duraderos del refugio prolongado y muchos de estos problemas.

Sobre la base de estas observaciones, mi doctorado es el primer
estudio, en mas de 40 afios de exilio de los refugiados saharauis, que
examina la salud mental de quienes viven en los campamentos. Para ello,
he utilizado dos cuestionarios. El primero —Cuestionario General de
Salud de Goldberg (GHQ), que tiene 28 items — examina la salud mental
desde la perspectiva de las y los propios refugiados. E1 GHQ es un
cuestionario autoadministrado que proporciona informacién sobre cuatro
aspectos de la salud mental: sintomas somaticos (ansiedad e insomnio),
disfuncién social y depresion severa. El segundo es un cuestionario que
disefié para analizar la situacion de la salud mental de las y los refugiados
saharauis desde la perspectiva de las y los profesionales de la salud
saharauis. Ademas de médicos y psicélogos —todavia no tenemos ningtin
psiquiatra saharaui formado—, he incluido a chamanes y exorcistas entre
mis interlocutores de investigacion; esto me ha permitido explorar el
conjunto de creencias e interpretaciones sobrenaturales compartidas por
la poblacidn, en las que intervienen estos diversos profesionales. Entre
otras cosas, la investigacién ha documentado un aumento en el uso de
drogas entre las y los jovenes, especialmente el hachis. Este uso esta
estrechamente relacionado con una exposicion mayor por parte de las 'y
los jovenes a las drogas en los campamentos (de hecho, muchos estan
involucrados en el trafico de estas drogas). Como tal, he encontrado una
posible relacién de causa-efecto entre el consumo de drogas y los
problemas de salud mental. En general, esto podria explicar en parte lo
que hoy podemos llamar una situacion de crisis creciente en un contexto
de refugio prolongado.

EFQ: ¢Hasta qué punto esta nocién de «crisis» es algo que surge de
tu investigacion o la enmarca? Hago esta pregunta teniendo en cuenta las
extensas criticas a la prevalencia y manipulaciéon de la narrativa de la
crisis migratoria en los Estados europeos y norteamericanos, por ejemplo.
Entre otras cosas, estas criticas plantean preguntas sobre qué situaciones
se consideran «crisis» y cudles se «normalizan» o se vuelven invisibles.®
Otros han preguntado sobre quién decide si una situacion se considera
crisis o no, y cuando se considera que una crisis comienza o termina. ¢Es
este un término que usas en tu propio trabajo?

LMD: En mi tesis no uso la terminologia «crisis migratoria». Sin
embargo, si uso el concepto de refugio prolongado, y este, en si mismo, es
el resultado de una crisis duradera. A lo largo de més de 40 afios, la vida
en los campamentos saharauis ha experimentado profundas
transformaciones,® con tales cambios influidos por los continuos
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movimientos desde y hacia el campamento, ya sea para que las y los
jovenes completen sus estudios o para buscar oportunidades laborales en
el extranjero. Analizar las muiltiples crisis asociadas a estos cambios, y su
impacto desde la perspectiva de la salud mental, es una forma de articular
y visibilizar el refugio prolongado de refugiados saharauis en el contexto
de la agenda global y de crear la base cientifica para poder sugerir posibles
soluciones para algunos de los problemas reales actuales en los
campamentos de refugiados.

De hecho, el refugio prolongado del pueblo saharaui es un ejemplo
de situacion de crisis que, con el tiempo, se ha «normalizado», e incluso
ha perdido la connotacién de ser una situacion de crisis. Por ejemplo, no
se han realizado estudios cientificos sobre la salud mental de las y los
refugiados saharauis que llevan més de 40 afios expuestos a todo tipo de
factores de riesgo en situaciones de extrema precariedad. En contraste,
vemos una gran cantidad de documentos sobre la salud mental de las y
los refugiados sirios, a pesar de la relativamente corta duracion del
conflicto. Al mismo tiempo, las situaciones saharaui y siria demuestran
las importantes diferencias que existen tanto en el debate académico
frente a la conceptualizacién y trascendencia de la crisis migratoria, a la
luz del contexto temporal y geografico en el que surgen, como en relaciéon
con las respuestas de los Estados ante la migracién. En términos generales,
en Europa se ha producido un cambio de paradigma al abordar el
desplazamiento de personas resultante de la llamada Primavera Arabe.
Concretamente en Alemania, la salud mental ha estado en el centro de las
politicas sanitarias con respecto a las y los refugiados desde sus inicios,
mientras que en Espaiia los debates sobre la migracion contintian siendo
de escasa relevancia, mas alla de la instrumentalizacion politica por parte
de nuevos partidos xenéfobos. En este sentido, vemos que las y los
saharauis que viajan desde los campamentos de refugiados de Argelia a
Espaifia son percibidos como cualquier otro migrante econémico en el pais
y no como refugiados. Como tal, pierden automéaticamente sus derechos
y su estatus de proteccién como refugiados.

EFQ: Asi es. Precisamente, qué tipos de migracidn, y por parte de
quién, se consideran una «crisis» depende de las perspectivas que se
adopten: las y los migrantes, sus familias, las y los observadores en los
campamentos o el Frente Polisario.”

LMD: Si, depende mucho de si tomamos la nocidn de «crisis» desde
la perspectiva de autoridades politicas como el Frente Polisario u
organizaciones internacionales que brindan asistencia en los
campamentos, o desde la perspectiva de los propios refugiados saharauis.
Por ejemplo, cuando los primeros grupos de inmigrantes saharauis
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empezaron a salir de los campamentos hacia Europa, el Frente Polisario
lo percibié como un acto de deslealtad a la causa politica; sin embargo,
los propios refugiados siempre han visto esto como un acto legitimo,
porque Argelia no es su pais de origen, y como un acto necesario, porque
sus contribuciones econémicas garantizan la supervivencia de las
personas en los campamentos y alivian su dependencia de la ayuda
humanitaria. Con el tiempo, el Frente Polisario ha ido reconociendo que
estos movimientos forman parte de la propia dindmica de situaciones de
crisis prolongadas, como la situacién saharaui, y que la emigracién de los
campamentos no solo ofrece a las y los jévenes acceso al mundo laboral
(con oportunidades profesionales incluidas), sino que a la vez ayuda a las
y los jévenes a escapar de una sensacion de desesperacién y desesperanza,
y tiende a contribuir de manera positiva mejorando las condiciones de
vida de las y los refugiados en los campamentos. Las remesas enviadas por
inmigrantes saharauis son ahora uno de los pilares basicos de la economia
local emergente en los campamentos, algo que estd fomentando la
estabilidad sociopolitica del lugar. Finalmente, con el tiempo se ha ido
reconociendo cada vez mas que la transculturaciéon® que han
experimentado las y los jévenes durante sus estancias en otros paises no
es solo una amenaza, sino un elemento enriquecedor y necesario para la
propia supervivencia de la cultura, historia e identidad saharauis, y que
aporta nuevos puntos de vista que seguiran reflejaAndose en el futuro
politico de las y los saharauis.

La «crisis» de la educacion infantil en los campamentos
y mas alla

EFQ: Has mencionado brevemente la emigracion de jovenes de los
campamentos con fines laborales, pero pasemos ahora con mas detalle a
discutir cémo los marcos de «crisis» y «normalidad», desde diferentes
perspectivas, se vinculan, en primer lugar, con la educacién de nifias,
niflos y jovenes saharauis en los campamentos y, en segundo lugar, con
los programas de educacién transnacionales, también en Cuba.
¢Empezamos por el desarrollo del sistema educativo en los campamentos?

LMD: La educacién en los campamentos ha pasado por diferentes
fases, y cada una de ellas estad asociada a diferentes tipos de crisis. El
primer periodo duré desde el establecimiento de los campamentos a
mediados de la década de 1970 hasta principios de la de 1980. Durante
esos cuatro o cinco afios, las nifias y los nifios mas pequefios apenas iban
a la escuela debido a la limitada infraestructura y la falta de docentes en
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los campamentos. Solo un pequefio nimero de jévenes comenzd a
abandonar los campamentos de Tinduf para realizar sus estudios de
enseflanza secundaria en otras provincias de Argelia y en Libia. Por lo
tanto, esta fase se caracterizé por que las familias eran responsables de la
educacion de la mayoria de las nifias y nifios en los campamentos, en
lugar del Estado saharaui.

La segunda etapa se inicié a principios de los afios ochenta hasta
mediados de los noventa. Esta etapa se caracterizo por la construccion de
grandes internados de ensefianza primaria en los campamentos, con el fin
de intentar educar a todas las nifias y nifios de los campamentos. Las
nifias y los nifios recibieron, con importantes grados de autosuficiencia,
una educacion de alta calidad por parte de docentes saharauis, y luego
también con el apoyo de profesoras y profesores cubanos. El elemento
mas importante de este periodo fue que la educacién fue dirigida y
controlada en primera instancia por el Estado, con una intervencién muy
limitada por parte de las familias, ya que las nifias y los nifios solo tenian
contacto con ellas durante las vacaciones de verano.

Si bien esta fase posiblemente representa una crisis y provocd estrés
emocional debido a la separacién de menores de sus familias, también
tuvo aspectos claramente positivos en relacién con el cuidado y el apoyo
prestado a las nifias y los nifios en los campamentos. Estos son, entre
otros, la escolarizacion masiva, ptblica y gratuita para todas y todos, el
desarrollo de un sistema educativo nacional (por parte del Estado
saharaui en el exilio) y la intervencién en todos los aspectos de la
educacién (cuidado, higiene, alimentacién, disciplina, etc.) con la
aceptacidn y la confianza de las familias de los menores. También fue
entonces cuando se empezaron a ofrecer subvenciones y programas de
becas para que las nifias y los nifios estudiaran en el extranjero, lo que en
muchos otros contextos podria considerarse un lujo.

La tercera fase ha durado desde mediados de los noventa hasta la
actualidad. Durante este tiempo, se construyeron escuelas de ensefianza
primaria y secundaria dentro de los propios campamentos, y dejaron de
usarse los internados, que ya no tenian capacidad para albergar a la
creciente poblacién. Esto significa que las nifias y los nifios viven con sus
padres, a diferencia de como era antes, y durante este tiempo, las nifias y
los nifios abandonan los campamentos en verano para participar en el
programa de acogida de verano organizado por asociaciones de amigos
del pueblo saharaui en distintas regiones de Espafia, Italia, y Francia,
Vacaciones en Paz.° Algunas nifias y nifios permanecen con las familias de
acogida hasta que terminan sus estudios universitarios.
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Durante este tiempo, cuando las nifias y los nifios ya no estudian ni
viven en los campamentos, el papel de las escuelas y del Estado deja de
ser tan intenso, ya no influye en todos los aspectos de la vida de las nifias
y los nifios, como solia ocurrir en los internados. Actualmente en los
campamentos, y a diferencia de las primeras décadas del exilio, la
educacion en todos los niveles sigue siendo publica y gratuita, pero ya no
es obligatoria, y también ha surgido el papel de la escolarizacion religiosa.
En esencia, en los campamentos de hoy, los centros de educacién
secundaria se han convertido en una opcién que las familias eligen
principalmente para sus hijas, para que no tengan que ir a estudiar fuera
de los campamentos, y menos para los nifios.

Una de las «crisis» que percibo en la situacidn actual esta relacionada
con reglas introducidas recientemente por el Ministerio de Educacién
saharaui como respuesta a las quejas de algunos padres y madres. Una de
estas nuevas reglas es el requisito de que las nifias deben usar el velo en
la escuela secundaria. Esto se justifica como un medio para «proteger» a
las jévenes de posibles acosos y abusos que pudieran ocurrir en los
espacios mixtos. Esta medida refleja un miedo al tipo de cambio que
podria surgir en un sistema escolar donde nifios y nifias compartan los
mismos espacios en condiciones de igualdad. En realidad, el miedo al
cambio tiene sus raices en la ya palpable transculturacién que vivieron las
nifias saharauis educadas en Cuba. Sin duda, aqui la crisis gira en torno
al miedo a perder los valores morales y el grado de devocién religiosa, que
eslo que el imaginario colectivo entiende o interpreta como el fundamento
de la identidad saharaui.

Los multiples significados del concepto de cuidado en el
contexto de la juventud saharaui en Cuba

EFQ: Todo esto es muy importante para poner fin a la nocién generalizada
de que es solo en los primeros dias y meses de una situaciéon de
desplazamiento cuando hay una «crisis» y que a medida que pasa
el tiempo la crisis también termina. En cambio, esta claro que con el paso
del tiempo surgen diferentes desafios y «crisis» que van cambiando, con
respecto a las nifias y los nifios, asi como al «cuidado» (y control) de estas
nifias y nifios, que es fundamental en el desarrollo de algunos de estos
desafios y como se van abordando.

Como acabas de mencionar, algunos de estos cambi