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Introduction

T oward a Politics of
Commonality
The Nexus of Mobility,
Precarity, and (Non)citizenship
CATHERINE S. RAMÍREZ, JUAN
POBLETE, SYLVANNA M. FALCÓN,
STEVEN C. M C KAY, AND FELICITY
AMAYA SCHAEFFER

Nancy Silva picks clementines near Bakersfield, California. Like most farmworkers in the United States, she is undocumented. On March 19, 2020, eight days
after the World Health Organization declared the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, the
Department of Homeland Security—the government agency Silva has spent
years evading—classified her and other farmworkers as “Essential Critical Infrastructure Workers.” Silva keeps a letter from her employer testifying to her new
status in her wallet in case she is picked up by law enforcement. The letter may
protect her from deportation, but it does not protect her from the novel
coronavirus.1
Similarly, the pandemic of 2020 has highlighted Yasin Kakande’s simultaneous value and vulnerability as an essential worker. One night, while driving home
after curfew from his job as a home health aide near Boston, Kakande, a migrant
1
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from Uganda, was pulled over by a police officer. The officer took one look at
him, asked him if he was an essential worker, then waved him off. “My skin color
told him everything he needed to know,” Kakande reflected.2
Kakande and Silva are two of the many migrants and p eople of color working on the frontlines of the coronavirus pandemic in the United States. Migrants
and people of color are disproportionately represented in health care, retail, manufacturing, transportation, and agriculture.3 They are also disproportionately
vulnerable to COVID-19, with African Americans dying at almost three times
the rate of white Americans.4 Yet despite the growing recognition of the vital
roles they play in society, African Americans and migrants, especially those who
are undocumented, remain targets of the state. At the time of this writing, the
murders of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Rayshard Brooks,
and Casey Goodson Jr. are but the latest, most publicized instances of state-
sanctioned anti-Blackness.5 The grim tally of Black deaths due to COVID-19
amplifies “I c an’t breathe,” a cry against police brutality (and some of Floyd’s
last words), and the slogan “Black Lives Matter.”
In addition to casting light on which workers matter, the pandemic has
exposed the precarity with which so many live. The ensuing economic crisis has
impacted workers across sectors and income brackets, but African Americans and
Latinxs have been hit especially hard.6 The $2 trillion Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security (CARES) Act, the largest relief package in U.S. history,
distributed $1,200 cash grants to tens of millions of Americans and, for the first
time ever, expanded jobless aid to independent contractors. However, the CARES
Act excluded many migrants, particularly the undocumented and their U.S. citizen and legal permanent resident relatives, even if they pay taxes, contribute to
the unemployment insurance fund, and can get sick as easily as anyone e lse.7
Despite being essential, undocumented workers like Silva are still excluded, while
Black workers like Kakande continue to be persecuted.
The pandemic has exposed not only disparities, contradictions, and hypocrisies but also connections between citizens and noncitizens, workers and employers, workers and consumers, and, indeed, all nations and peoples.8 The virus’s
spread has called attention to the movement of people and goods, be they tourists or toilet paper. It has exposed some people’s immobility and inability to
self-isolate—for example, in a prison, detention facility, or slaughterhouse. And
it underscores the outsized role the precariat, the group of p eople for whom
precarity is a driving force, plays in our world, from Silicon Valley to Singapore
and beyond.
This volume examines how the movement of people and their incorporation,
marginalization, and exclusion, u nder epochal conditions of l abor and social precarity affecting both citizens and noncitizens, have challenged older notions of
citizenship and alienage. We place the subjects of migration and citizenship and
the social phenomena to which they refer in the dual context of forms of social
and labor precarity, on the one hand, and social and economic (im)mobility, on
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the other. This scope allows us to consider a panoply of issues affecting citizens
and noncitizens alike. In striking contrast to global right-wing populisms that
have worked to situate citizens and noncitizens as radically opposed or even as
enemies, we think mobility, precarity, and citizenship together in order to explore
the points of contact and friction and thus the spaces and moments for a possi
ble politics of commonality. Instead of pitting putative insiders against putative
outsiders, we consider the constructedness, arbitrariness, messiness, and fragility of citizenship and noncitizenship, reflecting on t hese categories’ and statuses’
predicaments and their very being as interconnected and interdependent. This,
we maintain, is both a heuristically productive vantage point and an intellectually and politically empowering position.
The questions motivating our collaboration include: What does modern citizenship, a category dating back to the eighteenth century, mean in a world of
citizens, denizens, and noncitizens, such as undocumented migrants, guest workers, permanent residents, refugees, imperial subjects, prisoners, detainees, and
stateless p eople? How is the concept of citizenship, based on assumptions of
deservingness, legality, and productivity, challenged when people of various and
competing statuses and differential citizenship practices interact with each other,
revealing their co-constitutive connections? How is citizenship valued when
labor and social precarity impact, however differentially, t hose who seemingly
have formal rights and those who seemingly or effectively do not? By drawing
critical attention to such binaries as citizen/noncitizen, insider/outsider, entitled/
unentitled, legal/illegal, and deserving/undeserving, our collaboration explores
the copresence, interdependency, and often fear-infused relationships between
and among social actors and social groups as mediated by state, public, and private institutions. We are especially concerned with the dynamism and malleability of the spectrum of belonging.
The figure of the denizen brings that spectrum into relief. A denizen, in the
word’s most general sense, is an inhabitant. Yet in addition to emphasizing a relationship to a particular locus, the term articulates a relationship between an
individual or a p eople and a state. In political theory and migration studies, denizens dwell in the territory of the nation-state without formal citizenship status. Often, they are barred from becoming citizens or their citizenship has been
revoked. For example, f ree and enslaved Blacks in the United States w
 ere denizens prior to the ratification of the F
 ourteenth Amendment in 1868. In 1935, the
Nuremberg Laws stripped German Jews of their citizenship, thereby rendering
them denizens. Twenty-first-century denizens include Dominico-Haitians born
in the Dominican Republic to undocumented Haitian migrants, the Rohingya
of Myanmar, residents of the Indian state of Assam whose names are not in the
National Register of Citizens (NRC), and participants in Deferred Action for
Childhood Arrivals (DACA), an executive action that grants certain undocumented youth in the United States a stay of deportation and permission to work.
Not unlike the Jews of Nazi Germany, Dominico-Haitians, the Rohingya, and
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Assamese excluded from the NRC are stateless, while the DACAmented are “less
illegal” than undocumented migrants who do not have DACA.9 Differences
notwithstanding, all of these groups are denizens. All challenge the binary of
insider/outsider.
The very existence of the denizen and the copresence of citizens and noncitizens in a given physical, juridical, and social space call attention to the spectrum
of belonging. Even when residential segregation is acute, citizens and noncitizens
frequently live and work in close proximity to one another, with the latter group
providing vital services to the former. Noncitizen workers play an essential role
in the agriculture and construction industries in multiple regions of the world.
In many countries, they also perform the intimate labor of caring for c hildren
and the elderly.10 In some cases, citizens and noncitizens live under the same roof
in mixed-status families. While ensconced in the workplace and household,
noncitizens are by no means inextricable social actors. Quite the opposite: many
are mobile and vulnerable to deportation.
Like the concept of noncitizenship, that of denizenship brings into relief the
historical, social, and theoretical bridges and gaps between citizenship and its
absence. Denizenship can be approached as a negative category, as the absence
of citizenship affecting those who are, nonetheless, present in the polis. At the
same time, it can be positive, promising, and productive, as the minimal common denominator uniting citizens and all other inhabitants, regardless of anyone’s legal status. From the latter viewpoint, a denizen is a person who is physically
here, who resides, works, studies, and loves here, and with whom others have
interactions, exchanges, and relationships. Denizenship can be both the negative consequence of discrimination and the positive outcome of simple coexistence in society. P
 eople of color in the United States, even t hose who hold U.S.
citizenship, are often reduced to some form of denizenship, as their rights are
restricted by customary law enforcement and/or racism. Undocumented
migrants are also denizens as they go about providing services for o thers, caring,
cooking, cleaning, building, harvesting, and working for the citizens of their host
country. Some denizens have formal rights but see those rights substantially curtailed by social practice. Others have almost no formal rights but can create the
basis for claims to formal rights by their sheer denizenship, their length of stay,
and their degree of imbrication with the host society.
Precarity and Belonging pairs the concepts of mobility, migration, and
(non)citizenship with issues of labor and social precarity. In our volume, mobility
refers as much to displacement processes impacting and enacted by migrants as
it does to the social mobility (or lack thereof) affecting formal citizens whose
status has been weakened or devalued by economic and social changes involving
processes of labor hyperflexibility, technological automatization, and global
competition. In fact, this worldwide process of (im)mobility can be said to be
the heterogeneous result of global capitalism, one that impacts those who move,

Toward a Politics of Commonalit • 5

t hose who do not move, and t hose who experience downward or upward social
mobility by moving or staying put.
To better examine tiered spaces of inclusion, marginalization, and exclusion,
we use precarity as a lens for interrogating the intertwined structures and experiences of insecurity. More than a condition or status, precarity refers to an existence defined by vulnerability, unpredictability, and insecurity, be it in the realm
of work, housing, health, or other aspects of life. Even in postindustrial socie
ties before the pandemic of 2020, precarity had become a hallmark of everyday
living for noncitizens and citizens alike. Where certain noncitizens—for example, DACA participants—are more enfranchised than other noncitizens, including their own undocumented parents and siblings, citizens with little or no job
security or prospects for regular employment face increasing precarity and even
disenfranchisement.
The term precarity emerged in the late twentieth century to describe lives and
livelihoods that have become riskier and less certain and stable. Many scholars
trace rising precarity to the reorganization of the economy since the 1970s. Deregulation, financialization, de-unionization, globalization, and the digital revolution have had an indelible and destabilizing impact on people’s lives.11 Pierre
Bourdieu has linked précarité to economic restructuring and the “scourge of neoliberalism”—in particular, to a retreating welfare state, privatization, unemployment, and a general sense of insecurity and social exclusion.12 Likewise, Arne
Kalleberg contends that the offloading of responsibility and risk by states and
employers onto workers since the late 1970s has resulted in “greater economic
inequality, insecurity and instability.”13 Indeed, insecurity may be the only thing
that is well distributed in our world, as the spread of precarity is by no means
limited to industrial or postindustrial countries.14 Taking a global view, Guy
Standing argues that t here has been a fundamental shift from societies structured by fixed and stable labor markets to a fully global system that not only
creates but depends on a labor supply that is flexible, compliant, and continually in flux.15
Integrating and compounding multiple vulnerabilities and stratifications, precarity goes beyond the workplace. It links precarious work with precarious lives
and livelihoods. The difference between precarity and uncertainty is the degree
of vulnerability experienced by t hose in precarious jobs. Thus, for p eople who
are socially, economically, or politically vulnerable, a job with low pay, unpredictable hours, dangerous conditions, and/or a lack of stability and benefits exacerbates an already precarious situation, as their risks are worsened by both a
lack of protection and a lack of control in their nonwork lives.
Shared insecurity is widespread and has led to the emergence of the precariat, the label Standing has proposed for the transnational class that includes not
only t hose working under the new l abor regimes of radical flexibility but t hose
expelled from the “old” working class, such as l abor migrants, ethnic minorities,
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and youth. Although the emergent precariat resembles the classic proletariat,
there are several crucial differences. First, the precariat lacks labor security from
formal l abor contracts. Secondly, beyond employment relations, the precariat suffers from a lack of basic social services, state benefits, and statutory protections.
In short, the precariat is deprived of the basic needs to forge a stable living or
the ability to reproduce itself.
Across the social sciences and humanities, scholars have developed the concept of precarity to help link the micro and macro, connecting the subjective
sense of vulnerability with political, social, and economic forces and institutions.
For example, Zygmunt Bauman has described late modernity as “liquid modernity,” a “combined experience of insecurity (of position, entitlements, and livelihood), of uncertainty (as to their continuation and f uture stability), and of
unsafety (of one’s body, one’s self, and their extensions: possessions, neighborhood, community).”16 Focusing on our “socially constituted bodies,”17 Judith
Butler maintains that precarity is more than a state of being; it is a new form of
regulation, “a politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer
from failing social and economic networks of support and become differentially
exposed to injury . . . [and] . . . are at heightened risk of disease, poverty, starvation, displacement, and of exposure to violence without protection”18 [emphasis
added]. Put another way, precarity is the result of an explicit process or project:
precaritization. Here, precarity plays a key political role u nder increased global
neoliberalism, with induced uncertainty and insecurity weakening collective
action and being used as a “hegemonic mode of being governed, and governing
ourselves.”19
By bringing together discussions of precarity, mobility, migration, and
(non)citizenship, Precarity and Belonging engages in a deeper discussion of a politics of precarity—that is, a consideration of a political movement or community
coalescing around a response to shared, embodied vulnerabilities. Standing
argues that the precariat is in fact a new “dangerous” class-in-the-making (if not
yet a class-for-itself), binding precarious workers around the world. And while
they lack “a common consciousness or a common view of what to do about precarity,” various factions of the new precariat, particularly the “educated and
‘wired’ part,” such as those involved in the Occupy Wall Street movement, are
engaged in new forms of collective action, from Johannesburg to Oakland.20 Butler, for her part, points us t oward a more localized and place-based ethical politics of cohabitation and political belonging. She also emphasizes the need for an
ongoing, reflexive discussion of t hose whose vulnerabilities are deemed deserving of collective protection and t hose who are dismissed as expendable.21
Precarity, as an analytical lens, calls attention to the dynamism of society—
to the ways in which society shapes people’s movement through space and along
socioeconomic lines and the ways in which p eople shape society through that
same movement. Linking scholarship on precarity with conversations on mobility and migration, we approach society itself as “always in motion.”22 “There is
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no social stasis,” Thomas Nail observes, “only regimes of social circulation.”23
These regimes legitimize and value particular kinds of movement—for instance,
tourism and upward social mobility—and deem others—say, refugee crises and
displacement due to gentrification or foreclosure—undesirable or threatening.
By and large, the study of mobility has emphasized the movement of p eople,
goods, and ideas across both global and local spaces for leisure (such as tourism)
and labor.24 Meanwhile, migration studies tend to examine people’s movement,
often across international borders, due to war, violence, poverty, political and economic instability, persecution, and imperial legacies. Yet, citizens—in particu
lar, members of the precariat—are also on the move, w
 hether they like it or
not, due to crises of capitalism, capitalist development, and environmental
degradation.
In her typology of dominant discourses on citizens, Bridget Anderson describes
the “good” citizen as “law-abiding and hard-working” and the “failed” citizen as
“incapable of achieving, or failing to live up to, national ideals.”25 In a xenophobic
world and rapidly changing economy, the noncitizen—namely, the migrant—“is
too mobile,” while the “failed” citizen is “not mobile enough.”26 In addition to the
parsing of citizenship and social membership based on one’s mobility, racialized
and precaritized bodies, regions, and populations are increasingly targeted as dangerous and as a threat to the nation-state and/or civil society and, thus, in need of
management, monitoring, containment, and incarceration.
In the neoliberal era, citizens and noncitizens alike are increasingly “economic
resources to be managed.”27 Charting a global “shift in immigration regimes
toward a more transactional style of immigration governance,” Anna Boucher
and Justin Gest identify the emergence and proliferation of what they term the
“Market Model” of migration. Where the ostensibly “permanent and equal
incorporation of immigrants into national communities” has characterized the
“Liberal Model” of some settler-colonial states—such as Australia, Canada, and
the United States—in the Market Model, the migrant is not a f uture citizen or
a subject to be assimilated, but human capital—in other words, a worker who is
to add to the receiving country’s economy.28
We find Boucher and Gest’s concept of the Market Model useful for understanding not only migration, but mobility and precarity as well—including and
especially the (im)mobility and precarity of citizens. As scholarship on the worker
citizen and the discourse of deservingness underscore, “immigration law and its
implementation not only create migrants but also help to produce differentiated
citizenship.”29 Bearers of human capital, the figures of the “grateful refugee” and
the “supercitizen immigrant,” including the DACA participant and the Dreamer
(the would-be beneficiary of the United States’ Development Relief and Education for Alien Minors Act), are often upheld as hardworking, self-sufficient,
patriotic, and grateful to the host country.30 These figures are not only physically
mobile, having moved from the sending country to the receiving one, they are
also upwardly mobile. In contrast, “failed” citizens are “portrayed as immobile,
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lacking ‘get up and go,’ stuck in housing estates,” ghettoes, reservations, prison
cells, or “flyover country”—the economic and cultural periphery, in other words.31
In Europe and its more affluent offshoots, the figures of the grateful refugee and
the supercitizen immigrant burnish the image of the West as benevolent and
enlightened. In the United States, they fortify the myth of egalitarian meritocracy, a society in which opportunity for advancement is putatively accessible to
all and based primarily or exclusively on merit. In so doing, these figures serve
to discipline citizens who fail to advance and who do not meet the economy’s
shifting demands. Meanwhile, the figure of the “failed” citizen exposes what
Elizabeth F. Cohen calls “the myth of full citizenship.”32
Precarity and Belonging studies mobility and precarity with and through noncitizenship, a concept that refers both to the work citizenship does (inclusion,
marginalization, and exclusion) and to the need to think beyond the exclusive
framework of full state recognition. We strive to understand noncitizenship on
its own terms but also, and perhaps paradoxically, to explore what full citizenship could mean and involve and w
 hether parts, all, or any of t hose meanings
are transposable and, in fact, regularly transposed to diff erent contingencies and
actors in real life. In other words, we are interested in how the transforming per
formance of rights by t hose who are said to have few to no rights enhances our
capacity to recognize the citizenship practices of those endowed with the formal
status and how such performance may allow us to better think of achievable
access to rights.
As Linda Bosniak observes, citizenship is Janus-faced: if one face looks welcoming by defining the privileges and rights of those admitted, the other stare
looks down on those who are not recognized as insiders.33 Because of this
inclusion/exclusion dynamic, citizenship appears to many as a nonnegotiable
goal and its benefits as nontransposable and unavailable to t hose lacking the status. While recognizing the crucial importance of access to citizenship, we want
to consider both how formal citizenship is limited or modified by contingencies
and how, u nder certain conditions, t hose without citizenship may in fact perform what Engin F. Isin and Greg M. Nielsen have usefully conceptualized as
“acts of citizenship.”34 Thinking of citizenship in this light allows for a series of
modifiers to what is taken by the state and o thers to be an absolute and univocal
status. From the point of view of the state, you are either a citizen or you are not
and you have legal claims to acquire the status or you do not. Not surprisingly,
real life turns out to be much more complicated. This volume explores some of
the complications that emerge at the nexus of mobility, precarity, and citizenship. We discuss our volume’s organization below.

Part I: Mobility and Migration
We work with two definitions of mobility. First, mobility may refer to the
movement of p eople through space—for example, from Bolivia to Argentina, or
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from rural to urban China. Often this type of movement is understood as migration, a term that can refer to movement across international lines or within the
space of the nation-state (internal migration, in other words). Secondly, mobility connotes movement within society—for example, along socioeconomic lines.
As the upwardly mobile accumulate wealth, security for the downwardly mobile
becomes all the more elusive, while all are differentially affected by varying forms
of precarity.
Paradoxically, the global securitization of migration—that is, the transformation of migration into a security issue—has blurred the line between citizens
and noncitizens and impacted both groups physically and socially. For example,
surveillance technologies and techniques deployed at national borders are taken
up by domestic law enforcement units and are used against both citizens and noncitizens. Some citizens are denied status and rights when they are racialized as
unauthorized migrants. O
 thers are criminalized for aiding the undocumented.
As migration streams shift, so, too, do immigration laws, policies, and practices,
rendering some migrants more or less documented. Meanwhile, as p eople travel
across international borders, their status can change from legal to illegal and vice
versa. Status notwithstanding, people find ways to participate in civil society
and the market, to build community, and to challenge, make claims on, and subvert the state.
The essays in Part I illuminate mobility’s multiple meanings and the nexus
of mobility, precarity, and citizenship. In chapter 1, Bridget Anderson examines
the instability of citizenship as she asks how the United Kingdom Home Office
rendered members of the Windrush generation (Black British subjects who
migrated to Britain a fter the Second World War) illegal and deportable when it
revoked their citizenship status in 2018. Rather than pit citizens against migrants,
she scrutinizes how neoliberal conceptions of work, class, and deservingness,
alongside racial, sexual, and gender norms, influence who is granted and who is
denied citizenship in the United Kingdom. Above all, her chapter highlights the
links between wealth and mobility and between the category of the citizen and
its putative opposite, the migrant.
Looking at both formal and informal citizenship, Adrián Félix offers an
empirical assessment of transnational networks as mechanisms for the diffusion
of political information and their potentially democratic outcomes in chapter 2.
He contests the axiom that “all politics is local” and contends that migrant networks across Mexico and the United States coalesce for the purposes of civic and
political engagement in both local and translocal contexts. Ultimately, he reassesses the civic impact of network-driven migration, also known as chain migration, a target of immigration restrictionists.
In chapter 3, Leisy J. Abrego and Alejandro Villalpando narrate a history of
the racialization of Central Americans in the United States. Using the frameworks of neoliberal multiculturalism (the relationship between race and integration into a capitalist system of wealth accumulation) and multicriminalism (the
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criminalization of racially and socially marginalized groups as a consequence of
the proliferation of massive illegal economies), they show how U.S. foreign policy, the mainstream media, and presidential administrations from Ronald Reagan through Donald Trump have dehumanized Central Americans. W
 hether
they are branded communists, illegal immigrants, or gang members, Central
Americans, Abrego and Villalpando argue, are deemed a threat to the United
States and the global order it defends.
Similarly, in chapter 4, Alejandro Grimson juxtaposes the displacement of
peoples from the Global South to the Global North and south-south migrations as
he meditates on the long history of human migration. Approaching the movement
of people to Europe and across South America as a consequence of late-twentieth
and twenty-first-century globalization, his chapter offers a unique, comparative
perspective. In particular, his discussion of Bolivian, Aymara, and Quechua migration to Argentina and Brazil stresses mobility’s spatial and social aspects.
In chapter 5, Felicity Amaya Schaeffer examines how U.S. state surveillance
against undocumented migrants crossing the Tohono O’odham reservation from
Mexico into the United States has led to a militarized occupation of Tohono
O’odham land. She argues that calls for migrants’ rights to mobility and citizenship ignore the impact of the state’s security regime on the sovereignty, mobility, and dispossession of the Tohono O’odham, as well as the Tohono O’odhams’
own sacred worldview.
Lastly, in chapter 6, Tsering Wangmo Dhompa explores how the reality of
dispossession informs diasporic memories and the construction of the Tibetan
nation-in-exile, an entity that is not recognized as sovereign by nation-states or
intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations. Considering the
figure of the “refugee-citizen” and the contradictions of Tibetan statelessness and
membership in the deterritorialized state of the Central Tibetan Administration, she interrogates the spatial logics of nation-building and membership in
what is imagined and lived as a diasporic and deterritorialized nation-to-come.

Part II: Labor and Precarity
Although precaritization is widespread and affects multiple social groups, the
politics of precarity is especially relevant to migrant and undocumented populations, since migration and noncitizenship can multiply vulnerabilities. L
 abor
migrants are often differentially incorporated into host societies that desire and
depend on their l abor but reject their presence. Particularly when faced with
labor and migration regimes that offer them few legal protections, mig rants
entering the bottom of the labor market become more vulnerable to exploitation, such as wage theft, discrimination, and exposure to health and safety violations, while their lack of full citizenship can undermine their bargaining power,
social entitlements, knowledge of rights, and willingness to report abuses to
authorities. The migrants’ precarious existence is thus compounded, combining
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vulnerability to deportation and state violence, exclusion from public services
and basic state protections, insecure employment and exploitation at work, insecure livelihood, and everyday discrimination or isolation. From “low-skilled”
economic migrants to “high-skilled” guest workers, mobile laborers with limited
rights often face new opportunities abroad alongside new forms of vulnerability, contingency, and expendability.
Describing a generalized but differential condition of the contemporary
moment, the concept of precarity highlights the connection between migrants
at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder and citizens who, while higher up that
ladder, are plagued by multiple forms of insecurity as well. Precarity, then, is as
central to the experience of many contemporary migrants as it is to the lives of
those who, while working better paid jobs, live as freelancers or subcontracted
workers with irregular employment. Mig rants, freelancers, and subcontracted
workers—often with no benefits and few prospects of stability—commingle in
the same labor market without security.
Interrogating precarity as a global phenomenon, Marcel Paret analyzes con
temporary migrant l abor regimes in the United States, China, South Africa, and
Palestine/Israel in chapter 7. By comparing these sites, his chapter highlights the
connections between segregation practices and precarity. It also offers a dual
focus: on space, within which states draw political boundaries of inclusion and
exclusion, and on l abor—that is, the extent to which labor power within a given
state is required for capital accumulation.
Where Paret’s chapter offers a broad, comparative perspective, Shannon Gleeson homes in on unequal power relations between employer and worker in a
particular place, the San Francisco Bay Area, in chapter 8. Focusing on cases of
wage theft, she shows how a low-wage, migrant l abor force is incorporated into
a precarious workforce, despite the existence of pro-migrant l egal standards and
the good intentions of legal advocates and bureaucrats. In a situation in which
relatively few workers ever make claims and pursue l egal recourse in cases of wage
theft, she offers a sobering account about what happens to migrant workers when
they assert their established rights.
Expanding the category of the precariat to include migrants whose legal status binds them to work solely and continuously for an employer-sponsor, Rhacel Salazar Parreñas and Krittiya Kantachote examine how the legal status of
indenture shapes labor conditions for Filipino migrant domestic workers in Singapore. In chapter 9, the authors use the cell phone as a window into the culture
of servitude as they present employers who mitigate or aggravate the unequal relation of indenture. While recognizing the limits of the workers’ indentured status, Parreñas and Kantachote highlight those workers’ efforts to negotiate for
better working conditions.
Similarly, in chapter 10, Biao Xiang examines the relationship between individual agency and social forces by exploring what he calls “pocketed proletarianization,” the interspersing of intensive proletarian labor, self-employment, and
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entrepreneurial undertakings that Chinese workers choose to take on. By showing the complex interplay among the Chinese state, individual entrepreneurship, and employers’ exploitation, he distinguishes the Chinese precariat from
its counterparts in other countries, thereby calling into question assumptions
about the precariat.
Lastly, in chapter 11, Claudia Maria López shows how p eople displaced from
the Colombian countryside struggle to enter the formal l abor market and become
politically engaged in Medellín. Using ethnographic methods, she examines the
hierarchy of citizens in a rapidly gentrifying and globalizing city.

Part III: Belonging and (Non)citizenship
Citizenship, in its simplest and most general sense, refers to membership in a
community. However, as scholars in citizenship studies have demonstrated, there
is a multiplicity of citizenships—for example, social citizenship and cultural citizenship (to name but two forms that citizenship can take).35 Likewise, t here are
various degrees of membership, as racial formations and programs like DACA
manifest. Moving beyond the presumed fixity of status and rights, Part III interrogates the spectrum of changing, revocable, and aspired citizenships coexisting in any given location. The chapters here grapple with the space between the
informal social contract of the undocumented and the forms of curtailed citizenship imposed on nominal citizens who are disenfranchised. Differences
notwithstanding, both groups contend with precarity and (im)mobility—for
example, migration, deportation, movement from colony to metropole, racial segregation, and upward or downward social mobility. By exploring a range of
concepts, including noncitizenship, quasi-citizenship, informal citizenship,
denizenship, and imperial citizenship, the chapters in this section highlight
the fluidity, variability, and historicity of rights, status, agency, and agentic
capacity. They also question traditional and problem-defining binaries, such
as citizen/noncitizen, insider/outsider, entitled/unentitled, legal/illegal, and
deserving/undeserving.
In addition to complicating binary understandings of citizenship and noncitizenship, the contributors h
 ere show how formal citizenship coexists with and
is confirmed or contradicted by the interplay of social, economic, and political
processes. In d oing so, they take seriously Katherine Tonkiss and Tendayi Bloom’s
call to study noncitizenship “as a topic in itself, not contingent on citizenship.”36
Thus, instead of seeing noncitizenship simply as lack—that is, as the absence of
or an exclusion from a status—and instead of implicitly conceiving of citizenship as “the only relevant core relationship with a state,” our contributors
approach noncitizenship as another fundamental and real relationship with a
polity and/or p eople, one with material and far-reaching effects.37
Susan Bibler Coutin and Véronique Fortin approach noncitizenship as a real
relationship with a polity in chapter 12. Drawing from participant-observation
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at a non-profit legal services organization in Los Angeles, they expose the bureaucratic labyrinth migrants and their advocates confront in the migrants’ quest
for regularization. Quasi-citizens, the mig rants have deep ties to the United
States. Yet as denizens, they are treated as if they are “on probation” and remain
vulnerable to deportation.
Juan Poblete explores the diversification of citizenship, including full, non-,
quasi-, and l imited citizenships, in chapter 13. Linking the diversification of citizenship in the space between formal and informal l egal statuses with the diversification of practices in the space between formal and informal economies in
the United States and Latin America, he highlights the connections between
those who labor but do not have citizenship rights and citizens whose rights to
work seem, at least to them, significantly questioned by the globalization of their
national situation.
In chapter 14, Nicholas De Genova scrutinizes what he calls “the hard kernel
of denizenship” within citizenship. Rather than enshroud the individual’s supposedly innate and inalienable autonomous power of self-government, citizenship, he argues, is how we are made the objects of modern state power. Focusing
on the migrant noncitizen and the criminal (“failed”) citizen, as well as on DACA
and its abortive predecessor, the DREAM Act, he uses denizenship as a lens for
magnifying the ways in which citizenship is differentiated from within.
Next, Catherine S. Ramírez probes the past, present, and future of denizenship and the politics of commonality between African Americans and undocumented migrants in the United States in chapter 15. Via a close reading of George
Schuyler’s 1931 Afrofuturist novel Black No More, Ramírez explores the omission of African Americans in conversations about immigration and assimilation.
By disentangling assimilation and immigration, she draws attention to the historical discrepancy between Blackness and Americanness and the parallels
between African American and migrant denizenship.
Emily Mitchell-Eaton closes Part III. Focusing on the Compact of Free Association (COFA), the 1986 bilateral agreement between the United States and
the now former U.S. territory of the Marshall Islands, chapter 16 argues that
Marshallese migrants to the United States are imperial citizens, rather than partial citizens or noncitizens, in that they can live, work, and attend school in the
United States without a visa, yet they lack a clear path to U.S. permanent residency and citizenship. In addition to showing how U.S. citizenship is produced
on the margins of empire, Mitchell-Eaton contends that COFA simultaneously
blurs and sharpens the margins between metropole and colony and between foreigner and citizen.
Finally, in the afterword, “The Politics of Precarity and Noncitizenship u nder
Global Capitalism,” Tanya Golash-Boza scrutinizes the relationships among the
“deportation turn,” precarity, and global capitalism. While global capitalism distinguishes citizens from noncitizens and the deportable from the nondeportable, she argues, it also blurs distinctions—and thereby makes possible a politics

14 • Introduction

of commonality—among workers who live under conditions of precarity through
widespread inequality.
The outcry against anti-Blackness has prompted many Americans to take a
hard look at police terror and structural racism in their country. Similarly, the pandemic of 2020 has given new urgency to the question “What do we owe one
another as citizens?”38 Yet, as California governor Gavin Newsom declared in
April 2020 when he unveiled a plan to provide $125 million in cash assistance to
undocumented migrants, “We are all in this together.”39 Newsom’s “we” referred
both to citizens and noncitizens. Precarity and Belonging crosses disciplines, continents, and periods to consider the nexus of mobility, precarity, and (non)citizenship. Taking both theoretical and empirical approaches, the essays in this collection
underscore that the category of citizenship is tenuous and varied, requiring analy
sis and articulating a politics of commonality from the intertwined coexistence of
citizens and noncitizens in a globalized world. Black Lives M
 atter serves as a
reminder that Black lives must m
 atter for all lives to m
 atter, while the spread of
COVID-19 has driven home that a concern with the welfare of fellow citizens is
not enough. Ignoring our politics of commonality costs more than dollars.
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Mobility and Migration
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More Equal Than Others
Managing the Boundaries
of Citizenship
BRIDGET ANDERSON

In late April 2018, the United Kingdom was hit by the Windrush scandal. The
lives of large numbers of Black British citizens and permanent residence holders
were being destroyed—evicted, denied medical treatment, refused entry to the
U.K., summarily sacked, detained, and even deported—because they were unable
to demonstrate their citizenship. The “Windrush generation” arrived as British
from the Caribbean between 1948 and 1971, coming to rebuild Britain after the
Second World War and taking up low-waged jobs mainly in the National Health
Service and public transportation sectors. British Black Caribbeans have a special place in British national mythology and have been stock figures in popular
culture for two generations, manifest in their prominence in the representation
of British history in the performance at the 2012 Olympics opening ceremony.
Imperial subjects before World War II, u nder the 1948 Nationality Act they w
 ere
considered citizens of the United Kingdom and colonies. In addition, the 1971
Immigration Act gave all Commonwealth citizens then resident in the U.K. the
right to permanent residence. Centuries of colonialism have left the U.K. with a
range of citizenships, not all of which have permitted long-term residence, nor necessarily even a right of entry to the U.K., but there was no question that this group
were either British citizens or had the right to permanent residence (Dummett
19
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and Nicol 1990). Nevertheless, they found themselves caught in the British government’s “hostile environment,” a series of measures designed to make life so
difficult for undocumented migrants that they are forced to leave the country.
Excluded from the labor market, from housing, including private rented accommodation, from health services, in short, denied the basics for a tolerable life, the
state hopes that undocumented migrants w
 ill therefore choose to “self-deport.”
These policies w
 ere not supposed to impact British nationals. How is it that t hese
upstanding Windrush citizens found themselves so dramatically affected by policies that were supposed only to affect those who are “illegal”? Such was the public
furor that the Home Secretary was forced to resign, and Prime Minister Theresa
May, the architect of the hostile environment during her tenure as Home Secretary, came u nder fire. As the weeks passed it became evident that the impact of
the hostile environment was not confined to the 50,000 or so citizens of the Windrush generation but affected racialized minorities more generally. Concerns
began to be expressed about what this would mean for EU citizens, even though
their right to remain post-Brexit had been guaranteed by the government at an
early stage of the Brexit negotiations.
While citizenship is imagined as a stable status, the Windrush affair illustrates
it is stable only when taken for granted. How does one prove that one is imbricated
in a certain set of social and political relations? The requirement to present valid
documents when demanded by state agents or members of the public such as landlords and employers begins to undermine citizenship. The more demanding t hese
requirements, the more it is undermined, both for the person who must prove citizenship and the person who must demand proof. In this chapter, I w
 ill consider
how the category of “citizen” both depends on and is undermined by the category
of “migrant,” examining how both categories are unstable and located within
wider inequalities. I’ll begin by exploring the complexity of the term migrant,
arguing that it is a normative term designating a problematic mobility or presence.
I’ll then consider the normative nature of citizenship, and how it marks not simply
a legal status but also membership of a “community of value.” Importantly, citizenship also has an instrumental value, and it is a status that is far easier for wealthy
noncitizens to obtain than it is for their lower-waged compatriots. For the latter,
the figure of the “worker citizen” brings together the normative and the instrumental aspects of citizenship. The worker citizen also serves to discipline and
marginalize some with the formal status of citizenship, effectively making them
Tolerated Citizens. I then discuss some ways of connecting noncitizens and Tolerated Citizens in practice, through attention to racism, control over the movement
of the national poor, and analyzing states’ temporal as well as mobility controls.

The Citizen/Migrant Binary
In liberal theory, citizenship has many opposites: the citizen/subject, the citizen/
slave, the citizen/sovereign. Noncitizenship underpins the social contract, as
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Charles Mills and Carole Pateman have explored with reference to race and gender, respectively (Pateman and Mills 2007). However, in the politics of con
temporary liberal states, the binary of the citizen is above all the “mig rant”
(Anderson and Hughes 2015). The population is bifurcated into migrant and citizen, and the migrant is the noncitizen.
But for all its salience, who counts as a migrant and, conversely, who counts
as a citizen is often far from clear. For example, in official data, mig rant can be
defined as foreign born, or as a foreign national, or a person with an intention
to remain in a new country for longer than twelve months (Anderson and Blinder
2019). These definitions are mutually incompatible: a person may be foreign born
and still be a citizen, and datasets consequently often include as migrants people
with the legal status of citizenship. Moreover, legal status too is unsettled and
fragmented: p eople with the status of permanent residence, for instance, are
legally noncitizens and may be socially imagined as migrants, yet they are not
necessarily subject to immigration controls and they can be difficult to deport.
Furthermore, the law that governs migration is not only national but international, and the migrant is differentially shaped in overlapping regimes.
If the migrant is ambiguously defined in datasets and law, it should be hardly
surprising that it is also poorly delineated in public discourse. Public narratives
of and assumptions about migration are often rooted in historical struggles and
state-making. As such, they do not necessarily map onto either data or policy definitions of migrant. Religious, ethnic, and other differentiations can be highly
relevant in popular identifications of “migrant,” overriding l egal status or other
forms of belonging (Anderson 2013). “The figure of the migrant has a symbolic
significance—the migrant becomes a means for others to assert their own identity and difference. Migrants are vessels to be filled with meaning in the ongoing identity construction of long-term residents” (Dawney 2008).
Who counts as a migrant is not fixed and is contested within and between
different domains of data, law/policy, and public narratives/politics. However,
what is clear is that in contemporary public debate the term mig rant typically
signifies a person whose mobility or presence is problematic. The negativity associated with the term is so grave that in August 2015 the news channel Al Jazeera
asserted that “for reasons of accuracy” it was no longer going to use the word
migrant as it was now “a degraded term . . . It has evolved from its dictionary definition into a tool that dehumanises and distances, a blunt pejorative” (Malone
2015). It is hardly surprising, then, that not all those subject to immigration controls are imagined or imagine themselves as migrants. Wealthy (white) Europe
ans who move for employment or retirement tend to label themselves and be
labeled “expats” rather than migrants (Knowles and Harper 2010). The European
Commission also rejects the term “migrant” in the case of EU citizens moving
within the EU, preferring the term “mobile citizens.”
Not only is who counts as a mig rant not clear, but the border between a
migrant and a citizen is also blurred and not dividing a simple binary: where,
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for example, do the stateless, the dual national, the “mobile” EU citizen fall? Th
 ere
are categories of noncitizens who have rights akin to national citizens, including citizens of EU member states who are resident in another EU member state,
or p eople who fall u nder specific arrangements (in the U.K., for example, some
Commonwealth citizens have the right to vote in national elections). Differentiations between noncitizens are not new. In classic social contract theory, both
slaves and w
 omen could be noncitizens, but the slave is not in the same relation
to household, society, or state as the wife (Brace 2010). Legal historians and others
have documented often in meticulous detail the efforts made to classify natives,
place them in hierarchies by culture, race, personality, and intelligence, and class
them as Indigenous, tribal, and urban, and thereby accord them different legal
statuses and rights (for example, Dummett 1990; Mongia 1999; Ngai 2004;
Sharma 2020). The distinctions do, however, grow ever more complex. Law, policy, and practices of mobility produce a multiplicity of statuses and subjects,
and migration is increasingly qualified by the complexities of its geographies,
histories, and temporalities (Boswell 2016; King and Lulle 2016).

The Value of Citizenship
Citizen, like migrant, has a normative content, but unlike the normative content of migrant, that of citizen has been extensively explored. The “us” of citizenship stretches beyond formal l egal status to incorporate the nation. States do not
simply portray themselves as arbitrary collections of p eople hung together by a
common legal status but as communities of value, comprising p eople who share
common ideals and patterns of behavior (Anderson et al. 2011). One way of
revealing the community of value is by paying attention to how p eople move into
it by becoming citizens. The ways in which individuals can move from migrancy
into citizenship, and indeed who is able to become a citizen in the first place,
reveal much about how the nation/state community is imagined. Described as
naturalization, this is the process through which individuals can be given the
same status as those who are natural-born citizens (or subjects). While for those
born into citizenship it is essentially a free good, for those who acquire it, citizenship is more akin to membership of a club, and t hose who naturalize must
fulfill certain requirements to be granted membership. These requirements purport to identify those suitable to be designated as “insiders” and exclude those
not seen as deserving or desirable for the state and who fail to fit the normative
order. Some conditions, such as language or integration tests, are measurable, but
there are also explicitly normative requirements. For example, migrants who wish
to become Australian, Spanish, or French citizens must be of “good character,”
and in the U.K. not being of good character is the most common grounds for
refusal, accounting for 44 percent of Home Office refusals in 2016 (Blinder
2020). Good character has some components that seem relatively straightforward: not having a criminal record, not being a bankrupt, and having paid
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taxes. In the United States, one must be of “good moral character,” and examples of what constitutes failing to have good moral character include polygamy,
prostitution, habitual drunkenness, and gambling. Infamously, in the Netherlands, the naturalization process included watching a film depicting female nudity
and gay men kissing (Hekma 2011, 34). These run alongside the requirements not
to be involved in terrorism, crimes against humanity, war crimes, or genocide.
Thus, naturalization procedures and requirements typically attempt to map legal
citizenship onto normative ideals of citizenship, mimicking the model citizen
(Fortier 2013). While t hese are ostensibly nonracial in practice, they can be highly
racialized. In 2018, an estimated 400 c hildren, some as young as ten, were denied
citizenship on the grounds of criminal records, often petty theft. A support worker
for such c hildren observed: “All the clients have been destitute or very poor. At
least half are looked-after c hildren or have had some sort of social service intervention. All of them are black” (Mohdin 2018). Some Windrush applicants also had
their citizenship applications retrospectively refused on the same basis.
Yet the value of citizenship is not only normative but material. Henley and
Partners, an international law firm that specializes in naturalization procedures,
produces an annual Quality of Nationality Index. This ranks countries by the
quality of nationality according to internal factors (human development, economic strength, peace and stability), and external factors (travel freedom and settlement freedom). The compilers recognize that some citizenships have more
instrumental value than others: “Some nationalities come with a right to be welcomed by other countries and societies—a right to home treatment. In this
sense, possessing one nationality can amount to enjoying plentiful rights, including work and settlement, in a number of states, not just one” (Henley and Partners 2017).
The index compilers acknowledge, with a certain embarrassment when faced
with this inequality, that “our nationality plays an important role in establishing a highly irrational ceiling for our opportunities and aspirations. . . . This is
something that the designers of the index do not endorse but observe as part of
the day-to-day reality” (Kochenov 2017). Its material and instrumental value
means, while priceless, citizenship can be given a price tag, and some states
actively market their citizenship to wealthy investors. St Kitts earns approximately 25 percent of its GDP through investor citizenship programs (Sumption
2016). Along with Dominica, it confers citizenship to investors without them
having to be resident for any period, while Antigua and Barbuda require only a
nominal residence period for investors—seven days, “a short vacation under a
tropical sun” (Shachar 2013, 4). Notably, while citizenship acquisition by most
migrants is seen as a marker of belonging and integration—that is, of settling—
for the wealthy one of the key resources citizenship gives access to is mobility,
and Henley and Partners also produce a Visa Restrictions Index to assist their
clients in selecting those citizenships that maximize visa-free entry across the
widest range of countries.
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Attention to the detail of both naturalization and immigration legislation
across states suggests that these laws, like taxation laws, are “for little p eople” and
are much more easily navigable for the wealthy. This is certainly the case in
Europe. Since 2013, non-EU citizens who invest €1,250,000 or more in the Dutch
economy benefit from a simplified entry and residence procedure in the Netherlands. Spanish Law 14/2013, commonly known as the Entrepreneurs’ Act, facilitated entry and residence for those making a “significant investment” in the
country (such as an investment of over €2 million in Spanish government bonds,
over €1 million in deposits in a Spanish bank, or acquisition of real estate worth
over €500,000). In Ireland, a new investor program was initiated in 2012 for t hose
investing between €500,000 (in a public project) and €2 million who could
thereby access a five-year residence permit. The U.K. also has an investor entry
route which requires migrants to have £1 million (cash) capital to invest in the
U.K. or £2 million personal assets with £1 million to invest as a loan (Anderson,
Shutes, and Walker 2014).
The l egal status of citizenship can be seen as a certain type of heavily institutionalized social capital that facilitates access to resources. While this is mobilized to attract the wealthy, the instrumentalization of citizenship by the
nonwealthy is, in contrast, actively guarded against by states. For the lower waged,
immigration requirements are often extremely onerous, and it is increasingly
difficult to move from temporary to settled status and even more difficult to
acquire citizenship. Th
 ese obstacles often take the form of temporal requirements. Low-waged migrants typically find that their visas are only renewable
for a set period, and it is not possible for them to legally reside for long enough
to acquire permanent residence. In contrast, even states that do not offer citizenship to investors often do offer the wealthy relatively quick and easy access
to a secure status (often the stepping-stone to citizenship) when compared to the
majority. In this way immigration controls can be said to do the dirty work of
citizenship (Dauvergne 2008).

The Worker Citizen
For t hose who are not wealthy, the clearest expression of the overlap between the
normative and the material value of citizenship lies in the worker citizen. Consider Prime Minister Theresa May’s assertion that “People in the Windrush generation who came h
 ere from Commonwealth countries have built a life h
 ere; they
have made a massive contribution to the country. These people are British. They
are part of us” (Hansard 18th April 2018 col. 311). The phrase “part of us,” a normative claim, was consistently repeated in the following days. It was not the fact that
the Windrush generation had come to the U.K. as subjects and citizens, residents
of islands which Britain had ruled as an imperial power, materially connected
through slavery, expropriation, and primitive accumulation, that earned them
this accolade but rather that “they have made a massive contribution”—these are

More Equal Than Others • 25

worker citizens. Their treatment is deemed egregious because they are citizens
and because they are workers. Making a contribution is a key element in the
community of value. The rich may do it through investment, but most p eople
must do it through work.
Europe has a history of attributing a strong moral value to l abor from all sides
of the political spectrum. A Good Citizen is a hard worker, and the right to work
is first and foremost the right of the citizen. Not working is associated with not
having a purpose, not making a contribution—in short, it is deeply dishonoring. That the state should give citizens priority access to the labor market and
only then should jobs be available to noncitizens is a fundamental principle
of low-waged labor migration policy. The right to work is not guaranteed by
European states, but it does mark the national labor market as a space of privilege for citizens where jobs, it is claimed, are safeguarded for them. In the study
of migration this is often read, understandably, as exclusive of migrants, but what
is often overlooked by scholars of migration is that this is also disciplinary of citizens. For migrants, work is a right that they should not automatically expect to
be granted, and that needs to be protected for citizens; however, for citizens, work
is more often a duty that some fail to fulfill. T. H. Marshall famously traced the
development of citizenship as moving from the establishment of civil rights to
political rights to social rights, placing social rights at the apogee of citizenship,
yet in practice those who claim social rights are often represented as the nadir of
citizenship. Like mig rants, the unemployed are imagined as having problems
of culture that can stretch through the generations, but unlike mig rants, the
unemployed are often not mobile enough, stuck in housing estates or in front of
flat-screen TVs, not prepared to get on their bike.
This suggests that not all natural-born citizens are members of the community of value. Indeed, the worker citizen produces two forms of undeservingness:
idleness, “the mother and root of all vices,” and not belonging, manifest in the
contemporary figures of the benefit scrounger and the migrant. Those who do
belong (citizens) are idle, and t hose who are not idle (migrants) do not belong.
Thus, immigration controls and welfare benefits can be presented as two sides
of the same coin. This refers on the one hand to concerns that immigrants (particularly “welfare tourists”) are taking unemployment benefits without paying
into the system, with the corollary that immigration controls must limit access
to the welfare state. On the other hand, it also indicates the claim that unemployment benefits act as a disincentive for citizens to take up jobs which are then
taken up by migrants, so activating national l abor supply is an important element
in limiting the participation of migrants in the labor market. The worker citizen brings together anti-welfare-ist and anti-immigration arguments very powerfully but is able to do so only through ignoring precarity, precarity which has
its own consequences for “the spectra of belonging.”
The marginalized formal citizen is not firmly established in the community of
value. In many European states, claiming unemployment benefits is becoming a
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point of behavioral intervention with p eople cajoled and threatened into
worker citizenship. The U.K. has been at the forefront of such moves. Conditions imposed on “work seekers” include mandatory participation in employment-
related programs, job search interviews, and unpaid work placements. There has
been an increase in the use of sanctions for failure to comply with work-related
conditions. Two hundred and ninety thousand Job Seeker’s Allowance sanctions
were issued in 2013, with lone parents, disabled people, and the under-twenty-
fives particularly vulnerable (Watts et al. 2014). But what is enforced goes beyond
suitable job-seeking behavior. Receipt of state support pushes low-income
households to stay together whatever the strain of living in f amily arrangements.
It also enables peculiar punitive measures to be taken against those who associate
with p eople who break the law or who are perceived as troublemakers. They are
Tolerated Citizens against whom “exceptional” measures may be exercised. The
contingency of their acceptance permeates the politics of citizenship, as t hose
who are not firmly established in the community of value must be endlessly
proving themselves, marking the borders, acting as the guardians of Good
Citizenship. In immigrant communities, this can be seen in the phenomenon
of “pulling up the ladder”: citizens of mig rant background complaining about
new arrivals giving the community a bad name because they allege that, unlike
their generation, newcomers are criminal, illegal, uneducated, and so on. This
mirrors the way that migrants are set against citizens, particularly the low
waged and the unemployed, as competitors for jobs.

Making Connections
In contemporary politics there is an urgent need to make connections between
the Tolerated Citizen and the migrant, and some of t hese connections are hidden
in plain sight. Take for example the descriptor of “second-generation migrants,” a
term applied in Europe to racialized minorities who may well have never crossed
a border in their lives. This is in popular usage and signals that it is possible to be
both migrant and citizen at once. Who sheds and who retains their migrancy is
often bound up with nationally specific ways of encoding and remaking of race
(Golash-Boza and Hondagneu-Sotelo 2013; Reeves 1983). State classifications
have organized the meaning of race and its connection to nation (Ngai, 2004;
Lentin 2011; Jones, et al. 2017; Sharma 2020). In the U.K., good race relations
have been premised for more than forty years on controlling immigration, even as
immigration and citizenship laws have persistently “othered” Black, Asian, and
Minority Ethnic people, citizens and noncitizens alike.
The racialization of “migrant” entails the racialization of “citizen,” and as citizenship is nationalized in law, so it becomes racialized in practice. In the Windrush case, Black British citizens w
 ere caught in the government’s “hostile
environment for illegal immigrants” b ecause they w
 ere Black, and this was read
as meaning they were potentially a mig rant. The hostile environment policies
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require a wide range of social actors, not just employers but universities, schools,
landlords, banks, and health service employees to check immigration documents
and share information with immigration officials. Internal immigration checks
disproportionately affect people of color, and the hostile environment has been
found to have a particularly deleterious effect on the U.K.’s Minority Ethnic population (Liberty 2019). Passports are expensive, and in the U.K. while they are
imagined as being for the purpose of traveling abroad, they have in recent years
effectively become identity documents. Many p eople who had been in low-waged
work, now getting older, falling sick, wanting to move home, retiring, and who had
no reason to travel abroad have not purchased a passport (which costs £85 for a
U.K. national). For older Black citizens this meant that they therefore had no documentation to prove their citizenship or indeed the legality of their residence. Stories emerged of people required to show four pieces of documentation for every
one of more than fifty years that they had been in the U.K., and in some cases even
being driven to suicide. Importantly, those affected are not only citizens born in
the Caribbean but Black and Minority Ethnic citizens more generally.
The consequences of the hostile environment have been particularly problematic for people with little economic means. This also includes white people—a
“mystery shopper” exercise conducted in 2017 found that as a result of the hostile environment private landlords were significantly less likely to rent to white
British p eople who did not have a passport (JCWI 2017). More generally, outside the U.K. and irrespective of racialized identity, citizens who are homeless
or who beg can be prohibited access to certain spaces or moved on. These mobility regimes typically are governed at the local rather than national state level. To
allow some citizens their rights of free movement, others are immobilized or
made to move on (Anderson, Shutes, and Walker 2014). Antibegging legislation
is being used by many European states to control the mobility of unwanted populations, and the Roma p eople in particular are finding that homelessness policies are being mobilized to remove them, given that as EU citizens they cannot
be removed under immigration controls (Fekete 2018). Across Europe rough
sleeping can result in removal e ither out of the area or out of the country, depending on w
 hether one is an internal or international migrant. This has a long history: even before the introduction of welfare states in many European states poor
relief was limited to parish residents, and the poor were liable to be moved on if
there was any suggestion that they might become unemployed, stay long enough
to make a claim on the parish, or have a baby that would be born in the parish
and therefore become the parish’s responsibility. Today, in a move that is highly
reminiscent of old poor laws, access to the welfare state has replaced the levers
of immigration controls in efforts to control the mobility of certain EU citizens
(Shutes 2017). To deter non-earning p eople who do not have the resources to support themselves, complex restrictions on access to certain noncontributory benefits are imposed. Importantly, returning nationals are not exempt from these
restrictions—they may be l egal citizens, but they are no longer local residents.
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Citizens do not have to have resided outside the national territory to find
themselves turned into migrants. In some areas of the U.K., citizens who cross
a local authority boundary and claim social housing are also referred to as
migrants. They are subject to the kinds of complaints that are more customarily
leveled against international migrants: not only taking housing away from locals
but also coming to take advantage of the welfare state, committing crimes, bringing drugs, and so on. To deserve to get on the waiting list for social housing in
many local authorities, not only is there a minimum period of residence (sometimes as long as ten years to get on to the waiting list), but there is an effective
“good character” requirement, demonstrated through volunteering, g oing to the
gym, even stopping smoking (Carter 2015). That is, t hese dishonored citizens are
effectively turned into migrants and must find a means of recovering their status in ways that parallel the requirements put on naturalizing migrants. Thus,
while mobility of the unemployed for purposes of work is encouraged and at
times even demanded, mobility is frowned on for the purposes of accessing the
welfare state, and this includes mobility within a state as well as across its borders. Seeing past the figure of the migrant does not mean discounting mobility
but rather considering migration as one of the multiple ways in which people’s
movement has been guided and constrained over the centuries and has materialized within sets of material, racial, geographic, and gendered conditions (Kotef
2015). It helps us see that while immigration controls are fundamentally structured by nationality, a classed lens of wealth and poverty rather than nationality status alone can offer new perspectives on mobility regimes.
If one way of uncovering connections is by examining mobility as well as
migration, another way is to think temporally as well as spatially. States govern
through time, and the intense focus on migration as movement across international borders has tended to mean that the ways in which states exercise control
over temporalities has been overlooked. In fact temporal controls are intrinsic
to immigration controls and to the moving of the border inside of territory. States
impose temporal limitations on residence through time-limited visas, intervening in migratory processes and life stages to cut them into temporal chunks.
Migrants typically have to reside legally in a state for a set number of years before
they can claim certain rights. Bureaucracies may also subject applicants (for asylum, visa renewal, citizenship) to long periods of uncertainty and suspense. Without a timeframe or anticipated future to work toward, people can struggle to
cope and find it difficult to make progress or invest in themselves.
It is not only the lives of the mobile that are temporally governed but also the
lives of citizens, and citizens too are experiencing temporal shifts. The idea of an
overly powerful present and prolonged youth for p eople with uncertain f utures
has been analyzed by o thers in nonmigration contexts. Craig Jeffrey (2010) has
written powerfully about “timepass”—the increasing numbers of people subject
to chronic waiting where promised access to social goods, economic resources,
settling down in some way, is always coming soon but never quite there. Even in
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the rich world, as jobs are more precarious, homes more expensive, pensions more
fragile, the sense of permanent temporariness and unsettlement is more pervasive. Furthermore, it is not only migrants who are subject to qualifying periods
before they can access certain rights. Migration researchers have explored the dif
ferent ways in which immigration controls shape migrants’ relation to the l abor
market—for example, how temporary visas often push their holders into highly
precarious work. Yet more generally, for migrants and citizens alike, qualifying
periods structure the standard employment relationship, meaning for instance
a worker can only make certain kinds of claims on an employer—for maternity
leave, unfair dismissal holiday—if they have been employed for a particular period.
Despite their apparently marginal status, qualifying periods are a key part of the
legal apparatus enabling and encouraging “the structural expansion of contingent employment” (Peck and Theodore 2012, 742).

Conclusion
Drawing out the connections between the crises of increasing European poverty
and associated popular anger and resentment on the one hand and immigration
controls on the other is an important challenge. It is heightened by the affective
pull of the nation, from which the state derives legitimacy and which is growing
stronger in an age of precarity. Worker solidarities can be difficult to generate in
a gig economy and in an era of accelerating inequalities at all scales. The coupling
of economic squeeze and immigration is always in danger of being reduced to a
simple message: we must look a fter our own first. We must first attend to the
housing, benefit, and health needs of our population. Sorry, chaps. Th
 ere is not
enough to go around. Challenging this logic that sets up citizens and migrants/
foreigners as engaged in an unfortunate but necessary competition for scarce
resources should be of critical concern to t hose advocating progressive politics.
The migrant/citizen distinction is a key line of fracture in the “precariat” that
can be mobilized to stunt the development of a politics of precarity. Promises of
strong control over immigration appeal to the hope of a national labor market
and economy, a stable cohesive national society and representative democratic
politics. These hopes are eminently understandable, but they will not be attained
by exerting ever tighter control over immigration. Indeed, the risk is that the
obsession engendered by immigration only increases exploitation in labor markets, destabilizes neighborly relations, and caricatures democratic politics.
Of course, recognizing that both migrants and citizens are made, not born,
does not mean that we can imagine t hose differences away. L
 egal status and social
status are bound up with one another, and legal status makes a huge difference
to experiences and relations. But p eople find ways of challenging these distinctions. Mobility and international migration are indications of our interdependence. The challenge is how to make these interdependencies not just “readable”
but into a good story. Perhaps we can start from the insight that was so vividly
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illustrated by the Windrush generation: what is bad for migrants is not good for
citizens, indeed, it is often bad for citizens as well.
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Refractions of the Nation
The Democratic Impacts of
“Chain Migration”
ADRIÁN FÉLIX
The nation is . . . a series of interconnected
relay points that only densifies through a
long and arduous process extending
through an entire chain of identities and
intradialectical twists and turns.
—George Ciccariello-Maher,
Deconolonizing Dialects

Introduction: All Politics Is (Trans)local
At the twenty-second annual gala of the storied Mexican mig rant home-state
association in Los Angeles, the Zacatecan Federation of Southern California
(FCZSC for its Spanish acronym), nothing could seemingly go wrong.1 The tuxedoed master of ceremonies of Spanish-language radio fame Humberto Luna
pranced through the crowd of distinguished political guests and everyday migrant
families. From the notoriously clientelistic realm of Mexican politics, the list of
notables included the Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) governor of the
Mexican state of Zacatecas as well as a handful of local mayors who exalted
32
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migrants for their cross-border contributions to their hometowns. From the local
Los Angeles politics scene, guests included the (now embattled) Zacatecas-born
Los Angeles city councilmember José Huizar and the only half-Salvadoran, half-
Zacatecan, openly socialist candidate running for local office in Los Angeles, Ron
Gochez. The U.S.-born “Miss Zacatecas” pageant contestants donned Mexican
regional dresses and chatted about their recent trips to their ancestral homeland,
in English. Local youth—the Los Angeles progeny of the Zacatecas diaspora—
were awarded college scholarships to pursue higher education in Southern
California. A hometown association leader sifted through files collecting a few
remaining signatures to finalize migrant micro-investments in their rural villages
of birth. All went according to plan in the now well-rehearsed political ritual that
is the FCZSC ball, u ntil somebody prematurely queued the banda.2
Just as MC Humberto Luna was handing the microphone to one of the mayors from Zacatecas to lionize migrants as hometown heroes, one of the migrant
organizers of the event mistakenly queued the banda—the dozen-plus piece brass
band that traveled all the way from Zacatecas and waited restlessly outside the
venue to begin their musical set. Unaware of the political speech under way, the
musicians marched into the event, trumpets, tuba, snares, and bass drum blaring the Zacatecas war song known as La Marcha de Zacatecas. A mortified Humberto Luna jumped and waved from where he stood in a futile attempt to stop
the banda, whose impending march completely drowned out the forgettable
political speech. Visibly upset, Luna had no choice but to wait for the musicians
to finish La Marcha de Zacatecas, at which point he publicly chastised them for
rudely interrupting the political guest in turn, in his uniquely mestizo classed
sarcasm. The disconcerted musicians, however, had the last laugh: they climbed
onstage and opened their evening set with Sin Fortuna (Fortuneless), that timeless lyrical indictment of Mexican class subordination. Appropriately enough,
moments before the raucous entry, I heard the popular vocalist of the banda
exhort the migrant organizer who queued them, “Tell the governor to not forget about t hose of us who wear huaraches” (sandals, alluding to the h
 umble rural
origins of many migrants and their families). Instantly, relieved migrant c ouples
gleefully arose from their seats and danced the night away, a fitting ending to
what has become—in the near perfect Spanglish of one U.S.-based zacatecano
migrant leader in attendance—a veritable transnational political “piñata party.”
There is an axiom in political science that proclaims that “all politics is local.”
For diasporic communities, whose networks arch across international boundaries
interweaving home and host communities like refractions of the nation, a more
accurate reformulation might be all politics is translocal. With Donald Trump’s
xenophobic discursive regime and anti-migrant political apparatus attacking so-
called chain migration (see Sampaio 2015), this chapter offers an empirical
assessment of transnational networks as mechanisms for diffusion of political
information and their potentially democratic outcomes for mig rants in the
United States. The above is an example of one such transnational migrant social
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network in action—with all of its gendered (García-Acevedo 2003), generational,
classed, cultural and intra-ethnic contradictions (Bada 2014), and problems of
collective action (Nichols 2006; Burgess 2016). In this chapter, I build on Rouse’s
classic definition of a Mexican cross-border migrant network: “Through the continuous circulation of p eople, money, goods, and information, the various settlements have become so closely woven together that . . . they have come to
constitute a single community spread across a variety of sites, something I refer
to as a ‘transnational migrant circuit’” (Rouse 1991). With innumerable diasporic
networks spanning the U.S.-México divide, migrants resemble refractions of the
nation, often changing paths along their transnational itineraries but always
interweaving and interconnecting transborder communities. As “precartized
workers on the move” (Apostolidis 2019, 71), t hese (semi)autonomous spaces of
mig rant civil society provide vital “time of togetherness” (182) for building
“thickly spun webs of mutuality” (215) and the “fabric of conviviality” (222) and
commonality that cut across lines of citizenship and nationality. Transnational
subaltern communities provide a “subculture of mutual support” and constitute
“networks of mutuality” (203) that resemble bending rays of light shining across
ever-hardening political borders.
Analytically and politically, t hese transnational mig rant networks can be
scaled up and scaled down. At the finest level of geography, these networks can
be described as translocal (e.g., Anaheim and El Cargadero, a migrant village of
origin in Zacatecas state). In practice, t hese translocal migrant networks have
scaled up into more politically impactful home-state federations like the FCZSC
described above. In the Latin American context, however, these transnational
migrant networks have been studied principally at the national level of analysis,
all the while noting their regional identifications in the home country (for a
Colombian case study see Guarnizo and Diaz 1999), their implications for cross-
border political engagement (for a Dominican case study see Levitt 2001), and
the strained kinship ties that sometimes undergird them (for a Salvadoran case
study see Menjívar 2000). Scaling back down to the subnational level of analy
sis, I opened with an example of one such migrant network from the Mexican
state of Zacatecas to suggest that an analogous subnational comparative analy
sis can be done of Indigenous and non-Indigenous migrant networks from the
states of Guanajuato (Smith and Bakker 2008), Puebla (Smith 2006), Jalisco
(FitzGerald 2009), Michoacán (Bada 2014), San Luis Potosí (Boehm 2009),
Hidalgo (Steigenga and Williams 2009), Yucatán (Cornelius, FitzGerald, and
Lewin Fischer 2007), and Oaxaca (Fox and Rivera Salgado 2004; Stephen 2007),
to cite just some examples from the Mexican case. Expanding on the opening
vignette, the goal of this chapter is to scale down to the subnational level of analy
sis and examine regional variation in subnational migrant networks when it comes
to the interplay of two key migration outcomes: migrant transnationalism and
political engagement in the United States, thereby reassessing the civic impact of
so-called chain migration (i.e., network-driven migration).
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Most quantitative studies have approached this question cross-nationally,
comparing across migrant national-origin groups (DeSipio and Pantoja 2007;
Waldinger 2008). This is in spite of the qualitative literature on migration, which
suggests that the c auses and effects of transnationalism play out at the local level
within sending countries, often unevenly (for a mixed-methods case study see
Cohen 2004). While it is clear that cross-national differences exist due to institutional and other factors, less is known about variation within single countries.
This chapter tests the impact of transnationalism on migrant civic and political
engagement in the United States among Mexican migrants, the largest group of
Latin American migrants in the United States. Utilizing the state-of-origin item
available in the 2006 Latino National Survey (LNS), I conduct multivariate
regression analysis to test the impact of transnationalism on mig rant U.S.
engagement for the Mexican subsample. By scaling down to the subnational level
of analysis, the goal is to uncover any subnational variation that may have been
masked by previous cross-national studies of migrant transnationalism and U.S.
engagement. We can expect subnational effects in the Mexican case, because, as
the qualitative literature reminds us, t here is substantial variation in migrant network robustness and historicity across different regions within México. For
example, Durand and Massey state that in México “migrant networks are much
stronger in rural than in urban areas b ecause rural social networks are . . . more
dense” (quoted in Schmidt Camacho 2008, 304). While municipal data is ideal
to test for said variation, the LNS only allows us to scale down to the state level
of analysis. Stated succinctly, the research question is: in the Mexican case, is there
appreciable state-of-origin variation across subnational migrant networks when
it comes to the effect of migrant transnationalism on civic engagement in the
United States? Put another way, can so-called chain migration have democratic
impacts on migrant political participation in the United States?
The chapter is organized as follows. First, I present a review of the literature
on migrant transnationalism and U.S. civic participation. Second, I provide a
theoretical and empirical justification for scaling down to the subnational level
of analysis and present the logic for my statistical models. Lastly, I present the
results and discuss the implications of these for the prospects of ever-elusive
“immigration reform” in the United States.

Transnationalism and Its Critics
The nexus between migrant transnationalism and civic engagement in the United
States has led to mixed findings in the empirical scholarship and polarized
debates in the theoretical literature. On the one hand, the champions of transnationalism argue that participation abroad is compatible, if not reciprocal, with
engagement in U.S. civic and political affairs (see Jones-Correa 2001; Cornelius,
FitzGerald, and Lewin Fischer 2007). Normatively, some political theorists contend that the United States owes it to Mexican migrants to facilitate dual
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cultural, economic and political citizenships, due to the historic racial discrimination and labor subordination they have endured (Smith 2011). The political
theorist Rodolfo Rosales states it succinctly: “[dual] citizenship is the most obvious
political starting point by which communities can connect in a broader, more
trans-national organizational manner” (Rosales 2013). Conversely, the critics of
transnationalism insist that migrant engagement abroad detracts from their participation and attachments in U.S. civic and political life (for empirical accounts
see Cain and Doherty 2006; Staton, Jackson, and Canache 2007). Some citizenship
conservatives go as far as to suggest that dual citizenship is akin to “civic bigamy,”
contending that it is “inconsistent with the moral and philosophical foundation of
American constitutional democracy” (cited in Jones-Correa 2001; for a critical
review of the “civic bigamy” perspective see also Fox and Bada 2011).
In a more systematic empirical study, Segura (2007) takes stock of these polarized political debates. Concretely, Segura draws on the 2006 Latino National
Survey (LNS) to assess the impact of transnational ties and activities on a number of U.S. civic and political engagement measures, including political interest,
organizational membership, government contact, political knowledge, voter registration, and voter turnout. Segura identifies the two competing sides in the
transnationalism debate as the “trade-off” and the “transnational” perspectives.
The trade-off view holds that “there is a limited pot of political resources on
which an individual and community can draw, and any resources expended on
non-US politics represent a net negative for engaging the US political system”
(2–3). Conversely, the transnational perspective posits: “Transnational political
engagement . . . raises the level of political interest and enlarges the pot of resources
available for attention to all matters political, US and home country” (3).
Segura puts forward a micro-economic theory of individual resource “allocation decisions” to explain migrant involvement in U.S. and homeland politics.
His theory begins with a series of fairly straightforward assumptions: 1) individual
economic, cognitive and temporal resources are l imited, and 2) t hese resources are
fixed, leaving few p eople with discretionary or “slack resources.” Given t hese finite
resources—or budget constraints—“attention to politics—any politics—comes at
the expense of other life m
 atters” (2007, 7). Even if individuals’ total available
resources (i.e., budget constraints) increase, they still must make allocation decisions as to which activities to devote their attention to—political or otherwise. If
an allocation decision in f avor of politics is made, Segura argues, a second allocation decision is necessary: “Whatever amount we have decided to devote to politics
represents a new budget constraint, and we must decide where to devote this attention. For some individuals, they are deciding between national politics and state
and local concerns. . . . For our purposes here, the allocation decision is between
US politics and the affairs and concerns of the ancestral homeland” (2007, 8).
Thus, Segura puts the question to the empirical test: does engagement in home-
country affairs come at the expense of engagement in U.S. politics?
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Overall, Segura finds mixed evidence regarding the effect of transnationalism
on U.S. civic-political engagement. The most consistent findings across statistical
models were: 1) the negative, but relatively moderate, impact of “intent to repatriate” on U.S. engagement and 2) the consistently positive, and often large, effect of
hometown association membership and attention to home-country affairs on
U.S. involvement. Segura summarizes the mixed evidence as follows:
Emotional and personal ties to [the] home country do appear to lessen the
commitment to US political and civic engagement. . . . But the two most
patently political measures of transnational ties—HTA membership and
respondent self-reported attention to home country affairs—are both positively associated with most measures of US engagement and often with large
and powerf ul effects. . . . These results are generally supportive of the notion
that t here is not a meaningful cost of transnational political engagement to US
political engagement. Rather, those attentive to home country concerns appear
to also be attentive to US concerns. (2007, 20)

These findings notwithstanding, Segura expresses concern over the potential
negative consequences of transnationalism for Latino political empowerment in
the United States and suggests that large-scale transnational political participation “would exact a terrible political price from Latinos in the wake of an inevitable backlash” (21). Speaking to the moderately negative impact of the “myth
of return” for U.S. political engagement, Segura states, “While modest, it’s a loss
of potential mobilization that a minority population can ill afford” (21). With
respect to mig rants who are transnationally active, he warns: “Thousands of
Hometown Associations across the country send millions of dollars of institutional remittances back to home countries. . . . These resources are not being spent
to improve the very communities in which the HTA membership actually lives,
and represents a net drain on the resources available for US political action . . . 
while HTA membership is positively associated with most measures of US
engagement, it would be premature to suggest that this means it is costless to
the Latino political endeavor in the US” (21). Given the ongoing debate in the
literature, the policy implications of transnational political participation are
uncertain, calling for more research on so-called chain migration, which I take
on here by scaling down to the subnational level.

Mexican Migrant Transnationalism and U.S. Engagement:
Reassessing Chain Migration
Drawing on the LNS, this chapter scales Segura’s analysis to the subnational level
of analysis, focusing on the Mexican subsample only. To date, studies have generally failed to utilize an analytically rich feature of the LNS—the Mexican
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state-of-origin item that allows for a subnational analysis of transnationalism and
U.S. engagement. Th
 ere are a number of theoretical and methodological advantages involved in scaling down to the subnational level of analysis. By focusing on
Mexican migrants only, we are able to control for nation-level variations in conditions of exit (e.g., political migrants versus economic migrants). For example, Mexican, Colombian, Salvadoran, and Cuban migrants all faced different reasons for
emigrating at different points in time and, consequently, encounter diverse politi
cal incentives, costs, and opportunity structures when engaging the affairs of their
home countries, postmigration. Tellingly, only 0.72 percent of Mexican migrants
surveyed in the LNS identified political turmoil as the main impetus for migrating, whereas 7.75 percent of Colombians, 17.87 percent of Salvadorans, and
62.75 percent of Cubans reported that they w
 ere escaping political unrest in their
homelands.3 For this and other reasons, it is important to unpack transnationalism
and its effects at the subnational level, rather than simply comparing across
national-origin groups. Second, since migrants are more likely to be transnationally inclined across most measures than subsequent generations, it makes sense to
exclude U.S.-born Latinos and specify the statistical models to the foreign-born
only, thereby better assessing the impacts of so-called chain migration.

Diasporic Diffusion: The Role of Migrant Network
Robustness and Historicity
Theoretically, I move away from Segura’s individual-level, micro-economic allocation decision approach for a c ouple of reasons. First, migrants’ involvement in
homeland or U.S. politics is not solely a function of their available resources or
“budget constraints,” but, rather, is often mediated by their social networks.
Focusing on politicized cross-border migrant networks, Smith and Bakker (2008)
remind us of the importance of this “meso-level” approach in their study of the
two faces of transnational citizenship (e.g., mig rant engagement in the home
country and in the United States). Particularly for a population that operates in
low-resource and low-information contexts, mig rants’ only recourse is often
migrant civil society itself—namely, other migrants often from the same sending village, state, or region. “As migration is a network phenomenon,” writes Lauren Duquette-Rury (2014), “the social links between emigrants and more
established immigrants channel migrants to places with existing migrant populations.” The body of qualitative research on transnationalism shows that migrant
civil society facilitates cross-border practices ranging from sending remittances,
repatriating a deceased loved one, or voting in home-country elections. On the
U.S. side, migrant social networks may also be impacting—either positively or
negatively—engagement in U.S. affairs (see Rocco 2014). As migrant communities continue to disperse and settle throughout the United States—resembling
refractions of the nation—intranetwork political information and resource flows
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should follow. Schmidt Camacho reminds us that “the diffusion of migrant cir
cuits beyond the southwestern United States does reflect significant changes in
traditional forms of transnational settlement, even from older sending regions”
(2008, 304), suggesting that translocal networks have diffused and created communities in “new destinations” (see Zúñiga and Hernández-León 2005). In her
classic transnational case study, Levitt states it summarily: “Migration spreads
through social networks” (2001, 8). Correspondingly, I argue that these migrant
paisano networks from shared sending regions become conduits for the production and circulation of political information.
Research on “spatial diffusion” and network effects posits that interpersonal
networks are crucial to the “diffusion of political information between citizens”
(Hiskey and Canache 2005, 261). While this research presumes that “the type
of communication that underlies this process is far more likely to take place in
spatially proximate locales,” international migrant circuits have demonstrated
an ability to maintain contact and cohesion between their places of origin and
settlement, compressing time and space, in part due to innovations in communication technologies (see Rouse 1991; see also Waldinger 2015). I borrow from
the concept of “spatial diffusion” to argue that once migrants become interested
and engaged in U.S. public life, resulting political information and activities can
spread to other migrants within that migrant circuit/social network in a cascading process of diasporic diffusion. B
 ecause these social networks are often
delimited by migrants’ sending region, we can expect to see variations in migrant
involvement in homeland and U.S. affairs by migrant sending state or region.

State-of-Origin as a Proxy for Mexican Migrant Network
Robustness and Historicity
Migrant network density often varies according to two “indigenous assets” (see
Zepeda-Millán 2016), 1) where migrants come from and 2) the longevity or historicity of migration within their communities of origin (Rouse 1991, 1995; Nichols 2006). Mexican migrants coming from regions with a long history of
migration can be expected to have access to more established and robust migrant
social networks. As Levitt states, “The more diverse and thick a transnational
social field is, the more numerous the ways it offers migrants to remain active in
their homelands” (2001, 9). These migrant networks can also channel (political)
“social remittances” on the U.S. side of the transnational circuit. Conversely,
migrants coming from regions with a recent history of migration typically have
less robust networks and resources to rely on for engagement in homeland or U.S.
affairs. It follows that migrants from traditional migrant sending regions may
have more robust migrant circuits to turn to for involvement in home country
and U.S. politics. For this reason, migrant state-of-origin is used as an indicator
of migrant network robustness and historicity.
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The rich set of sociological, anthropological, and historical community case
studies of migrant transnationalism (see, for example, Guzmán 2016) allow us
to develop a rough tripartite categorization of migration historicity by Mexican
state, ranging from classic to intermediate to recent. Some scholars rely on Mexican census data, others on their own criteria, for developing a “regionalization
scheme” (see Lewin Fischer 2007). The rough categorization used for hypothesis testing purposes in this chapter is as follows. “Classic migrant-sending states”
include Guanajuato, Jalisco, Michoacán, and Zacatecas; “Intermediate to recent
migrant-sending states” include Guerrero, Oaxaca, Puebla, and Veracruz; while
“Other” comprises all remaining Mexican states. This tripartite categorization
is admittedly rough as it collapses emerging migrant-sending states with all other
states. Analytically, however, this typology merely seeks to convey the expected
directionality of the hypothesis. That is, migrants from classic migrant-sending
states—having denser networks to rely on for civic participation—are expected
to be more likely to engage in U.S. affairs compared to their co-nationals from
other regions, while it is uncertain what effects migrants from all other states
(for which we have less theoretical priors) w
 ill exert.

Data and Measurement
The LNS is an ideal dataset for a subnational analysis of transnationalism and
U.S. engagement among the Mexican mig rant subsample. For Mexican-born
respondents only, the LNS asks: “Can you tell me, in what state you w
 ere born?”
Drawing on this question, I test whether migrant state-of-origin has an impact
on mig rant engagement in the United States, measured as: self-reported U.S.
organizational membership, U.S. government contact, and U.S. political interest. While I build on Segura’s cross-national study as an analogue to the subnational analysis presented h
 ere, I am more interested in actual migrant political
action rather than in political knowledge, as the former can often precede the
latter, particularly for a population that f aces “information asymmetries” (I borrow the term from Trejo 2012) and one that is known to mobilize in response to
exogenous shocks, such as perceived political threat, for everything from naturalization to voter registration to turnout (see Ramírez 2013).

Dependent Variables
U.S. Political Interest captures respondents’ self-reported interest in “politics and
public affairs” and is coded 1 for “not interested,” 2 for “somewhat interested,”
and 3 for “very interested.” It is important to note that the question wording is
ambiguous as to w
 hether this concerns politics in the United States or politics
in the country of origin. Nevertheless, I borrow from Segura and use U.S. Politi
cal Interest as the “lowest bar for measuring engagement” in the United States
(2007, 11).
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The next two outcome variables of interest are measures of migrant involvement in U.S. political and civic activities. U.S. Government Contact captures
whether or not the respondent has ever contacted a government official on a
matter of importance by calling, writing, or attending a meeting. U.S. Government Contact is coded 1 for respondents who have engaged in such activity and
0 otherwise and, as such, is a logistic regression model whereas the other two are
ordered logistic regression models. As Segura reminds us, contacting elected and
administrative officials is an important indicator of engagement in U.S. politics,
one that, strictly speaking, is not confined to citizens only (2007, 11).
The third indicator of U.S. engagement, U.S. Organizational Membership, is
measured as participation in the activities of a “social, cultural, civic or political
group” and is coded 1 if the respondent reports she is not participating in any
such groups, 2 if the respondent belongs to at least one, and 3 if the respondent
belongs to more than one group. Organizational membership is an important
indicator of migrant involvement and “incorporation” in U.S. civil society.
These measures of U.S. engagement are modeled as a function of three groups
of independent variables. First, much like cross-national studies control for country of origin, the models presented here include Mexican state-of-origin predictors that allow us to test the migrant network robustness/historicity hypothesis.
While binary variables for every Mexican state are included in the models, only
those reaching conventional thresholds of statistical significance are shown in
the table for sake of space. In each model, Michoacán, a classic migrant-sending
state known for its active transnational networks (Bada 2014), is the comparison group.
The second group of variables consists of various items capturing mig rant
transnational orientations and activities. As Segura reminds us, two are expressly
forms of home-country engagement: HTA membership and attention to homeland politics (2007 12). The variable Transnational HTA is coded 1 if the respondent reports participating in a hometown club, association, or federation and zero
otherwise. Transnational Attention captures respondents’ self-reported level of
attention to home-country politics and is coded 1 for “a l ittle,” 2 for “some,” and
3 for “a lot.” If transnational engagement detracts from U.S. politics, as the
trade-off perspective suggests, the effects of these two variables should be
negative.
The remaining measures of transnationalism include the following covariates:
Transnational Communication (coded 1 = Never, 2 = Once every several months,
3 = Once a month, 4 = Once a week or more); Transnational Repatriation (1 = Yes,
0 = No); Transnational Remittances (1 = Never, 2 = Less than once a year, 3 = Once
a year, 4 = Once every few months, 5 = Once a month, 6 = More than once a
month); Transnational Visit (1 = More than five years ago, 2 = Once in the past
five years, 3 = Once in the past three years, 4 = Once a year, 5 = More than once a
year); Transnational Property (1 = Yes land, 2 = Yes house, 3 = Yes business,
4 = No); and Transnational Voting in Mexican elections in the period since
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migrating (1 = Yes, 0 = No). It is less clear how these covariates will impact
engagement in the United States. I also control for the usual demographic variables (education, age, citizenship status, gender), and expect them to play out
roughly in accordance with traditional socioeconomic models. A discrimination
index (U.S. Discrimination) is included as an additional predictor, as immigration politics research has shown this to be a powerful mobilizing f actor among
Latino migrants in the United States (Pantoja, Ramírez, and Segura 2001).

Results
Logistic and Ordered Logistic Odds Ratios are reported in Table 2.1 and the
results provide ample evidence to substantiate the migrant network robustness/
Table 2.1

Effect of Transnationalism on U.S. Civic Engagement across Mexican
State-of-Origin (2006 LNS)
U.S. Organizational
Membership

Variables
Education
Age
Female
U.S. Discrimination
Trans. Communication
Trans. Visit
Trans. Repatriation
Trans. Land
Trans. Home
Trans. Business
Trans. Remittances
Trans. HTA
Trans. Attention
Trans. Voting
Reference: Michoacán
Aguascalientes
Campeche
Distrito Federal
Jalisco
Estado de Mexico
Puebla
Tlaxcala
Zacatecas
Observations
Adjusted R-Square

U.S. Government
Contact

OR
1.234***
1.001
0.887
0.993
1.161
1.052
0.828
1.526
0.554
1.166
1.198**
4.488***
1.299**
0.656

OR
1.283***
1.015*
0.841
0.963
1.090
1.182
0.879
1.536
0.334**
1.628
1.248***
3.770***
1.329**
0.648

672
0.0912

0.000***
0.000***
2.098
0.380**
1.591
1.612
1.089
0.826
645
672
0.157
0.0789

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1

OR
1.226***
1.013
0.919
1.415**
1.137
0.998
1.200
1.925*
0.494*
0.177
0.896*
1.003
1.218**
0.632*

OR
1.255***
1.020**
0.882
1.363**
1.225*
1.024
1.477
2.103**
0.359***
0.160*
0.944
0.886
1.266**
0.562**
3.571
—
2.286
0.905
2.838*
4.168*
0.267
1.526
641
0.136

U.S. Politic al Interest

OR
0.166***
0.006
−0.478**
0.044
0.049
−0.037
0.013
−0.128
0.188
−0.021
−0.047
−0.169
0.553***
−0.306

OR
0.132**
0.009
−0.345*
0.169
0.029
0.055
−0.001
−0.254
0.388
0.112
0.003
−0.067
0.613***
−0.464*
14.206***
17.362***
1.424**
−0.379
1.004*
0.933
1.202**
1.288**
639
0.130
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historicity hypothesis. All three models yielded significant state-of-origin effects,
lending support to the argument that “chain migration” can have positive impacts
for migrant democratic participation in the United States.
With regard to U.S. political interest, migrants from Zacatecas are 1.2 odds
higher than migrants from Michoacán (the comparison group) to express interest in U.S. public affairs, consistent with the diasporic diffusion argument. As
the opening vignette suggests, zacatecanos are extraordinarily organized into
hometown associations that have been active for decades, with large home-state
federations in California, Texas, and Illinois. Partly as a result of this activism,
the state of Zacatecas has pioneered a number of pro-migrant political reforms,
including the (now halted) “3×1” matching funds program, whereby every dollar remitted by mig rant associations for community development projects is
matched by the municipal, state, and federal Mexican governments (see Iskander 2010), and the “Ley Migrante,” which amended the Zacatecas state constitution to reserve two seats of the thirty-seat state legislature for “migrant deputies”
(see Smith and Bakker 2008). It is not difficult to imagine that these experiences
increase the overall level of political interest among zacatecano mig rants, in
México and possibly in the United States. If we understand political interest and
action as transferable from one national context to another, there is nothing to
say that political interest in home-country affairs cannot be diffused to U.S. politics, particularly when considering that the “transnational attention” variable
exerts positive and statistically significant effects across all statistical models.
Migrants from Distrito Federal (now Ciudad de México or México City),
México’s capital, are also 1.4 odds higher to express U.S. political interest compared to mig rants from Michoacán. Although we were agnostic as to how
migrants from this region would behave, this finding is not at all surprising. A
population from an urban core that is often the center stage of national politics
in México, it is not surprising that DF migrants report higher levels of political
interest compared to migrants from other states. To this we add the fact that the
LNS was in the field in 2006, the year of one of México’s most closely contested
presidential elections, which produced a number of protracted postelection
protests and mobilizations, mainly in México City. Thus, it is not entirely surprising that DF migrants would respond positively to the question “How interested are you in politics and public affairs?” Again, the positive and statistically
significant effect of “transnational attention” on political interest writ large may
be an indication that home-country civic energies can be diffused or transferred
to U.S. affairs.
An unexpected finding is the positive and significant effects of smaller states
(e.g., Taxcala, Campeche, Aguascalientes) on political interest. This can also be
due to the politically charged environment described above, particularly when
considering that most southern Mexican states yielded high levels of electoral
support for the opposition presidential candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador, who many believe was wrongfully denied the presidency in that election

44 • Adrián Félix

cycle. However, t here may be more to this finding than a straightforward domestic politics explanation.
For instance, it is important to note that some of t hese regions account for
México’s most recent international migrants to the United States. According to
Cornelius, FitzGerald, and Lewin Fischer (2007), for example, the state of Yucatán has recently emerged as a significant source of U.S.-bound migration. Focusing on the municipality of Tunkás in Yucatán and its satellite communities in
Southern California, the authors conducted a survey of migrants and potential
migrants as well as structured interviews with “stay-at-homes,” or non-migrants.
Ileana Beatriz Ruiz Alonso et al. (2007) focus specifically on the question of
political interest in the United States and México among this “new” migrant population. They find that 54 percent of respondents were primarily interested in
Mexican politics, 25 percent w
 ere interested in U.S. politics, and 21 percent w
 ere
interested in both (2007, 235). The authors define the latter category as the “politi
cal binationals” or “the segment of Tunkaseño migrants who have developed
attachments to the U.S. political system while maintaining a foothold in home-
country politics” (233–234). Drawing on the theory that “involvement in home-
country and host-country politics is mutually reinforcing,” the authors suggest
that “as migrants spend more time in the United States, their interest in the politics of the two countries will rise.” Indeed, the authors find that “binational
political interest rises among our interviewees from 18 percent among t hose with
four years or less of U.S. residence to 26 percent among t hose with between four
and eleven years in the United States” (236). Income also seems to impact
mig rants’ likelihood of being transnationally engaged. The authors state that
“interest in the politics of both countries was much more prevalent (29 percent)
among high-income mig rants, compared with only 13 percent of low-income
migrants” (237).
At the multivariate level, the authors find that “a Tunkás migrant based in
the United States is 11.4 times more likely to be interested in the politics of both
countries than in the politics of Mexico.” Second, the authors report that
migrants interested in voting in the 2006 Mexican presidential elections were
“77 times more likely to be interested in the politics of both countries than in
the politics of the United States.” In sum, the multivariate model of binational
political incorporation finds that a “Tunkás migrant who is incorporated binationally would be more likely to have his primary residence in the United States,
be contemplating voting in the 2006 Mexican elections, and fall in the high-
income category,” suggesting that engagement in home-country public affairs
does not necessarily come at the expense of involvement in the host country,
and may in fact become diffused among recent Mexican migrants in the United
States (239).
Returning to the present statistical models, with regard to the second dependent variable of interest, U.S. Government Contact, we also observe significant
subnational effects. Concretely, migrants from Estado de México and Puebla are
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more likely to contact government officials in the United States compared to
their fellow migrant paisanos from Michoacán. Migrants from Estado de México
are 2.8 odds higher when it comes to contacting a government official in the
United States. Adjacent to Distrito Federal, Estado de México is an industrial-
urban hub in central México and the country’s most populous state. As a result,
any government contact mexiquenses had prior to migration likely involved navigating complex urban bureaucracies. In turn, this may equip t hese migrants
with the skills and sense of efficacy necessary to contact government officials in
the United States post-migration (on pre-migration political experiences see Wals
2011). The same can be true of Puebla and its eponymous capital, the fourth largest city in México. Migrants from Puebla are 4.1 odds higher when it comes to
contacting a U.S. government official. As the work of Robert C. Smith attests
(2006), migrants from Puebla in New York have become a textbook case of transnational community building. Moreover, historian Sandra Mendiola García
reveals that there is a long history of citizen contact with the local state in Puebla
(2017). This is different from the experience of residents of rural México, whose
pre-migration contact with the local state, as Jonathan Fox reminds us, is often
limited, although no less clientelistic, in nature (see Fox 2007).
Regarding our third indicator of U.S. engagement, migrants from Jalisco—a
populous, classic migrant-sending state—are 0.3 odds higher when it comes to
being a member of a U.S. organization. As is widely documented in the migration literature, jaliscienses have high numbers of hometown associations in settlement areas in the United States, which can be used as a social mechanism for
diasporic diffusion (see FitzGerald 2009). As this and other research has suggested, migrant HTAs may function as a conduit for involvement not only in
homeland politics but also in U.S. politics (see Bada 2014). Consider that HTAs
are officially considered nonprofit organizations under U.S. law and are thus precluded from taking partisan positions, as collective organizations, in U.S. politics. In the experience of zacatecano migrants, HTA activists created the Frente
Cívico Zacatecano (Zacatecan Civic Front) in part as a strategy to overcome this
constraint by U.S. law and engage more overtly in Mexican and U.S. political
affairs (Smith and Bakker 2008, 175). In the present analysis, HTA involvement
is a positive and significant predictor of group membership in the United States,
as reported in Table 2.1. A robust migrant network, and the host of HTAs that
comprise it, might explain jalisciense migrants’ propensity to belong to civil society groups in the United States.
In terms of control variables, it is not surprising that migrants who have higher
levels of education have higher odds of being interested and engaged in U.S. politics across all models. It should be noted however that self-perceived discrimination in the United States is also positively associated with greater organizational
membership among migrants. As research in Latino and immigration politics
demonstrates, in the face of political threat, migrants are likely to mobilize and
engage politically as a strategy of community empowerment in the United States
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(Pantoja, Ramírez, and Segura 2001) and possibly in their home countries (on
the possibility of “exit,” see Rogers 2006).
With regard to cross-border engagement, transnationalism predictors produced positive effects across all three models. Paying attention to home-country
affairs is positively correlated with political interest in the United States. That
paying attention to the affairs of the home country positively predicts political
interest in the United States supports the “transferability” hypothesis presented
in the transnationalism literature. Having voted in a home-country election in
the period since migrating, however, is negatively associated with political
interest in the United States, but the effect is small and seems negligible compared to the positive findings across the models.
With regard to government contact in the United States, communicating
with friends and f amily in the home country emerges as a positive predictor, along
with owning property and voting in home-country elections. Both private and
public forms of transnationalism seem to positively influence mig rant civic
engagement in the United States. With regard to the last outcome variable of
interest, U.S. organizational membership, only one of the transnationalism predictors yielded an effect: HTA membership. The positive and moderately large
effect of HTA membership substantiates the claim that even decidedly home-
country-focused associations can spur involvement in other U.S. organizations,
often through the political information flows involved in the process of diasporic
diffusion. This finding supports the contention that HTAs can operate as a
bridge into U.S. civil society organizations and generally supports the transnationalism hypothesis found in the literature.

Conclusion: Diasporic Diffusion and Cross-border Cascades
Replicating Segura’s analysis produced similar results at the subnational level
with regard to the effects of transnationalism on U.S. engagement, but I conclude
with a different interpretation of the policy implications of t hese findings. To
summarize, having voted in Mexican elections in the period since migrating negatively impacted U.S. political interest. That is the extent of the “cost” of transnationalism on U.S. engagement found in the present analysis. It should be noted,
moreover, that when it comes to voting in Mexican elections from the United
States, such a minuscule percentage of the migrant population mailed a ballot
in 2006, 2012, and 2018 that it seems overblown to speak of a wholesale “cost”
on the U.S. side. This is troubling considering that the alleged “costs” of transnationalism can and w
 ill most likely be used for political purposes by the opponents of comprehensive immigration reform and the anti-migrant Trumpian
discursive regime in the United States.
On the flip side, communicating with friends and family in México, sending
remittances, being a member of an HTA, and paying attention to homeland politics are all positively associated with different measures of U.S. engagement.
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The critics of transnationalism argue that HTA membership and paying attention to home-country politics is the province of a small, “sociologically distinct”
segment of the Mexican mig rant population: namely mig rant activists (see
Waldinger 2009). While transnationalism does appear to be a minoritarian
affair, this shouldn’t preclude scholars from focusing on those migrants who are
transnationally inclined, particularly if concerned with how to expand demo
cratic engagement among Mexican migrants on both sides of the border.
Last, and more importantly for the purposes of this analysis, the findings indicate that subnational variation exists when it comes to Mexican migrant transnationalism and engagement in U.S. politics and civil society. Mig rants from
Zacatecas and Jalisco, for example—having long-standing cross-border networks
to draw on—are more likely to be politically interested and civically engaged in the
United States, compared to their co-nationals from other Mexican states. Building
on the concept of diasporic diffusion, this survey-based analysis confirms what
ethnographic accounts have long identified as the social mechanism for cross-
border cascading flows of political information: subnational networks for migrant
transnationalism and civic engagement in the United States. With more migrants
meandering their way to the United States—like bending rays of light—their only
hope for mobility in their precarious journey is often migrant civil society itself.

Notes
1 For an early study of this mig rant association, see Celia Viramontes, “Civic

Engagement Across Borders: Mexicans in Southern California,” in Civic Hopes and
Political Realities: Immigrants, Community Organizations, and Political Engagement, ed. S. Karthick Ramakrishnan and Irene Bloemraad (New York: Russell Sage
Foundation, 2008), 351–381.
2 Banda is a form of regional brass band music originating in northern México.
3 With the raging “drug war” violence in México, this situation has radically changed for
migrants u nder the Calderón, Peña Nieto, and López Obrador administrations. This is
another reason why the LNS is a valuable dataset to study Mexican migrant transnationalism: it provides a snapshot of migrant cross-border ties immediately before the
outbreak of widespread violence in their homeland. For an analysis of how large-scale
violence has impacted migrant remittances in México, see Covadonga Meseguer,
Sandra Ley, and J. Eduardo Ibarra-Olivo, “Sending Money Home in Times of Crime:
The Case of Mexico,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43, no. 13 (2017).
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Racialization of
Central Americans in
the United States
LEISY J. ABREGO AND
ALEJANDRO VILLALPANDO

The United States has always relied on the concept of race and structures of racism to justify vast social, l egal, and economic inequalities that create conditions
for mobility and precarity across groups of citizens and noncitizens. Tracing part
of this history, Jodi Melamed1 convincingly argues that race and capitalism are
mutually constitutive, informing one another across historical periods, with the
flexibility to change structures and expressions of racism to fit different moments
of capitalism. Direct and explicit racism that was generally socially acceptable
prior to World War II, for example, became unprofitable in the postwar years
when U.S. social values purportedly centered antiracism as one of the government’s goals. U
 nder this period of racial liberalism, social inequalities across citizens were justified based on who was able to accumulate wealth and who was
not, regardless of race, even when disparities clearly continued to fall mostly along
racial lines. Most importantly, racial liberalism sought to mask racialized inequities by promoting the idea of an “abstract equality” predicated on market-driven
individualism and the promise of inclusion into the national project—via a privileged and exclusionary notion of full citizenship—on the condition that individuals acquiesced to white heteronormative modes of belonging.
51
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A fter World War II, the U.S. government was able to draw on its professed
antiracist agenda to justify the expansion of its transnational capitalist development.2 Having long intervened in Central America,3 the racial liberalism paradigm allowed the United States to continue to benefit from harsh exploitation
of Central American laborers who, as a result of centuries of racialized exclusion
within the isthmus, w
 ere mostly Indigenous and/or of African descent.4 Indeed,
the Cold War period can be understood as a fight to secure the United States’
ability to continue to extract wealth transnationally. Much like manifest destiny
within the United States, the expansion of U.S.-led capitalist development was
presented as a benevolent project that would bring about mobility and equality
in places like Central America.
A fter the Cold War, the intersection of race and capitalism in the United
States gave way to the moment that Melamed terms neoliberal multiculturalism.5
No longer relying on an abstract sense of equality across race, the transnational
capitalist regime now required nation-states, businesses, and key social institutions to include multiculturalism as a policy goal. Multiculturalism, in this case,
refers to a generalized mainstream understanding that progress requires a (usually superficial) centering of race—just enough to celebrate people from various
racial backgrounds if they are able to integrate into the capitalist system of wealth
accumulation.6 One logical extension of neoliberal multiculturalism, for example, is to provide ethnic food to prisoners who have been incarcerated as a result
of racial profiling.7 In such a case, Melamed argues, neoliberal multiculturalism
allows society to applaud the government’s attempt to provide “culturally appropriate” food to inmates and detainees, thereby averting the public from questioning the racial profiling that incarcerated them in the first place. Through such
practices, neoliberal multiculturalism obfuscates the ways global capitalist expansion in fact exacerbates and amplifies racialized inequity, the way it reproduces
precarity and mobility for racialized groups.
In Central America, neoliberal multiculturalism flourished materially
through constitutional changes that for the first time codified into law recognition for Indigenous groups and cultures.8 The transition to peace in the postwar
era throughout Central America witnessed state-based promotion of ideas
around tolerance, respect, and representation for historically aggrieved groups.
These efforts, however, did little to attend to the structural and historic inequities that the wars and neoliberalism continued to amplify. In other words, as Hale
posits, neoliberal multiculturalism ideologically promotes cultural acceptance
of Indigenous and other racialized communities while materially advancing their
political and economic marginalization.9
Despite great optimism for new, more inclusive, less violent racial regimes in
Central America, these hopes quickly evaporated, giving way to what Shannon
Speed labels neoliberal multicriminalism.10 Neoliberal multicriminalism captures
the moment from which neoliberal free market economies grew out of control
to produce “violent, corrupt, and functionally lawless states [that] are driven by
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profit motives in massive scale illegal economies that lack any reasonable regulation or protection of basic human rights.”11 These conditions, in turn, led to
multiple forms of criminalization of racially and socially marginalized groups.
Indigenous women, for example, are criminalized for defending themselves
against domestic violence, for fleeing from their abusers, for transiting through
Mexico, and for seeking asylum in the United States.12 We argue that Speed’s
emphasis on multicriminalism of Indigenous women applies in parallel (though
differently racialized) ways to Central American migrants who are also criminalized in multiple ways and in multiple spaces in the countries of origin, transit, and destination.
Importantly, neoliberal multicriminalism is operationalized in a transnational
manner. When we apply this lens to migration, it becomes evident that in the
present moment of neoliberal multicriminalism, the countries of origin, transit,
and destination are all guilty of abusing Central American migrants’ basic human
rights. As a project, neoliberal multicriminalism has developed largely from the
machinations of the United States, but has also been used by elites in postwar
Central America during periods of transition to reassemble the sociopolitical
order without disrupting racialized hierarchies of labor extraction. Increased levels of poverty and inequality in Central America in the twenty-first c entury
serve as fertile ground for crime and organized violence that now push new waves
of people to leave their countries.13 Many consider t hese consequences to be neoliberalization’s failures, but we argue that this is part of neoliberalization’s
success as made evident by Melamed and Speed.14 Indeed, both neoliberal multiculturalism and multicriminalism serve to render migrants as individuals as
failures and criminals for not “working harder” to avoid migration. Specifically,
neoliberal individualist discourse serves to always discipline and justify
abuses for those who do not participate willingly as disposable labor. In the case
of Central Americans, therefore, mig rants, refugees, and asylum seekers are
dehumanized for seeking life and dignity rather than accepting labor and (in)
secure conditions set in place through U.S. intervention.

U.S. Intervention and Central American Migration:
Introducing the Violent Other
For over a century, every time U.S. corporate interests were threatened in Central America, the United States intervened to maintain the status quo.15 With a
long history of deep-seated inequalities in the region, Central Americans had
always migrated cyclically in search of work within the isthmus. It was not until
the 1980s, however, during the waves of state violence that terrorized large swaths
of the population, that Guatemalans and Salvadorans began what would become
notable migration streams to the north.16
Because t here was only a very small population of Central Americans in the
United States at the time, it is likely that February 18, 1982, was one of the first
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times a mainstream U.S. audience heard about them. During his nationally
broadcast news conference, President Ronald Reagan urged the American public to support cuts in federal spending but simultaneously justified expanding
the ability of the United States to preserve national security. In one swift and
succinct speech, President Reagan simultaneously affirmed the continued push
for a reduction in government spending and advancing the capacity for the
United States to police Central America. Reagan cited neoliberal intellectual
architect and famed economist Milton Friedman when he justified cutting welfare spending: “If you start paying p eople to be poor, y ou’re g oing to have a lot
of poor p eople. And we want to help p eople that are poor but help them get to
the place that they can take care of themselves.”17 Following the logic of liberal
discourse, allusions to establishing democracy in Central America were a focal
point of his plan. The projects of cutting federal spending and policing Central
American rebellion reinforced the precarity of racialized U.S. citizens and both
animated the expulsion of Central Americans from their war-torn countries and
immobilized those trapped in the crosshairs of violence due to lack of means and
networks to flee. U.S. domestic economic policies intersected with questions of
national security and foreign offers to placate and discipline citizens and constituents of the Global South into their proper place: as flexible, docile, and productive members of a global capitalist society.
A year later, on April 27, 1983, during a televised speech to Congress to request
$6 million for military aid, training, and other assistance to El Salvador, Reagan characterized Salvadoran guerrilla fighters in the following way: “The guerrillas are not embattled peasants armed with muskets. They are professional,
sometimes with better training and weaponry than the Government’s soldier.”
These “professional” armed fighters, he pleaded, were on a mission to “destabilize the entire region from the Panama Canal to Mexico.” He described Salvadoran fighters as “threats” to the security and prosperity of the region and of the
United States, given their deranged goals and their geographic proximity.18 He
claimed that the United States was merely on the side of democracy and peace,
but that the situation required greater intervention b ecause, “No amount of
reform will bring peace so long as guerrillas believe they w
 ill win by force. No
amount of economic help w
 ill suffice if guerrilla units can destroy roads and
bridges and power stations and crops again and again with impunity.”
Under this logic, Reagan characterized Central America as an unstable region
whose potential to become communist threatened the safety of common U.S.
interests. His message presented anti-communism as a benevolent project, thereby
obfuscating the fact that U.S. actions would lead to further destabilization while
infringing upon the sovereignty of the people of Central America. In arguing for
the need to militarily (and therefore violently) maintain a capitalist system in the
region, his rhetoric affirmed that Central Americans have great capacity for vio
lence. Order and economic investment would dissipate such violence. Neoliberal
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multicultural logic proposed that if “these” p eople reject U.S. benevolence, this
demonstrates their “inherent” racialized deviance.
Reagan successfully secured the budget to fund the Salvadoran military for
nine more long years of a brutal civil war. Along with equipment, these funds
would pay for military training in scorched earth and torture tactics that government and paramilitary forces used indiscriminately against guerrillas and
civilians throughout the countryside of El Salvador.19 The sheer brutality of the
war constituted a generalized state terror that, through the power of misrepre
sentation, was then nefariously attributed in political speeches to guerrilla fighters. The guerrilla forces, presented as the e nemy of the United States, w
 ere
fighting for an end to repressive military rule and for a more just economy.20
The U.S. public, however, had few opportunities to learn more of their perspective. Reagan’s words were the rare representations being produced and dishonestly disseminated in the United States in the 1980s. Central Americans,
thus, were racialized in the public mind as communists and guerrillas—dirty
words during the Cold War.21
In the context of U.S. racial regimes, we argue that these portrayals of Central America are, in effect, calls to action for racial disciplining of Central Americans. Indeed, Central Americans became visible politically through the shift
from abstract racial liberalism to superficial neoliberal multiculturalism.22 This
transition in federal governmental approaches to issues of racism and equality
“portrays neoliberal policy as the key to a postracist world of freedom and opportunity [and] engenders new racial subjects, as it creates and distinguishes
between newly privileged and stigmatized collectivities.”23 In other words, individuals and communities who practice what are now deemed to be proper work
ethics and subscribe fully to notions of rugged individualism and personal
responsibility—key principles of neoliberalism—are rewarded with the promise of possibility that the United States has to offer. New racial collectivities that
buck against the development, maintenance, and expansion of global capitalism,
as Central Americans did, are not just perceived as threats to multinational corporations but are also portrayed as dangers to the very order of civil society and
security, and thus are criminalized.
To be clear, it was the United States that enacted the most violence in Central
America. Upon the conclusion of the war in El Salvador, a United Nations–
mandated Truth Commission found that the Salvadoran state and its U.S.-funded
military and paramilitary forces committed 85 percent of the atrocities of war—
including extrajudicial killings, disappearances, and torture.24 Just a few years
later, upon the conclusion of the civil war in Guatemala, the UN-mandated
Truth Commission there found that genocide had been committed, as 83 percent
of the 200,000 people killed were Mayan. In Guatemala, the U.S.-backed state
forces and paramilitary groups w
 ere found to be responsible for a full 93 percent
of the violations.25 Despite these facts, Reagan and his administration concealed
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the U.S. government’s long history of destabilization in the region while also
portraying the United States as the savior of the global south. Within the context of Cold War hysterics, a bifurcated worldview of good and evil emerged,
allowing neoliberal multiculturalist rhetoric to provide the justification for U.S.
intervention in Central America. The United States claimed credit for rescuing
the region from the grips of anti-capitalist rebellious factions. In the bifurcated
worldview, Central Americans were perceived as violent and backward for trying to disrupt the ascendancy and consolidation of global capitalism.
By the late 1990s, neoliberal multiculturalism permitted President Bill Clinton to publicly apologize for the U.S. support of genocide in Guatemala, while
paving the way for other forms of intervention through the drug war and free
trade agreements.26 Therefore, although the wars officially ended in the 1990s,
the region continued to suffer great destabilization and increased insecurity.27
By the twenty-first century, widespread poverty and corruption were exacerbated
by the U.S.-endorsed Central American Free Trade Agreement and the U.S. War
on Drugs to such an extent that it has led to large-scale migration once again.28

Multicriminalization of Central American Migrants, Refugees,
and Asylum Seekers
Central Americans, as racialized first by the Reagan administration, have always
been constructed as possible threats to global capitalism and after migration, as
dangers to the order of U.S. society. W
 hether in the midst of civil war in the isthmus or fleeing to escape various forms of violence exacerbated by those very
wars,29 Central Americans came to represent subjects who had been “cut off”
from capitalist wealth but also subjects who challenged the entrenchment of
global capital. Reagan’s introduction and deployment of racialized and stigmatizing discourse surrounding Central Americans set the stage for how this population would be perceived in the United States for decades. In the bifurcated
logic of neoliberal multiculturalism, Central Americans were clearly marked as
threats. Moreover, even as neoliberal multiculturalism a dopted Latina/o citizens
as part of the tapestry of the United States’ racial milieu, it excluded Central
Americans.30 Latinidad was mobilized through particular tropes attached to recognizable groups in the United States, namely Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and to
a lesser extent Cubans. Central Americans did not fit within t hese narrow
confines.
Devoid of context, Central Americans have tropes of them as avaricious parasitic figures grafted onto their bodies. In addition, their arrival to the United
States is portrayed as largely unauthorized and thus criminalized. Criminalized
bodies in the United States occupy a condition of racialized rightlessness, as Lisa
Cacho argues.31 Criminalization makes not only individuals but entire identities suspect and ineligible for personhood. Central Americans who dared to resist
against oppression and exploitation were thus categorized as a perpetual threat
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to a global order that relied on the subjection of the global south for the benefit
of elites from the global north. Upon fleeing the U.S.-f unded violence of the
isthmus and arriving to cities like Los Angeles or Washington, D.C., Central
Americans who constructed complicated ways to navigate the challenges present
in historically neglected inner cities became categorically criminalized in related
ways to Black youth. In other words, Central American youths’ efforts to develop
forms of protection through unification against localized aggression became
marked as pathologically dangerous and threatening.

Mainstream Media Representations of Central Americans
Mainstream media, moreover, complements the racialization process devised by
presidential administrations to shape how Central Americans are understood
in the political imagination of the U.S. public. While the Central American population in the United States has grown expansively in the last forty years,32 little
has changed regarding their racialized representations. Central American women
are sassy maids; Central American men are inexplicably angry and violent. U
 nder
neoliberal multiculturalism, t hese characters are welcomed as part of a celebrated
diversity in the media, even though the representations are limited and generally negative. Under neoliberal multicriminalism, the male representations especially justify the harsh policies that delimit Central Americans’ lives. For
example, there is the angry Salvadoran housekeeper named Lucy who plays a
small role in the 1995 hit film Clueless. She is the one who famously corrects her
employer’s d aughter’s assumption that she speaks “Mexican” by yelling in frustration, “I not Mexican!” and storming off. There is also the Salvadoran character, Rosario, in the hit ’90s sitcom Will and Grace. Rosario and her boss, Karen,
frequently do verbal battle. In one instance, Rosario defends herself and explains,
“Listen, lady, in my country, I was a schoolteacher!” To which Karen responds
calmly as she walks toward her, “Yeah, well, in this country you wash my bras.”
Laughter ensues. Throughout the show that ran from 1998 to 2006, the angry
but astute housekeeper stands up for herself and overall her boss, Karen, accepts
her resistance but not without shooting down racist and classist insults at Rosario e very time.
More recently, on the reality TV show Flipping Out, the Nicaraguan
housekeeper, Zoila Chavez, keeps her boss, Jeff Lewis, in check. The show, which
has been on the air since 2007, portrays Zoila Chavez as “the rock in Lewis’ crazy
world. She is never fazed by his rants and she’s not afraid to give Jeff a little push
back now and then. Chavez also loves listening to hip-hop music and watching
telenovelas while working.”33 These Central American women who are good at
their cleaning jobs are also just emotionally unstable enough to not be “fazed”
by their employers’ rants. Without greater context about their lives, not knowing why they ended up in these positions as servants, the characters lack complexity and humanity. Under the logic of neoliberal multiculturalism, this makes
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them g reat sources of diversity and metaphorical punching bags, as they are not
passive victims, yet they can clearly navigate classist and racist rants and still do
their jobs.
The men, on the other hand, are portrayed with l ittle complexity: they are
merely violent gang members. Much like guerrilla fighters were vilified in the
1980s, U.S. media and political attention u nder neoliberal multicriminalism has
focused almost exclusively on the gangs of the 2000s to the present. Made especially popular through Netflix in the early 2010s, the 2006 National Geographic
film World’s Most Dangerous Gang, for example, failed to discuss the larger structural context, including global inequalities that benefit the United States, in which
gangs have flourished in El Salvador. Narrated by journalist Lisa Ling, the documentary does nothing to humanize Salvadorans, only suggesting they—especially
the men—are inexplicably and barbarically violent. Moreover, their numbers are
spreading quickly, soon to affect unsuspecting viewers in the United States.
Following this trope, even Salvadoran children are portrayed as unusually and
inexplicably violent. Though not a big character in the 2011 film The Sitter,
Rodrigo, the Salvadoran boy who is adopted by the central family of the story,
has only one function in the movie: to blow things up. There is no explanation
for why he is such an arsonist, and viewers are only told that he is Salvadoran. In
effect, even when raised by a white middle-class f amily, the inherent Salvadoran
violence cannot be extinguished or assimilated away.
These referents of the emotionally unstable w
 omen and the violent men and
boys are only made possible by obscuring the ways U.S. domestic and foreign
statecraft have created the conditions of “deviant” social organization for racialized and historically abandoned groups. Without sufficient political, economic,
or social analysis to contextualize the proliferation of violence, and in the absence
of balanced representations,34 under the logic of neoliberal multicriminalism the
U.S. public is likely to misunderstand Central Americans as inherently violent
and dangerous.

Racialization and Multicriminalization of Central Americans
in the Trump Era
Indeed, Trump and his supporters capitalized on these tropes. Time magazine’s
Michael Scherer noted that, in one of his first interviews as president-elect,
Trump’s inspiration for crafting immigration policy came from a local tabloid
that covered violent crimes committed by “foreign-born assailants.” In response,
Trump said, “They come from Central America. They’re tougher than any people
you’ve ever met. . . . They’re killing and raping everybody out there. Th
 ey’re
illegal. And they are finished.” Drawing on language that is reminiscent of
Democrats Bill and Hillary Clinton when describing Black and Latino youth
as “superpredators,” Trump was intent on singling out Central Americans as
the true justifications for his border wall and harsh immigration policies. U
 nder
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the logic of neoliberal multicriminalism, such bipartisan demonization of
racialized youth belies a pathological association between crime, class, and race.
Trump went on to continue to single out Central Americans in his speeches
and interviews to garner support for anti-immigrant practices and policies. On
January 25, 2017, just days a fter his inauguration, in an address about his new
immigration-related executive orders, Trump said to a group of U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and Border Patrol officers:
The unprecedented surge of illegal migrants from Central America is harming
both Mexico and the United States. . . . The Secretary of Homeland Security
working with myself and my staff w
 ill begin immediate construction of a border
wall. . . . This w
 ill also help Mexico by deterring illegal immigration from Central
America and by disrupting violent cartel networks. As I’ve said repeatedly to the
country, we are going to get the bad ones out, the criminals, and the drug dealers,
and gangs, and gang members, and cartel leaders. [emphasis added]

He used similar language in his first State of the Union Address, underscoring
words like “savage” and using the term “illegal, unaccompanied alien minors”
(rather than the more common “unaccompanied minor”) to dehumanize Central American c hildren.35 Under Trump, then, Central Americans w
 ere presented
as the real criminals, the most violent of those unwanted immigrants.
Notably, and in multiple ways, Trump merged the category of gangs and
MS-13 in particular with the broader category of Central American. His tweets
provided prime examples: on February 23, 2018, he tweeted at 3:38 a.m., “MS-13
gang members are being removed by our Great ICE and Border Patrol Agents
by the thousands, but t hese killers come back in from El Salvador, and through
Mexico, like water. El Salvador just takes our money, and Mexico must help
MORE with this problem. We need The Wall!” In a meeting with sheriffs on
May 16, 2018, moreover, he responded to a comment about the need to give ICE
information about incarcerated MS-13 gang members by referring to “people
coming into the country” as “animals.”36 Following the logic of neoliberal multicriminalism, Central Americans’ violence justified the inhumane policies of
his administration.
Members of Trump’s administration were quick to support and replicate such
criminalizing discourse. Drawing repeatedly on language of war and rape that
he associated squarely with Central American gang members, Attorney General
Jeff Sessions set up his work as being unequivocally on the side of peace and prosperity for the United States. On April 11, 2017, he spoke at a press conference at
the border in Arizona to garner support for the construction of the wall:
When we talk about MS-13 and the cartels, what do we mean? We mean
international criminal organizations that turn cities and suburbs into war zones,
that rape and kill innocent civilians, and who profit by smuggling poison and
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other h
 uman beings across our borders. . . . It is h
 ere on this very sliver of
land—on this border—that we take our stand. It is a direct threat to our l egal
system, peace and prosperity.37 [emphasis added]

Thanks to mainstream media’s decontextualized stereotypical misrepresentations
of Central Americans, MS-13, popularly known as the world’s most dangerous
gang, came to represent Central American men more broadly. By extension, then,
Central Americans were the danger that must be defended against at the border. In
the midst of a moment of neoliberal multicriminalism, they have been the best, least
debatable justification for building the wall and ramping up immigration enforcement on the border and throughout the country. U
 nder the logic of neoliberal multicriminalism, it has been acceptable to violate the human rights of anyone deemed
subhuman in the name of capitalist accumulation and national sovereignty.
Conservative media representatives unhesitatingly followed the administration’s lead in the racialization process of Central Americans. On April 20, 2017,
Fox News morning anchor Martha MacCallum broached the discussion with
Attorney General Sessions and Department of Homeland Security Secretary
Kelly in the following way: “This is a scourge in this nation and it has brought
the kind of crime that we used to think was relegated to drug cartels south of the
border to places like Los Angeles and Long Island. We’ve seen beheadings, w
 e’ve
seen gang rapes . . .”38 [emphasis added]. Referring to immigrants as almost a type
of pestilence, a “scourge,” the news anchor suggested that such level of violence—
one that was arguably taught to them in previous generations by the U.S. military trainings provided at the School of the Americas—has no place in the United
States. This type of violence, she implied, belongs south of the border. These simplified and territorialized bifurcations of where sensational violence belongs
and where it does not reify the notion that the United States is made worse (read,
unsafe) by the presence of irredeemable racial o thers. Additionally, through neoliberal multicriminalism, it reinforces notions of generalized lawlessness in the
global south that the United States can presumably ameliorate through economic
and militarized intervention (in the form of funding, technology, and training)
while further obscuring the role U.S. policy plays in producing and upholding
political and social instability.
The anti-Central American trope continued to descend into harsher language
with each iteration in the discourse of Trump and representatives of his administration. On April 23, 2017, in an interview with the Associated Press White
House correspondent Julie Pace, Trump stated:
We are putting MS-13 in jail and getting them the hell out of our country. . . . 
We are not after the Dreamers, we are a fter the criminals. . . . We are down
73 p ercent at the border, we are cleaning out cities and towns of hard-line
criminals, some of the worst p eople on earth, people that rape and kill women,
people that are killing p eople just for the sake of having fun.39
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Finally establishing a clear line between “Dreamers” (1.5 generation assimilated
undocumented immigrants) and MS-13 members (arguably shorthand for all
Central Americans), Trump used more explicit language to suggest a kind of vio
lence that was acceptable on the part of his administration to get Central Americans “the hell out of our country.”
The border between proper subjects and t hose deemed outside of the sphere
of propriety manages racial contradictions within the broader racialized umbrella
of Latino.40 “Good” immigrants like Dreamers have proven their worth to the
United States while “bad” immigrants merit expulsion. We argue that this does
not make them necessarily unproductive to statecraft. On the contrary, Central
Americans as portrayed by this administration have g reat value b ecause Trump
was able to use them (the way he caricaturized them) to justify neoliberal multicriminalism’s expansion of other transnational capitalist projects like detention,
deportation, surveillance, and securitization in Central America and Mexico.
Importantly, Obama’s administration expanded t hese very same capitalist projects
but did so under the guise of responding to a humanitarian crisis.41 Trump was able
to more aggressively and negatively racialize Central Americans as part of his plan
to “impose conditions that are optimal for capital accumulation.”42 According to
Alfonso Gonzales, in the moment of what he labels “authoritarian neoliberalism,”
Trumpism had as its goal to accumulate wealth and to set the conditions for wealth
accumulation in part by “tapping into a white working-class and middle-class sense
of victimization by immigrants, minorities, and foreign powers.”43

Policy Consequences of Violent Representations
In all of its various iterations, U.S. racialization processes have been deeply consequential for Central Americans. Considered dangerous communists—because
those fleeing the war w
 ere presumed to stand against the supposed U.S. support
of democracy—Central Americans were denied refugee status. Once in the
United States, though t here was ample documentation to prove that they met
the conditions to qualify for asylum, only 2 to 3 percent of applicants were granted
the protective status in the 1980s.44 The vast majority of Central Americans (particularly Guatemalans and Salvadorans at the time) w
 ere deemed economic
mig rants and blocked from most paths to legalization. To this day, Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans constitute three of the five largest undocumented national origin groups in the country with a total population of
1.7 million.45 The stereotype of Central Americans as dangerous guerrillas arguably convinced most of the U.S. public that their systemic exclusion from legalization was warranted.
Pervasive constructions of Central Americans as criminal and pathological
invaders catalyze conditions for U.S. citizens to support legislation and policing
technologies to control this population. This may help explain the lack of outrage when the Obama administration expanded family detention centers to
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incarcerate m
 others and c hildren seeking asylum in 2014.46 It is likely continuing to inform the Trump administration’s inhumane policies. In an interview
with CNN’s Wolf Blitzer on March 7, 2017, Department of Homeland Security Secretary John Kelly stated that he was considering separating m
 others and
their children at the Mexico-U.S. border. The c hildren would be placed in the
custody of the Department of Health and Human Services while their parents
are sent to detention to await deportation or asylum hearings.47 Kelly indicated
that he thought parents who had traveled with their c hildren across the border
were merely attempting to manipulate the system, “because they know up till
this point we w
 ill keep the families together.”48 By separating m
 others from their
children, he argued, the U.S. government would be sending a powerful message
of deterrence for all the potential families leaving Central America and trying
to enter the United States. Indeed, this is precisely what the administration did
through its Zero-Tolerance Policy at the border throughout the summer of 2018.
At the time of this writing hundreds of c hildren continue to be detained while
the government is unable to locate the parents they separated them from.49
Depictions of Central Americans first as guerrillas, then as gang members, and
under the Trump administration as animals make it likely that policies and p eople
will oppose the presence of these migrants and refugees in the United States.
Devoid of historical and structural context, these misrepresentations of Central
Americans script them as overly determined caricatures, leaving little room for
nuance, empathy, or support in the popular imagination of a nation that has only
been exposed to Central American criminality. Surveillance of this community
becomes essential to meeting the often-touted political rhetoric of law and order,
and the consequences are dire. As racialization processes work to depict con
temporary Central American migrants and refugees as terrorists, t hese mischaracterizations justify blocked paths to legal migration that, in turn, lead refugees into
dangerous migrant journeys. For t hose who make it to the U.S. border, they may
be turned away.50 If admitted into the country, long-term detention is likely to
await them for turning themselves in or for being caught by Border Patrol.51 Under
the logic of neoliberal multicriminalism, the racialization and dehumanization
process of migration makes it likely that they will be denied asylum status, blocked
from any path to legalization, and deported back to Central America where they
run the high risk of being killed by the very p eople and groups they were fleeing.

Conclusion
The cloak of concomitant tropes surrounding Central American existence
and presence in the United States for over three decades has served to both
invisibilize and demonize Central American bodies.52 The plethora of represen
tations of Central American populations as inherently violent with the always
present potential to disrupt peace, security, and the economic foundations of the
United States disallows the possibility of this community to be seen as victims
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or worthy of humanity. From communists to gang members and maids to more
recent iterations as terrorists and animals, Central Americans remain outside
the realm of proper racial subjects.
U.S. interventionist practices began as a specifically racist economic project
that constructed Central America (and much of the Global South) as places
whose lands and p eople must serve white capitalist interests. Policies to neutralize, contain, and ultimately eviscerate these destabilizing racial collectivities are
enacted in ways that reaffirm the United States’ stance as “officially” anti-racist
by both obscuring U.S. military interference and intervention in Central Amer
ica that amplify the instability of the region and deflect from the historic logics
of exploitation, extraction, and extortion of the isthmus to the benefit of transnational capitalists. As Melamed argues, “Race continues to fuse technologies
of racial domination with liberal freedoms to represent p eople who are exploited
for or cut off from capitalist wealth as outsiders to liberal subjectivity for whom
life can be disallowed to the point of death.”53 Having been disallowed, Central
Americans in the isthmus, in transit, and in the United States are now the victims of neoliberal multicriminalism.54
Today, in the continued and deepening absence of opportunity for a dignified life, profound poverty, corruption, and a raging U.S.-sponsored War on
Drugs in Central America,55 all continue to fuel the proliferation of gangs and
organized crime that force more p eople to migrate. In this moment of neoliberal multicriminalism, Central Americans are once again being expelled from
their homes. Impunity reigns as they are targeted for various forms of violence
in their home countries, while in transit,56 and when they enter the United States.
Meanwhile, the United States continues to tame the lands of Central America
in search of new possibilities for transnational corporations.57
Presidential administrations’ persistent concealment of violent U.S. interventions makes it possible to refuse to recognize Central Americans as refugees. Their
limited but carefully selected mention of Central Americans in public discourse,
when coupled with uneven, dehumanizing stereotypical mainstream representa
tions of Central Americans, powerfully and negatively racialize Central Americans in this country. This, in turn, has lasting repercussions for the newest arrivals
and for future generations. Opposition to Central American migrants and refugees becomes a logical, if misguided, response. For decades, and particularly from
the historical moment when organized resistance to U.S.-backed inequalities
finally became armed, the U.S. government has made it a point to portray Central
Americans as violent and wild threats to security. Such levels of dehumanization
then make it likely that their stories of fear, of fleeing for their lives, of efforts for
survival, will be suspect. They are not seen as valid victims.
We argue that Central American experiences must be understood within the
racial regimes of the United States in the wake of the civil rights movement as
distinct from, although related to, other forms of racial discipline experienced
by various targeted and criminalized groups. Centering Central American
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relationships to racialization in the United States allows scholars to contend with
the role of both expansion and entrenchment that militarized transnational capitalism plays in constructing a population as undeserving of life, peace, and stability. Mapping the evolution of racialized discourse surrounding Central Americans
draws attention to the ways specific domestic and foreign policy practices in the
United States call for violent forms of enforcement and create theoretical possibilities to envision new terrains of struggles in conversation with the radical traditions of other historically targeted groups. Central Americans have much to teach
and learn from other racially marginalized groups in the United States.
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The Waste of
Globalization’s Party
ALEJANDRO GRIMSON
Translated from the original
Spanish by Juan Poblete

The specter of migrations is haunting the world, but in this case, it seems to be
a literal specter; in migrations, there is a lot of imagination applied to the distortion of some facts. The contemporary world cannot be understood without
accounting for the radical change brought about by the everyday presence of
social, cultural, political, linguistic, and religious alterities, alterities that we do
not understand and that remain disputed signifiers. These forms of otherness
about which everything or almost everything is ignored are considered migrations when often they are not. And migrations are deemed a phenomenon moving from the periphery to the center, when that is not always the case. How do
we live together in a world defined by multiple and diverging cosmopolitanisms,
if we do not understand the diff erent points of view that are at stake? This chapter is an effort to try to understand the challenge that our societies, our ideas of
justice, and our democracies face now.
Truly existing globalization granted increasingly free range to the flows of
financial capital and international commerce, but placed increasing barriers to
the movements of p eople. When some borders were weakening, o thers were
strengthened. Rights were never globalized. The human waste of globalization’s
party is composed by the new damned of the earth: sentenced to death in the
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Mediterranean, in the desert in Arizona, or in other such liminal spaces. Politi
cal correctness and the alleged universality of h
 uman rights w
 ere left shaking,
obviously unable to come to fruition.
The chapter seeks to show how alterities are manufactured in a global world.
In order to do this, I first connect this topic with a contemporary art exhibition
organized in Germany. Then I analyze some concrete examples of migratory pro
cesses in the Southern Cone. In considering the case of migrations between
Latin American countries, I follow Clifford Geertz. Geertz explained that to
study “in villages” did not mean to study villages, since it is only in concrete spaces
where we generate questions and build hypotheses about the global. Thus, I establish some comparisons with processes of racialization and foreignization in
both Europe and the United States, in order to propose an interpretation on the
processes that contribute to the growth of discrimination, hatred, and violence.
To do that, it is imperative to point to historic regional and global changes,
without which the tendency to the growing incomprehension of otherness and
its critique remain at the level of moral condemnations. In order to morally condemn, one does not need to study the processes of alterity formation. But if one
wants to effectively confront their threats, it is vital to understand their cultural
frameworks and their practical senses.
While the chapter presents first, through the example of an art exhibition,
some concepts on alterity, and then moves to a particular case, the Southern Cone
“case” explored here is a point of passage for questions that are global in nature
and likewise demand global answers. Racism, sexism, and classism are everywhere, but in each specific manifestation they appear and are contested in
divergent forms.

Documenta 14
In Kassel, Germany, in July 2017, I felt a strong connection linking Documenta
14—a spectacular exhibition of contemporary art—migration studies in the
Global South, and global political changes. At least, that was my interpretation
of the multiple forms of alterity represented in the show and the conceptualizing lens they proposed. For Germany, Greece is t oday the south. In front of the
Parthenon built with forbidden books by the Argentine artist Marta Minujin,
the artist Banu Cennetoglu replaced the name of the neoclassical Fridericianum,
devoted to the celebration of ancient Greece, with the word “Beingsafeisscary.”
Documenta 14 takes this new wave of beautiful and legitimate cosmopolitanism to many areas of the city, including t hose to which foreign migrants had
long ago brought their “low” cosmopolitanisms. What resulted was a superimposition of transnationalizations that are more similar in their intensity than in
their visibility.
In Documenta 14, I perceived an ambivalence in relation to alterities, as it happens sometimes in Latin American societies in connection with immigration
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from other southern countries. Many of the works showed different p eople,
groups, worlds from Africa and Latin America—A fricans or Afro-A mericans
in the m
 iddle of the jungle, or in mountains or rivers, d oing everyday t hings or
cosmic rituals, exotic and difficult to fathom. Documenta 14 oscillated between
exoticization and de-exoticization, distance and proximity, with artists deploying their politics about the other and many different perspectives on each work,
each picture, each film. Perhaps all the forms in which we can now conceive of
representing alterity were present t here, as they could be in the life of an imaginary migrant capable of arriving to all possible societies. Through the abyss, ridicule, the unexpected, repetition, a smile, boredom, crying, the inconceivable,
denigration and humanization, these multiple representations were presented to
spectators endowed with their own respective histories. Our eyes always contain
a history of their own gaze, of our openings, our formats, the inflexibilities of
the everyday. Not all p eople assign the same meaning to an immigrant crossing
a border.
In order to undermine stereotypes, one film showed a temple in decay, impoverished, unattended. And yet when the camera entered the temple, a contrast
became perceptible: a space full of ornamentations, intense, life-giving, even pretentious, that was impossible to imagine from the decrepit outside. The seeming
decadent alterity of the temple, which can be compared to the dehumanizing perception of illegal immigrants, contrasted with an “inside” that demanded an
effort in order to reveal its meanings. Without that effort to comprehend the
other, the intensities of such an alterity would only reveal ignorance.
Documenta 14 housed a powerful invitation to displace one’s own point of
view. To look, instead, from Greece, which is the past of Germany but is also one
of its presents. It is the Acropolis and the debt, Socrates and the humiliation,
the Parthenon occupied in 1940 and turned into the epicenter of the biggest
urban art exhibition in the country. We come from Greece, to Greece we go.
Greece returned. We inhabit multiple Greeces.
Migration was all over Documenta 14. Among the most noteworthy works
were a small ship rusted and sunk in the Mediterranean, an installation of stainless steel barbed-wire, like a violently shining obstruction, and scenes adorned
by luggage and trips. Among them: an ensemble of twenty rusted gigantic w
 ater
pipes, originating in urban w
 ater mains, piled up and each turned into a very
personal home in the context of many more piled-up and identical pipes. Are we
unique or identical or both?
There w
 ere also the illusions of migration, the walls, the alterities. Nobody
failed to notice the relevance of such an aesthetic and political gesture in the
context of a Europe and a Germany crisscrossed by xenophobic debates.
And yet, there were other human lives, other displacements, other figures of
alterity that could not possibly find a space in such representations. Staying
within the bounds of migration, I can mention two: while the movements north to
south have little demographic weight today, they had in the past a comparatively
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much higher demographic relevance than do the migrations from the south
today. To think and historicize that relationship seems now beyond the borders
of the ideological present. That is why I w
 ill do it in this chapter.
South-south migrations may seem, from the metropolitan viewpoint, an issue
affecting o thers, something alien. Beyond w
 hether that is in fact the case, it seems
interesting to think the tension between an argument of this kind and the classic claim of universality. B
 ecause the limit of such universality would then not
be “the h
 uman” in all its multiplicity but only that which affects the center, or
that which the center can manage to understand as one of its effects. Rather than
claiming a special place for south-to-south processes, the issue is to understand
such limitation in order to provincialize Europe (Chakrabarty 2008).
The geopolitics of the Global North countries are tending more and more
clearly toward a logic of militarized control that criminalizes south-north
migration. Thus, those migrant groups originating in the Global South are seen
in the imaginaries of the developed world as unwelcome invaders. Their marginalization stemmed from a parallel process of identity representation based on
the intersections of the ethnic, religious, gender, and nation-based hierarchies
and classifications of the Global North. Simultaneously and contradictorily, this
migrant l abor force turned into a fundamental part of business in the g reat global
cities of contemporary neoliberalism.
These policies are supported by big fallacies, crucial among them that we are
in a “new age of migrations” and that they occur in only one direction, from south
to north. This chapter w
 ill insist that if we had to set a date for the start of migrations it would coincide with the beginnings of humankind. Also, that migrations occur in multiple directions.
According to the United Nations, in 2015 there were about 244 million international migrants. Obviously, this represents a small minority in relation to the
world’s population: 3.3 percent to be precise. The vast majority of p eople do not
migrate between countries. Intranational migration is three times the size of
international displacement. The total of international migrancy can be divided
in three parts: those who migrate from the south to the north, t hose who migrate
between countries in the south, and those who move between developed countries (IOM 2018).
As Nicholas De Genova shows, there is always the risk of naturalizing politi
cal borders (2017, 6). Nation-states force us to see human issues from a very specific viewpoint. If borders did not exist, we may assign different meanings to
human mobility. The term migration, in its Latin roots, alludes to a change of
residence, not to being a foreigner nor to rights.1

Aymaras, Quechuas, Bolivians in Argentina and Brazil
A migratory trip is a displacement through different configurations of alterity.
A woman, a man, a f amily who leave b ehind their ayllu, their community in the
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Bolivian Andes, w
 ill likely have as their first destination one of the cities in their
own country: La Paz, El Alto, Cochabamba, Santa Cruz. For at least a century,
some of them have continued on to the north of Argentina. And for the past few
decades, some of them w
 ill keep on g oing to reach not only Buenos Aires or Cordoba but also any midsize city, in order to work in the fields, in open markets, or
in construction. Thus, be it in the seaside towns of the Atlantic coast or in oil-
extracting cities in Patagonia, there is always an already settled Bolivian community. The same can be said of São Paulo in Brazil, where, as in Buenos Aires,
Bolivians have joined the textile industry and cloth manufacturing. Chile, a
country that shares a triple border with Peru and Bolivia and where t here has
always been significant mobility, has gradually become an attractive destination
for migrants who arrive in Santiago and beyond (Guizardi and Garcés 2013).
In each of t hese places, already established societies interpellate the newcomer
in different and specific ways. The ayllu categories are transformed in the context of the first urban point of arrival in Bolivia, while making visible in that
city the multiplicity of belongings, styles of dressing, and languages. The play of
alterity is different during each stage of the voyage: an Aymara face does not have
the same meaning in the north of Chile, in Peru, in the north of Argentina, in
São Paulo, Spain, or the United States. The Aymara nation, the Indigenous
Aymara, Indians, Negros, the “blackest among the blacks” (Silba and Vila, 2017),
“Bolivians,” “Bolitas,” “Hispanic,” or “Sudacas” are all very different forms of
interpellation, not only in terms of valuation but also in relation to their overall
meaning and history (Grimson and Jelin 2006; Gavazzo 2014; Guizardi 2015;
Caggiano 2017).
When it comes to newcomers, however, there is one constant: they are always
denied their own history by the host society. And that history is a necessary condition for the intelligibility of their own situation, for the preservation and
expansion of their networks and affects, and for the specific evaluation of their
new labor and residential contexts. A migrant, like any other human being, can
only interpret a situation from her own cultural history, language, previous identities, her fears and illusions. Even though there might be those who will take
pity on their hyper-exploitation and those who will blame them for accepting
too low a salary, those migrants will compare their situations to whatever was
their previous condition. Inequality around the world is such that what seems
slavery to some may feel like liberation to others.
Does that mean that we should relativize the concept of exploitation? By incorporating other viewpoints some p eople attempt to deny exploitation or its real
dimensions. Considering other points of view, according to which what we consider exploitation is lived by the protagonist as prosperity, should be crucial to
understanding why, for as long as t here is a wall rendering t hose viewpoints incommensurable, it w
 ill be difficult to undermine the power of those inequalities.
We know plurinational, multicultural, intercultural, integration-oriented,
and xenophobic societies. Yet the same society can go through different models
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during its existence. Thus, there have been societies that at a certain point in their
history promoted European immigration, while they simultaneously attempted
to exterminate their Indigenous populations, only to find themselves in a crisis
of their national narrative at other times.
In every society, in e very cultural configuration t here are scripts and mechanisms of alterity (Grimson 2011; Grimson and Soria 2017).2 When migrants move
in space, they are confronted by different ethnic and racial formations, differ
ent concepts of foreignness, nationality, citizenship, and noncitizenship. In the
Argentine case, shot through and through by the Europeanism of its national
identity, Bolivian migrants are often interpellated first as foreigners, due to their
ethno-racial markers. Still, one can see and hear in powerful media discourses
references to Mapuche Indigenous populations as foreign invaders. In the hegemonic imaginary of belonging, there is no place for such racialized populations.
That is the reason why, in the context of jus solis, the Argentine c hildren of Bolivian immigrants are considered Bolivian and treated disdainfully as others.
This procedure of foreignization of racialized Argentines is capable of “Bolivianizing” internal Argentine migrants from the northeast of the country and
sometimes poor people in general. The issue grew considerably during the 1990s,
when unemployment reached beyond 15 percent to 23 percent. The idea that
migrants are coming to steal “our” jobs is present in many societies. In the Argentine case, it grew at times of significant increase in unemployment due to neoliberal policies. And in times of economic growth and job creation, it remained
latent, as a form of unofficial racism, ready to be reinvigorated in each crisis.
Another peculiarity of the Argentine case is the social use of the term negro.
While Afrodescendants are few, the term negro or negro del alma is used in
Argentina to refer to the poor, the inhabitants of shantytowns, members of
unions, the participants in a street demonstration, the fans of the most popular
soccer club, Boca Juniors, and Peronists. In this way, race, class, and citizenship
are tied together in particular historical ways, establishing inclusions and exclusions, hierarchies and subalternities.
These interpellations function in very diff erent ways in other Bolivian migrant
destinations, as it happens in certain regions of Brazil, Spain, or the United States.
Studies on Bolivians in São Paulo, Brazil, belie the myth of racial democracy in
that country and show the existence of forms of discrimination linked to ethno-
racial issues (Silva 2005). On the other hand, the same migrants reanimate the
old historical question of slave labor and its conditions and complexities in Brazil (Miranda 2017).
These phenomena contrast with the so-called brasiguayos, farmers born in
Brazil, who, searching for land, settled in Paraguay. The question of the lack of
arable land in Brazil is decades long and has resulted in the famous Movimento
Sem Terra (MST). The term brasiguayo was popularized around the mid-1980s,
when those who had migrated to Paraguay or their c hildren returned to Brazil and
organized a settlement of the MST. The word brasiguayo deceives those who seek
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to find in borders only issues of mixing and hybridizations. Brasiguayo, instead,
refers to a double exclusion, both in the country of origin and the destination.
The issue at stake is, in fact, the diff erent characteristics of migratory streams.
Generally, Bolivians are characterized by their massive insertion in jobs like the
garment industry, intensive agriculture, and street peddling. Their families play
a significant role as an organizing core and are the center of close male friendships (compadrazgos) as forms of insertion.
In its different destinations, Bolivian migration is significantly more even in
terms of gender than Peruvian or Paraguayan migrations, both of which have
more migrant women than men. This has important repercussions, for instance,
in the relevance of domestic service in the latter cases, as it does in long-distance
transnational maternal care, which is much less frequent in the Bolivian migration case (Cerrutti 2017). As worker migrations, these cases contrast with the
significant migrations of Colombian university students to southern Latin
America, or with the new migration of Venezuelans, many of whom arrive in
Southern Cone countries with good educational credentials, while many more
working-class migrants accumulate in the border zones next to Venezuela. The
pattern is repeated in many other countries: migrants of different socioeconomic
backgrounds have different reaches in terms of distance. The more educated go
farther, while the less educated stay closer. Importantly, labor insertion processes
also m
 atter. In order to calculate the potential distance of migration it is not
enough to know migrants’ socioeconomic level; it is essential to consider too their
family and friendship networks as determinants of their potential destinations.
In different countries and regions of Latin America, there have been relatively
successful processes of overall insertion as measured by economic upward mobility, as shown by Benencia and Canevaro (2016) for the case of Mercado de La
Salada in Argentina. Sometimes this depends on the insertion within certain
occupational niches. At any rate, economic success should not be confused with
social standing or status. In many cases, a clear improvement in living conditions,
housing, and access to health and education contrasts with the persistence of discriminatory racialized perspectives that create a symbolic border when economic inequality no longer m
 atters. This can be seen, for example, in friendship
relations, in sexual markets, and in marriage markets. This contradiction between
economic upward mobility and subaltern status is precisely the pivot supporting significant cultural investments by migrant groups or cultural organizations
reaffirming a positive identity, as happens, for instance, in festivities celebrating
the migrant group’s patron saint, dance groups, community radio stations, music
circuits, and a full ethnic cultural industry. Its explicit or implicit objective is
not only to foment a certain type of consumption but to counter and/or modify
the hegemonic valuation of the group, claiming a history and a work trajectory
that demands to be respected.
Sometimes migrants develop political links that are woven locally and generate partial, gray, distant citizenships far from the modern ideal of the citizen and
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radical noncitizenship. Each of these situations demands to be analyzed
within its own dynamics, due to both those forms of partial incorporation and
the limits that a local, regional, or national formation establishes for alterities.
Along these lines, those migratory currents in multiple directions, those
transnationalisms and cosmopolitanisms from below, are not exempt from
the danger that a particular dynamic of alterity configuration may end up
reinstating—with increased symbolic violence—the power of nationalism, racism, and xenophobia. Some of the consequences of such backlash in real life
include the seeming impossibility of legalizing situations that appeared to be on
their way to a solution (such as the case of so-called Dreamers in the United
States, which include many Latin Americans), the increasing difficulty to access
decent employment, the prevalence of the precariat, and the recent cases of massive deportations. In terms of planetary geography, migration is an answer to
inequality, which, when this form of social violence becomes dominant, is reinforced. Then inequality increases not only in incomes but also in rights and
forms of respect.
Our social cartographies indicate that migratory groups do not dissolve culturally into the societies of destination. The integrationist and assimilationist
illusion has been left behind a long time ago. It was followed by the multicultural illusion that became hegemonic in many diff erent ways, in many countries.
The latter had the political advantage of attempting to respond to the transnational nature of migrations, the expansion of social networks, and the constant
interconnections within the family or in the personal lives of migrants living
simultaneously in two countries. However, multicultural ideas tend to think of
migrants as people who travel with their cultures on their backs, as if culture and
identity were fixed or essential phenomena. As our focus becomes more precise
conceptually, we realize that the symbolic and subjective processes of population
dynamics must always be analyzed in their specific contexts of occurrence—
including power relationships, lived experiences, and overall meanings. This, in
turn, leads to the need of restricting the concept of diaspora, so popular in the
last decade. While all territorial displacements are migrations, not all migrations
are diasporic. Migrations are diasporic only if they keep alive transnational networks and forms of identification that, under certain conditions, allow forms of
solidarity and common action. In other words, diaspora as a category—as a set
of relationships, networks, and identities—can only be applied to certain migratory processes. These migratory processes are interesting, among other reasons, because they show the cultural nonviability of all anti-pluralist political
imaginations. By the latter, I understand all normative political imaginaries as
stressing the cultural homogeneity of populations, nations, and societies. The
increasingly extended view of immigration as a threat to “our way of life” is a central example of such anti-pluralism.3
Toward the end of the twentieth century it seemed as if everybody lived where
they worked, traveled with some essential identity as luggage, and lived according
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to the norms of community dominating their countries of destination. But this
version of multiculturalism revealed a problem: it was based on the premise that
there can be coexistence without mutual knowledge, interaction without
respect, a plural society without an understanding of differences and those who
are diff erent. It forgot that e very geography has its history. When cultural strug
gles manage to block racist discourses, problems are postponed but not resolved.
Simply, t here may be “racism without racists” (Bonilla Silva 2009), in the sense
that there may exist deep excluding and hierarchy-based currents in any given
society, even if few feel the need to make them explicit or think about them. Multicultural hegemony proved compatible with a racism without racists. Along
these lines one could now say that incomprehension-based pluralism was a time
bomb waiting to explode. Is it truly possible to live together without a proper
understanding of the situations and needs of o thers? Lack of knowledge and
understanding cultivate small and big resentments and forms of distrust which,
in contexts of crisis, can lead to all kinds of social and cultural paranoias. That
is why many Europeans and Americans reacted negatively to what they considered increased immigration or the beginnings of a multicultural society, one for
which they were not prepared. A society about which nobody had given them a
warning and one that often “bothers, scares or disorients them” (Reynié 2017;
IOM 2018, 71).
If such a tendency continues to grow, it may trigger scenarios in which vio
lence and hatred can prevail. The challenge is immense, since trying to undo such
tendencies involves accepting the need to understand and historicize a multiplicity of viewpoints. The xenophobic turn in northern countries also takes place
within historically specific contexts.

The New World
We can take a look at the changes in the overall historic context. A fter the fall
of the Berlin Wall, a big narrative emerged that posited all g reat narratives had
come to an end. Nothing less than the end of history was announced. Other
“details” had also expired: ideologies, nations, states, borders. The list was extensive and the assertions overwhelming: 1989 did not simply open a new historical
stage but divided time in two. It was a historical stage that negated itself as such,
as another stage with a beginning and a possible end. In 1989, a new stage began,
one based on a neoliberal consensus so broad and solid that it did not matter what
party may win the elections, since most economic plans presented no real
alternatives.
Since the 2008 crisis, such neoliberal consensus has begun to lose strength.
This erosion manifested in an increasing political polarization in Europe and the
United States. The forms of a left-leaning radicalization (Podemos in Spain, Corbyn at the helm of the L
 abour Party in the United Kingdom, the presidential
candidacy of Bernie Sanders in the United States) have so far been unable to win
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general elections (the exception being Sryza in Greece). At the same time, the radicalization on the right was also growing, through xenophobic, anti-immigrant,
nationalist movements. These latter processes had in 2016 two extraordinarily
relevant examples: Brexit and Trump. Brexit and Trump are the coups de grace on
globalization as we knew it. It is now possible to say we are witnessing the end of
those promises of a New World. The end of the end of history, of nations and borders, has finally arrived.
The g reat narrative that we w
 ere headed t oward a world defined by more integration, with solid regional blocks, a world in which nation-states were disappearing has been discredited and become unthinkable. International migrations
were the Achilles heels of that New World, since freedom must be absolute for
commercial and financial flows, but there is no equivalent freedom for the circulation of people. And much less for people with rights. The elimination of border controls for European citizens within Europe coincided with a strengthening
of the European Union borders with the rest of the world.
While still persistent at the beginning of the twenty-first century, such discourse of the endings has lost its power in the last decade. Now it seems an absurd
discourse, a senseless proposition, completely disconnected from political events.
The world in which such a great narrative was audible has ceased to exist.
Some metropolitan societies have chosen as leaders those who are promising
to avoid an excessive integration in multicultural contexts, an allegedly damaging free commerce, and an increasing inequality accompanied by so-called politi
cally correct discourses. In the previous model, unprecedented inequality runs
alongside a supposed tolerance, according to which we were all equal. The question became: if there has been a cosmopolitanism with walls, bombardments,
terrorism, and racism, why not try to live without cosmopolitanism?
The promises of the New World have not come to fruition. The beneficiaries
of globalization are a minority. Inequality has risen to exasperating levels in these
twenty-five years of the end of history. The increase in inequality does not seem
to have an end. This inequality produces diverse reactions, and it seems captivating to wide sectors of the population. The disenchanted from trickle-down
economics may want to be governed by the owner of the process.
Those who produced rivers of ink about the end of the nation-state should
now ask the British government: what was that all about? The withdrawal of the
state in the neoliberal world was only the withdrawal of social security and welfare policies. Th
 ere was never a reduction of armies, repressive apparatuses, or border controls. The end of the state was part of a g rand narrative global neoliberalism
itself fueled.4
It is not an accident that one of the critical focuses of such erosion is migration and xenophobia. Th
 ere is an inconsistency or a constitutive incompatibility
between the increase in inequality and the recognition of other rights of citizens.
Inequality fundamentalism demands processes of de-citizenization. The appeal
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to the denial of citizenship is only the avant-garde of a much broader and increasing attack expropriating rights.
The classist, racist, and sexist utopia is that most of us become noncitizens,
globalized and captured. Thus, the call to align yourself passionately against the
mig rants is just the first step toward our support for an offensive against ourselves. Why?

The Test of the Smartphone
Before I continue with migration, it may be useful to provide one brief but encompassing example on networks and alterities. The idea is that the tension at the
core of globalization can be illustrated by any smartphone: with more than two
billion Facebook users in hundreds of languages, how many of their real friends
are not from the same country and speak the same language? Networks allow
an infinite interconnection, but the social and cultural conditions are not there
for such potential communication to truly take place. We are connected among
ourselves with some very partial smatterings of cosmopolitanism.
Globalization has multiplied the contact among h
 uman beings of different
cultures. But that simple contact has not allowed the knowledge of others to grow
at all. And the bigger the lack of knowledge of other p eople with whom we interact, the stronger is the fear before their actions and potential reactions. E
 very
Muslim can then be seen as a terrorist, e very Mexican or Colombian as a drug
dealer, e very other as a danger. A very explosive r ecipe: place a number of alterities in contact, stigmatize some of them, increase the interaction, prevent knowledge about each other. The end result w
 ill always be the multiplication of fear.
Thus, along with contact, fear spread throughout the planet. On more than
one occasion, it became panic t oward t hose alterities who are both present and
incomprehensible. Globalization, then, did not and may not allow any knowledge of others. The market guarantees contact and always more contact but not
knowledge and understanding. We do not know the language of others, neither
do we know their beliefs, hopes, and sufferings. The other is everywhere and the
ignorance about the other almost absolute. Only through specially targeted state
and civil society organizations’ policies can such knowledge be promoted. In the
absence of such policies, or given their weaknesses or fragility, we are now living
in the midst of the triumph of incomprehension.

Migrations
It is often said that we now live in the age of migrations. However, one can also say
that the history of humanity is the history of migration, if we consider migration
as territorial displacement, as mobility of populations. In that sense, all peoples
have migrated at some point in their history. And we are all always potential
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migrants. If the ancestors of the reader have never migrated, then they are not
human. Homo sapiens was born in one place in Africa. No p eople in the
Americas originated in the continent. No European p eople originated in Europe.
Simply, nobody has always been t here. That is pure and s imple science, hard archeological data.
To migrate is to move from one territory to another. Very few people do this
out of curiosity or love. Most p eople who migrate do so for the same reason:
inequality. When a person gets to know, directly or through social networks, the
abyss separating the conditions for life in their own place and those in another
reachable place, migration happens and increases. For as long as there are great
political and economic inequalities among different areas of the world, migration will be inevitable.
Sometimes it is an issue of poverty and economic inequality. Other times, it
is inequality due to political conditions, wars, or natural disasters. In all cases,
the safety and integrity of the life of the migrant and their family are seriously
compromised. Thus, they engage in a sad, sometimes appalling journey, due to
circumstances they have not chosen. Who would choose to remain in place when
their life and t hose of their direct relatives are threatened? Who would want to
be immobile while the world around them crumbles? Did the Spaniards, Italians, Germans, Swiss, Poles, or Russians at the end of the nineteenth century?
Why should Latin Americans and Africans do it? Who can say which one is the
proper place for o thers?
The dominant discourse not only skips the history of massive European migrations but also refers to the world as if colonialism had never existed, as if abundance, scarcity, and hunger were not the product of social relations and history.
Saving their own lives sometimes propels human beings to transform their
horizons, arrive at strange lands, and feel out of place, risking and exploring. The
situation of neglect and abandonment at home moves them to seek a new refuge. The despair in the context of what is known and habitual opens up an
anxiety or anguish. Rumor, knowledge, news, or simply the hope that there
may be a place far from the suffering and sadness at home, creates hopes and
illusions.
How old is migration? The second book of the Pentateuch is called Exodus,
which means exit, from the Greek éksodos. The Old Testament sets this narrative in a context of suffering, inequality, and hopes. Not only through the idea
of the promised land but also in other forms of displacement. Already in Genesis, God generates linguistic diversity as punishment for the ambitions of Babel
and spreads human beings over the face of the earth: “So the Lord scattered them
from t here on the face of the w
 hole earth, and they s topped building the city.”
God tells Abraham, “Go from your country and your kindred and your f ather’s
house to the land that I will show you.” Later, when Abraham goes to Egypt we
are already facing a classic migration: “Now t here was a famine in the land. So,
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Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn t here, for the famine was severe in the
land.” In Exodus, Moses tells his people: “Commemorate this day, the day you
came out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery, because the Lord brought you out
of it with a mighty hand.”
Hunger is biblical. Migration is biblical. To migrate has a mystic aura. Since
Exodus was written, that narrative may be related to a group’s identity. Nothing
remains untouched in history. Cities and empires emerge and they generate differ
ent territorial displacements. Many centuries later, more than forty million Euro
peans fled t oward the Americas between the years of 1870 and 1930, escaping from
hunger and political repression. They were more than 2 percent of the world’s population. T
 oday, international migrations are 3 percent of world population. In
those years, almost 10 percent of the population of Europe moved to the Americas.
In 1914, 80 percent of all workers in Buenos Aires were foreign Europeans.
It is strange, then, to hear the current moment being described as the age of
migrations. Which moment of history did not have migrations? There is no such
moment in the history of work, language, or food. To flee from misery, to save
the lives of your c hildren is h
 uman. H
 uman too, or humanitarian, is to save the
lives of o thers, of somebody you d on’t know. What is inhuman is the denial of
migrations itself.
To conclude this section: t oday migrations are hegemonically conceptualized
as south to north or east to west processes. Hidden are not only the long histories of European migrations but also the multiple migratory processes within and
between other regions of the world: inside Africa, inside South America, between
Central America and Mexico.

Migration and Nationalism A
 fter Globalization
Many believed that transnationalism and the emergence of regional blocks were
destined to decrease the intensity of national identifications. My research showed,
more than seventeen years ago, that transnationalisms could in fact, under certain conditions, produce new forms of nationalism (Grimson 2000; 2003). A
nontheological view of the dynamics of national identification has been corroborated by the scandalous resurgence of xenophobia. The transnational world is,
in many ways, more nationalist than the previous one. Truly existing globalization has produced new nationalisms (Appadurai 1991; 2006). Mig rants are
exposed to more ultra-right xenophobia in more countries and with more intensity. They are chased, humiliated, and sometimes attacked not only with verbal
violence but also physical violence.
The social and political inequality from which migration stems is replicated
in many countries of destination, with differential statutes of rights (Stolcke
1999). The foreigners and the undocumented are seemingly considered “an excess
population.” The governmentality of migrations can generate its own machineries
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of illegalization. This affects Latin American migrants in both southern and
northern countries (Domenech 2013). Migrants may end up being treated as the
waste of globalization’s party.
Migrants, however, are not necessarily opposed as a homogenous block to such
developments. Even though many times they do come together, construct community and ritual spaces, send remittances, and collaborate in their own networks, it is important to avoid an idealized or homogeneous perspective on
subaltern subjects. Migrants also try to survive, make progress, be accepted. A
fraction of t hose migrants experience upward economic mobility in their host
societies and a status change in relation to their places of origin. This may result
in a change of positions and actions with regard to migrations. This in turn may
be heightened in border zones (Vila 2000, 81–82). There are then some migrants,
not all, who go through the trajectory of the so-called full bus. While someone
waits and waits, buses go by and do not stop to let p eople on. The person waiting
has then one overriding desire: that the bus stop and let new people on. But once
they are on the bus, their perspective changes, and their main and new wish is
for the bus to not stop and to arrive as soon as possible at their destination.
Migrants are not the homogeneously subaltern subject of the transnational world.
That homogeneous subject does not exist.
Perhaps another clearer example is what is called the Chinese boxes of stigmatization. Mexicans are discriminated against in the United States, while Central American migrants suffer in Mexico, Dominicans in Puerto Rico, or
Haitians in the Dominican Republic. The term Colombian became synonymous
with drug trafficker, but Venezuelan and other poor mig rants who arrive in
Colombia often face denigrating stereotypes. Thus, the Achilles heel of the potential of migrant politics is that each racialization is presented as particular, when,
in fact, it is the rule of global inequality and its effectiveness.
Nations have shown an unexpected capacity to resist classic globalization narratives. In each of them there are forms of accounting for the migrants. There
are, then, high- and low-intensity forms of being considered foreign. Th
 ere are
foreigners who seem imperceptible and there are those who are heavily marked
as foreigners b ecause of their perceived accent, language, dress, skin color, and
other phenotypical traits. More than thirty years ago, cultural fundamentalism
emerged as a new discourse, positing the idea that migrants threaten “our way
of life.” Stolcke called this “the new rhetorics of exclusion.” Since then, these rhe
torics have done nothing but grow.
One dimension of globalization is its capacity to function as a machine expropriating rights, fomenting and attacking migration in a double and contradictory move. In each metropolitan country, there is a layer of noncitizens, of
migrants with severely curtailed rights who are blamed for their own condition.
There is a global stigmatization of the undocumented, when, in fact, illegalization is a direct result of an institutionalized machine. This gigantic factory of
illegalization contributes to dehumanize and morally condemn immigrants.

The Waste of Globalization’s Party • 81

Often, it is not an issue of them returning to their countries, but of accepting to
live without access to services and basic rights, in silence. They are denizens of
the world without citizenship.
In order to capture such complexity, we must understand that uncertainty is
not only something experienced by the migrants. Th
 ose who live in their zones
of arrival are also affected by this feeling. Contacts with o thers multiply, w
 hether
in territorial or virtual forms, but it is a contact without real knowledge. Better:
it is a contact of altered alterities. It stems from the increase of incomprehension
of what is perceived as alien. It is the cradle of uncertainty.
On that new fear, which under certain circumstances can become a panic, citizenship and noncitizenship can become a crack through which any idea of universal human rights slips. Having buried the universal, human rights can only
be claimed by those who are documented. “To be documented” is the universal
declaration of the rights of t hose who have papers.

The New Exodus
It is amply proven that the planet was populated not b ecause hundreds of h
 uman
beings emerged simultaneously around the world but through processes of displacement that lasted millennia. If h
 uman beings have been migratory beings
during all or most of their history, why should they be expected to stop now? This
demands another qualification: what obsesses and worries nation-states, and globalization scholars, are not all types of displacement, but only those that are called
international migrations. The condition for the existence of international migrations is the existence of nations that name certain territorial displacements that
cross their borders, sovereignties, and political communities as such. This phenomenon is just about two centuries old.
The utopia of a world without inequalities, wars, dictatorships must always
be reinvented and reimagined. T
 oday, it seems impossible. However, it still can
and must guide our current action in order to reduce violence and political
oppression, as well as mitigate inequalities of access to real opportunity affecting all h
 uman beings in the world t oday.
The richest 1 percent of the world population received 82 percent of the wealth
generated in 2017 (Oxfam 2018). Those are unseen levels of global inequality.
Each h
 uman being should ask themselves how they would act if they had been
born in the poorest areas of the planet, if they ran a real risk of being killed by a
bomb or assassinated for political reasons. Instead of being surprised by the number of international migrants, we should be surprised that number has not yet
reached the condition of a migration explosion, a true biblical exodus through
which the poorest half the planet leave their homes en masse to engage in a hopeful journey elsewhere.
Globalization, as we knew it, will never exist again. We will live in a differ
ent world. Other darknesses are approaching. Th
 ere w
 ill be other disputes. The
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utopias of equality and diversity will have to be reinvented, without false promises, f ree from so many inconsistencies. We w
 ill need to reinterpret the world to
transform it.

Notes
1 De Genova proposes that if there were no political borders there would be no

migration, only mobility. I want to uphold the same argument h
 ere but using the
terms in a different way: if there were no borders, t here would be no international
migration, just migration as was the case before such borders w
 ere erected. I
understand “migration” to be a synonym of “mobility,” and “international migration” to be a category created by the nation-state.
2 The history of migrations shows that heterogeneity and interculturality are
constitutive of societies. On one side and the other of a given border, there are
different frameworks for the articulation of cultural heterogeneities. A border
divides cultural configurations—that is, social spaces in which heterogeneity and
inequality are organized in a specific way of life—language games, and alterity
games. In each one of them, organized hierarchies of the multiplicities that
constitute them have taken shape, sometimes, as in the case of many migrants, de
facto and de jure denying some their constitutive role in society.
3	These and other aspects help the transnational perspective on migratory phenomena
cohere. This view questions the idea of an abrupt and total separation between the
places of origin and destination of international migrants. Transnational studies
(Glick Schiller 1992; Besserer 2004; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Feldman
Bianco 2009) are among the main contributions to Latin American migration
studies. Transnational processes are a constitutive dimension of all migratory
contexts: t hose inhabited worlds are simultaneously multiple and interconnected.
4 It is true that in South America a different situation obtained at the beginning of
the twenty-first c entury. The erosion of neoliberal consensus had happened t here
earlier and resulted in the so-called giro rosa (rose turn) to the left. However, Brazil
and Argentina returned to neoliberalism at precisely the same time neoliberalism
was losing its power as the only global discourse. Thus, parts of South America—
which was before a global exception—returned to neoliberal “normality,” just as
such normality ceased to exist.
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5

Occupation on
Sacred Land
Colliding Mobilities on the
Tohono O’odham Reservation
FELICITY AMAYA SCHAEFFER
Trouble on the Tohono O’odham reservation took on a particularly high pitch
in the 1970s when the media ran a series of articles questioning the security
“void” on the reservation border, what journalists called a “borderless border.”
In this chapter, I ask: What happens to our understandings of borders, mobility, and belonging when we consider sovereign nations such as the Tohono
O’odham whose reservation is characterized as a lawless zone or dark hole outside the national security gaze? The hyper-mediated exposure to the border in
recent years asks us to consent to the remaking of the border as a colonial site/
sight and rugged frontier, a shadowy terrain beyond western law, access, vision,
and control. As a dehumanized zone of possible illegality, where colonial fantasies of excess and violence proliferate, ever more sophisticated technologies are
needed to “see” and secure the border, even as the larger picture of the border is
blocked from view. Thus, the O’odham reservation’s “borderless” status, and
unclear sovereignty between two nation-states, has justified the occupation of a
sovereign reservation by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), security towers, drones, and scores of other U.S. security forces. By occupying this
land, DHS monitors and contains the crossing of migrants and drug runners,
84
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but also O’odham members who have always crossed the “border” that spans
their sovereign land. The intrusions of military security onto frontiers or border
spaces have long been justified by the depiction of the border as lawless, at the
edge of jurisdictional and sovereign reach, or as demarcated space of radical otherness. Lauren Benton describes borderlands more as “zones of legal anomaly—
produced by conditions of contested and multiple legal authority—than as zones
of lawlessness.”1 O’odham activists refuse border security lawfully as a force of
occupation and assault against their sovereignty.2
Border Patrol checkpoints scattered across the reservation have converted
everyday movement for the O’odham into a right for the select few who can prove
U.S. citizenship rather than O’odham sovereignty. Against this enforcement of
movement as a right for U.S. citizens, O’odham consider movement across their
own land as inherent to their autonomy as a people, a part of their sacred way of
life they call Him’ dag. Him’dag respects all life’s spirited flow necessary for its
survival. Some also define Him’dag as “path” and as a verb it means to “be able
to walk.”3 A fter being invited to the reservation to understand how the border
impacted tribal members and their land, I learned that for the O’odham, footprints on a sacred path from birth to death tell a story of the depth of time as
humans follow the footprints of their ancestors, while also marking the path
for those yet to come. Movement is at the core of all life flourishing and thus
must be respected. Rivers must flow, rain must have good earth to seep into, and
people’s pathways as stewards in this process must be honored. The concept and
material construction of national borders violently defies, or blocks, these flows
of life.
As argued by Mohawk scholar Audra Simpson in the case of the Iroquois
peoples (whose land crosses the U.S.-Canadian border), crossing borders is less
an “occasion for transgression, a means of decentering the national narrative of
a culturally homogenous and monolithic nation-state” or of moving through
“juridical identities.”4 Instead, crossing borders is a key component of the articulation of rights as a sovereign nation with the ability to determine their own
sacred practices, such as how they move across their land. I unpack this sacred
right to movement across land as a different onto-epistemic and cosmological
relation to citizenship or belonging. Thus, citizenship is not an inherent right
naturally abundant in each individual, and the sacred is not merely a permanent
or unchanging condition of place. For the O’odham, sovereignty goes against
having to request individual rights authorized by the state. Instead, they articulate their internationally recognized right to collective sovereignty and self-
determination or the ability to make autonomous decisions as a sovereign
nation. They demand the right to engage in practices and actions that materialize or re-enliven the sacred flourishing of life that connects the survival of humans
as inseparable from the land, animals, plants, and world around them.
O’odham land has stretched across Arizona and Sonora, Mexico, long before
the concept of citizenship, the nation-state, and borders were conceptualized. In
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fact, when O’odham members such as Verlon M. Jose and Jacob Serapo say t here
is no word in their language for “border” or “citizenship,”5 they understand the
material force of words to bracket the world, amputating their bodies, land, and
culture. Words brought onto their land by the DHS reinforce an alien occupation aided by technologies such as treaties, maps, a fence, Border Patrol, surveillance, and especially a f uture border wall. They reject state checkpoints and
harassment by border agents who assume the sovereign role of authorizing movement to t hose who declare themselves U.S. citizens. They understand this as a
violent practice of the U.S. state to perform itself as the arbiter of rights and territorial membership and exclusion, thus stripping them of their sovereignty. As
De Genova argues, “The legitimacy of modern state power originates from a
mythical covenant, a ‘social contract,’ among naturally f ree and equal individuals. . . . Citizenship, then, is necessary to translate this wild, ‘natural’
freedom into the sort of political and juridical liberty that can be used to justify
the authority of the state as the ‘democratic’ expression of a popular will” (this
volume, chapter 14). The myth that we each hold an “‘inalienable’ birthright freedom in return for ‘rights’ granted by the state” is multiply violent. First it reinforces the belief in individual freedom and the notion that this freedom is
contained to a h
 uman body with clear geopolitical boundaries. Th
 ese individual and inherent freedoms must be protected by the state and law. H
 ere, too,
belonging is merely a natural quality of being born in a particular place or nation,
rather than an active process of regenerating relations across the h
 uman and
more-than-human world.
Thus, in this chapter, I look at the effects of militarized border security not
on border crossers, but on those whose lives have become bordered.6 To be bordered is to live under the shadow of the state’s security apparatus that uses the
same techniques of repression against mig rants onto Native peoples. Critical
debates between Latinx migration studies and Indigenous studies have raised
attention to the collisions between settler colonialism and immigration, especially how state violence tangles the lives of the dispossessed from outside the
United States who are forced to cross national borders, many channeled onto
seized Native land, or whose presence contributes to the settler-colonial project
of Native dispossession.7 In this case, migrants and drug runners cross their land,
rather than settle on it, creating a funnel to the United States. Rather than blame
migrants (although some do), many O’odham describe the state’s enforcement
of a border on their land as a disorienting state of living that threatens to render
them extinct. Thus, part of what I explore h
 ere is that the experience of borders,
and the desire for citizenship, is not universal. O’odham members’ sense of disorientation reflects, but also complicates, Gloria Anzaldúa’s theorization of the
borderlands as a choque, a collision between opposing worldviews that forces one
into a state of nepantla, of being in-between worlds, a dismemberment of self and
community that can lead to alien ontologies.8 While the clash of sovereignty on
the O’odham reservation emboldens O’odham claims to ancient knowledges and
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practices, they are less invested in decolonizing their expulsion from citizenship
or the h
 uman. They fight against the occupation of their land by militarized surveillance regimes that reinforce another settler colonial attempt to disorient
and alienate them from land-based knowledge and practices and thus crush their
ability to exist.
The O’odham are subjected to power in ways that mimic the experience of
border crossers, but for the O’odham, this happens on their own land, transforming their home into a foreign and dangerous place. O’odham activists reject a
border wall that would divide their people, scar the earth, halt long migration
practices, and compromise their sovereignty. In scholarly analysis of power, especially through the one who rules, most theorizations of sovereignty focus on
anthropocentric power, or the sovereign’s right to rule (oftentimes wielded
through violent means) over land, territory, and “life itself.” It’s important to see
surveillance as a system that seeps across and weaponizes the environment from
the land to the sky. Th
 ere is an everyday feel of warfare on the O’odham reservation where helicopters, drones, Border Patrol, ground and air sensors occupy the
reservation from the ground to the sky.9 We miss key aspects of Native sovereignty when we fail to consider the sacred right to protecting human and animal movement across land, including unobstructed access of songs, prayers, and
words to find their path through the air and sky. This has become a particularly
thorny issue as the O’odham, and other bordered reservations, are occupied by
drones, helicopters, airplanes, surveillance cameras, and other technologies that
invade reservations without always entering onto or touching land.
Given the shift in border control from interior arrests to controlling borders
at busy ports of entry since Operation Gatekeeper in 1994 (where walls and fences
were built from the San Diego border to Yuma, Arizona) and Hold the Line in
1993 (from El Paso, Texas, to parts of Arizona), the U.S. state laws have funneled
border passage into more desolate and dangerous desert terrain.10 These policies
brought border traffic directly onto the Tohono O’odham nation that straddles
a sixty-two-mile strip of border (as the eagle flies) across Arizona and Sonora,
Mexico. Some on the reservation see this as intentional. And they are not alone.
There are more than forty-five Indigenous Nations whose territory spans the U.S.
borders with Mexico and Canada.11 The production of the border is highly mediated and entangled in multiple scales and contested notions of sovereignty.
Drones and Border Patrol surveil and capture not only migrants and drug runners but increasingly local O’odham peoples. Thus, I assess the complexity of border security and surveillance along the Tohono O’odham reservation from the
perspective of media accounts from both Native and U.S. news sources, U.S. government reports on the border, and from the perspective of O’odham residents
and activists. The first part of the chapter reviews the historical context of noncitizenship as a promise that contributes to settler colonial theft of Native land.
The second section turns to the current context in which O’odham resist the
security “protection” by DHS officials who have erected border checkpoints

88 • Felicity Amaya Schaeffer

across the reservation, snagging O’odham members in the documentation
regime. And the last part of the chapter reflects on how O’odham sovereignty
asks us to reconsider belonging as a sacred practice of intra-active becoming across
cosmologies of human and more-than-human worlds.

Bordered Lives and the Promise of Citizenship from the
Gadsden Purchase to The Wall
If we look back to nineteenth-century mapping surveys of the U.S.-Mexico border, these expeditions brought together a motley band of surveyors, soldiers, scientists, artists, and Native scouts who risked their lives to collect extensive, and
potentially lucrative, information about the border region.12 Indian scouts or
guides, many of whom w
 ere women, w
 ere critical to the safety and success of the
expedition teams, serving as translators, peacemakers, experts on plants and
water sources, and savvy navigators of diverse regions.13 Also significant was the
use of maps and data to document the absent presence of Native peoples—the
presence of violent Indian raiding zones read through the abandonment of Mexicans or Natives from one town to the next. This information was used as a tool
of warfare, such as detailing where military garrisons needed to be situated to
control the movement of Indians such as the Apaches who w
 ere known to raid
across both sides of the border. Th
 ese surveys also reinforced the idea of a territory in absentia, where signs of life were stripped from the scene. This documentation of absent presence—of scant animals, scattered plants, evacuated homes
and mining compounds, and sparse w
 ater locations—also established the devaluation of land the United States would purchase from Mexico. Surveyors also
took on the sovereign decision of where to redraw the border line.
The demarcation of a national border did not always affect the O’odham. In
fact, the O’odham (then known as the Papago) lived fairly autonomously until
the 1853 Gadsden Purchase when the United States bought a land mass from
Mexico known t oday as New Mexico and Arizona. This bi-national agreement
between the Mexican and U.S. governments imposed a border in the m
 iddle of
the Tohono O’odham territory, severing the land in two. When the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo was passed in 1848, most O’odham found themselves on the
Mexican side of the border. Yet in 1853, when the United States paid Mexico $10
million for 29,000 acres of land for the construction of a transcontinental rail
line, the border was redrawn again, and O’odham land shifted again so that most
territory was mapped to reside on the U.S. side.14 In addition, this agreement
included a provision by Mexico that the United States could buy this territory on
the condition that they prevent “marauding Indians” from crossing into their
territory. Thus, military outposts w
 ere set up along the border starting in the
early 1860s to control the movement of Native p eoples, especially the Apache.
Missed in many historical accounts of the Gadsden purchase w
 ere the myriad ways Mexican and U.S. developers and farmers destroyed O’odham homes
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as they seized land and c attle left behind temporarily. Some O’odham migrated
to work in seasonal l abor markets, or for seasonal stints a fter droughts by moving onto more fertile land with better conditions for hunting and gathering, or
even to participate in ceremonial festivities. In fact, the Homestead Act of 1866
legislated this theft as it offered f ree land to t hose who wished to farm the land,
including women and immigrants who applied for U.S. citizenship. The privatization of land was encouraged as a strategy to encourage economic development, and to redistribute land from large slaveholders, but also supported
settler theft of land that was supposedly empty or unused. Upon return to their
homes, O’odham had l ittle recourse when U.S. or Mexican officials demanded
proof of land ownership or citizenship status, documents they failed to produce.
It was thus in 1872 that congressional discussions emerged over the need to create a demarcated land base with documented boundaries and better governmental oversight (surveillance) to prevent squatters, profiteers, and o thers from
encroaching on their land. This seemingly benevolent gesture coincided with the
time when various reservations were set up in the Southwest to “contain” and
monitor Native peoples who faced capture by Indian scouts or military if they
attempted to leave. Philip Deloria describes these historical practices of surveillance on the reservation as “a colonial dream” where “fixity, control, visibility,
productivity, and most importantly, docility” could become realized.15 In
response to the great loss of land during the second half of the nineteenth c entury,
President Woodrow Wilson established a permanent reservation in 1916 for the
O’odham. Although diminished in size from their original land mass, this reservation spanned 3.1 million acres, currently the second largest reservation in the
United States.16
In fact, both the United States and Mexico passed laws that offered citizenship to Native peoples that proved disingenuous at best and oftentimes violent
through a promise of uplift engineered to force Native peoples to assimilate. After
the passage of the Dawes Act of 1887, the U.S. government surveyed Native tribal
land to divide it up into individual allotments. Those who left the tribe to move
onto these allotments w
 ere granted citizenship. While the Dawes Act promised
to protect Native land from settler theft, the offer of U.S. citizenship privatized
communally held land and divided p eople. This law aimed to assimilate Native
peoples by channeling collective governance into individual f amily parcels of land
that privatized responsibility over land and survival. As Patrick Wolfe argues,
assimilation is the most efficient settler colonial technique of elimination: “in
neutralizing a seat of consciousness, it eliminates a competing sovereignty.”17 Not
only was much land lost during this exchange, but much “excess” land was sold
off to non-Natives.18
This trend coupling citizenship, assimilation, and land loss along the shifting
border line continued when the Indian Citizenship Act was passed in 1924, forcing all Native peoples born on U.S. territory to become U.S. citizens. They were
actually dual citizens—wards of the United States (or “domestic dependents”)
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and citizens of their prospective states—although citizenship benefits were
unevenly distributed.19 In Arizona, for example, even t hose who served in the
military were not extended the right to vote. And both the U.S. and Mexican
governments contributed to diminishing O’odham land and rights. When the
Mexican government enforced citizenship status onto the O’odham in 1921,
only those with Mexican citizenship could occupy land, minimizing the numbers of O’odham from taking up too much land on the Mexican side of the
line.20 Yet O’odham on the “Mexican side” of the border continued to lose land
as Mexican officials created agricultural colonies for recent deportees on
O’odham land during Depression-era repatriation campaigns. Unequal citizenship status continued as the Mexican government turned O’odham land into
ejidos in 1928, treating them like peasants and farmers, not as a sovereign nation
like their relatives to their north.21 Living on ejidos reinforced precarious conditions of living as they did not actually own the land. In fact, t hose who left the
land for two or more years, even to participate in the U.S. military during
World War I and World War II, returned home to find their land taken away.22
More recent neoliberal policies during the late 1980s and early 1990s, such as
NAFTA, cheapened the price of agricultural goods such as corn, displacing
many Indigenous and mestizo farmers. This widespread economic displacement
from their ejidos led to mass migration from Latin America to the United
States, including Indigenous p eoples from Oaxaca, where the Zapatista uprising began in 1994, sending Indigenous peoples from one dispossessed land onto
the land of other Native peoples.

Holes and Security Voids on the Border
Just as the state was complicit in awarding settlers land considered empty or unoccupied, now the DHS mandate is to occupy and control border zones that are
devoid of security. During the 1970s, media articles reflected the growing fear of
the Tohono O’odham reservation as a “borderless” border where illegal aliens
could cross since it was void of security personnel, checkpoints, or even border
signs warning would-be crossers that they w
 ere now entering U.S. territory.23 To
the O’odham, this was not U.S. land. Yet, as a partial concession, O’odham members worked with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) to develop an
all-Native Border Patrol called the Shadow Wolves, and agreed to an ICE office
on their reservation in 1974 and then later to the construction of a vehicle barrier in 2007–2008. Despite t hese concessions, this association of a security vacuum continues. Newspapers repeatedly characterize the O’odham reservation
as being the size of Connecticut and having 34,000 members. The “innocent”
repetition of this “objective fact” in just about e very newspaper article on the
O’odham inadvertently enacts discursive violence, the violence of rendering
Native land as an empty or unpopulated region, a land in need of state control
and occupation.
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In other media accounts, similar border regions are labeled “black holes,” or
“an enclave largely beyond the control of authorities on e ither side of the border
because of its remote location.”24 According to the state, t hese regions at the edge
of nation-state sovereignty are lawless spaces that attract and proliferate the illegal activity of the most reviled populations such as drug runners, gangs, immigrants, and cartels, spaces still called “Indian Country”—where the laws of nature
are deformed or made perverse, allowing dangerous and foreign elements to be
propelled into the nation. For the O’odham, it is not the illegality vacuum that
threatens their extinction, but the imposition of U.S. state sovereignty and the
intrusion by the DHS and other police-military-border security forces.
USA Today launched their award-winning project The Wall, where they
deploy interactive scenes of the border through virtual reality, GPS, drones, and
helicopter crews to expose e very crevice of the border. In this multi-technology
project, journalists produced one of the most comprehensive recent reports of
the current state of the southern border region to determine what it would
mean for President Trump to build a border wall across 1,954 miles of land dividing the United States and Mexico. Although early surveyors w
 ere unable to
map the border along the rough Rio Grande, the USA Today team of journalists exploited the latest technologies—such as helicopter, digital and thermal
mapping technologies, and even virtual reality goggles—to document interactive footage of the entire border zone in an attempt to question what perspectives might complicate the consequences and costs of Trump’s border wall.
One of the many videos available on The Wall website is “Border Tribes: A
Home Divided.” Set on the O’odham reservation, the video begins with the
image of a border fence and line marked in the sand stretching far off to the right
of Verlon M. Jose, the vice chairman of the Tohono O’odham Nation. Despite
the presence of a border fence visually segregating the land, the video begins with
Jose singing a song of prayer in their Uto-Aztecan language that travels far beyond
the border fence, crowding out its logic. Songs of prayer breathe h
 uman life into
the wind, or the life of the universe, merging sounds and words that evoke past
voices that have lingered and only now find form to take flight onto swirls of
wind that carry the past into the present and f uture, awakening the land to the
presence and care of the O’odham peoples.
Chairman Jose says: “In our way of life, we were never put here to be in one
place. We travel. From place to place. Wherever the water is, wherever there’s food
growing, wherever the animals go. We didn’t cross the border, the border crossed
us.” As the camera spans a reservation that suffers high unemployment and poverty, we are led to question our reading of the visual archive documenting an
impoverished barren land. The spirit of the O’odham p eople overwhelms the
camera’s harsh, colonial eyes. At the heart of the O’odham way of life is movement. Unlike the perception of the border as a stable line, the land is in perpetual motion, modifying itself depending on weather patterns, animal migration,
and human behavior/intervention. As a living force it requires rest, honored by
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the seasonal migrations of h
 umans and animals. Jose continues, “We must keep
this traditional passing, regardless of what’s before us. The creation of a wall, the
creation of a barrier, w
 ill impede the flow of life. One t hing it w
 ill not stop is
our prayer. The O’odham say there is no language for a wall, so you’re creating
something that does not exist.” When Jose says the creation of a barrier will
impede the flow of life (Him’ dag), he speaks to the heart of sovereignty in this
region. The movement of O’odham people across the artificial border is tied to
their social, cultural, and ceremonial or religious practices. These ceremonial pilgrimages that follow the path of their ancestors define the power they have as a
people to remember the direction that leads to healing past and present wounds
against the p eople and earth, and to thrive economically, socially, and spiritually. As stated by Rafael Antonio Monreal later in the video, their pilgrimage to
the salt mines in Sonora carries the knowledge of the ancestors: “The salt mines,
they have been here for a long time. It was used for diff erent purposes, for medicine, for preserving our food to carry over from village to village to different parts
of Arizona and Sonora. Our ancestors walked this land for eighteen to nineteen
hours a day.”
Ofelia Rivas, a Tohono O’odham elder who organizes an online activist movement called the Solidarity Project, posts a manifesto that says: “The DHS violates O’odham Rights to Life by continuous monitoring and surveillance of
communities on the entirety of O’odham lands, restricting free movement within
communities and entire lands, armed abuse and violent attacks on O’odham
members, and driving yards and fenced-in areas at high speeds, endangering the
lives of O’odham.”25 Rivas describes everyday life on the reservation as a police
state where “we are always u nder scrutiny.”26 Even t hose who speak out against
DHS or the Border Patrol have experienced dire effects, from violent treatment to having their Social Security check payments s topped. The process of
becoming bordered by the militarization of their land involves a disorienting
experience—what Rivas describes as “you d on’t remember who you are”—of having to declare U.S. citizenship, rather than tribal membership, and of constantly
being seen as suspicious, as a potential migrant, drug trafficker, criminal, or terrorist. All the everyday practices (language, food, hunting, ceremony, praying,
even a spirit of generosity) that shape who you are become something e lse entirely.
This disorientation extends beyond the O’odham and expresses the disharmony across space and time for all living creatures. Jose comments on the disorder that a partial wall and security regime has caused on their natural
surroundings. He says, “The rattlesnakes don’t know what season it is, the saguaros aren’t blooming on schedule. . . . It is what humans are doing to Mother
Earth. In order for the world to be in balance, M
 other Nature has to be in balance, too.”27 Careful study of animals, plants, and the land are part of the skills
necessary to read patterns that communicate the earth’s temporal disjuncture,
imbalance, and ill health. Rivas’s use of the term disorient is telling. To be oriented is not simply to imagine oneself in relation to mapped grids or along a
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progressive historical timeline. Instead, to be oriented is to place oneself within a
sacred order that expands from below the earth to the cosmos, grounding us in a
time that is in sync with the path of the ancestors, and in alignment with the four
directions. This sacred positioning and vision are challenged by a secular-military
one that uses its gaze to alienate, to strip one from a sense of self that ties p eople to
the natural forces all around. The gathering and harmonizing work of cosmological notions of self-in-relation privilege an understanding of survival that stitches
together selfhood with the health of one’s surroundings.
During the second half of the twentieth century, amplified border control prevented O’odham from the north from migrating south during periods of
increasing drought, thus barring them from survival strategies such as accessing
better water and agricultural land and shared resources with family on the
Mexican side. Border security thus aimed to assimilate Native p eoples and push
them off their land and into the cash economy. Yet, for reasons as diverse as cotton mechanization to the increased migration of Mexican, Black, and Central
American migrants, O’odham w
 ere pushed out of the labor economy. During
this period, the O’odham population surged on the U.S. side and decreased in
Mexico, while the O’odham family income dropped to one-fifth that of whites.28
The 1990s witnessed an increase in jobs in Arizona, opening up more opportunities, yet also exacerbating unequal access between O’odham on both sides
of the border. O’odham on the Mexican side of the border, as a people unrecognized as e ither sovereign or as having citizenship by the Mexican government,
are prevented from crossing north to access important resources—such as hospitals and clinics—that O’odham in the United States enjoy. Since the O’odham
decide membership based on blood/ancestry (and not country of origin), they
have the same rights as t hose on the U.S. side. And while only 2,000 or so live
on the Mexican side, this number has diminished greatly through time.
To take away t hese practices of movement is akin to the death of a p eople and
their ritual practices that sustain an entire way of life. Some say the threat of a
wall will arrest practices that hold memory and transmission, and thus lead to
their people’s extinction. While the term extinction usually refers to the disappearance of plants or animals, here it refers to the multiple webs of interdependent life that w
 ill perish once a border wall and security continues. Animals w
 ill
be prevented from their migratory paths, water will flood rather than flow, connections to ancestral knowledge w
 ill wither, and the movement of the O’odham
on both sides of the border will be arrested or slowed. Rather than use the term
genocide, which refers to the extermination of a human population, extinction
highlights the complex webs stringing together humans with the land and natu
ral world so that when one species goes extinct, this diminishes entire pathways
of life for all. As argued by Audra Mitchell, some say extinction is not genocide
since it is not intentional and thus cannot be directed at a particular population.
Mitchell disagrees. Extinction, she argues, is not a metaphor, it is genocide.
Extinction, like genocide, is an embodiment of particular patterns of structural
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violence that disproportionately affect specific racialized groups.”29 She gives the
example of the time when the buffalo were almost eradicated, and along with
the buffalo, an entire First Nations’ people whose way of life was tied to the migratory paths of the buffalo.30 On the O’odham reservation, the presence of Homeland Security and nine or more military and police units continues colonial
patterns of settler violence that conspire to cut off the flow of life, stripping the
possibility of Native sovereignty, mobility, and land-based practices, or access to
an entire way of life.

Militarization of the Sky Over Sacred Land
When O’odham members demand the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) de-occupy their land, they detail the range of ways border security presence, surveillance technologies, and foreign language assert a material violence
and worldview that impedes their sovereignty. The DHS recently stationed seven
surveillance towers built by Elbit, the same Israeli corporation that developed
drones to monitor Palestinians, on the O’odham reservation. These towers have
been used to monitor “unauthorized entrants” who enter the reservation but also
local residents.31 Furthermore, the placement of these towers on a sacred mountain entailed building access roads without authorization—grading and destroying ceremonial mountains, lands, and hillsides that destroy the natural habitat
of great hunting or medicinal use, while also desecrating burial sites.32 These
hovering towers block the community’s view of the sacred mountain and obstruct
the vibratory direction of prayer songs and breath carried by the wind that
transports their words up toward the mountain, sky, and beyond. These prayers
are ancestral practices tied to the multifaceted understanding of continuing
O’odham ways of life such as practices that clear the path for the mountains,
sun, clouds, and rain to hear or sense the cues—human and otherwise—that trigger their mutual flourishing.
The presence of drones and other flying vehicles shifts the focus from seeing
oneself in relation to the mountains and land to their reflection off the shadow
of a drone flying above, and thus from stewards of the earth to potential illegal
immigrants and criminals. Not only is their land dissected by roads, checkpoints,
and border security personnel and vehicles, but the sky is littered with helicop
ters, drones, and airplanes during the day and at night. This has interfered with
and disrupted ceremonies and hunting practices as helicopters fly over these areas,
scaring prey and spotlighting ceremonial dancers. Even local hunters, who rely
on the food they catch, are harassed and treated like criminals for being caught
by remote sensors and officials driving through the reservation for wielding guns
and knives. And according to Rivas, “The p eople are afraid to travel freely on
the lands to harvest cactus fruits and annual plants which they have for thousands of years. The lands have become hungry and lonely for the O’odham footsteps and the O’odham language, songs of encouragement and appreciation.”33
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She does not take for granted that the land is owned; it is part of a long ancestral relationship whose absence w
 ill wither the w
 ill of the land to provide what
the p eople, animals, and plants need.
It may be helpful to think of the occupation of the DHS through what Arturo
Escobar calls “ontological occupation,” or that one’s very collective being, an
intrabeing with all life, is under threat of being alienated or broken apart. And
this relational ontology entails the theft of a people and the land. A key aspect
of Escobar’s understanding of “ontological occupation” is autonomy, which
he borrows from Francisco Varela, who says, “The key to autonomy is that a living system finds its way into the next moment by acting appropriately out of its
own resources.”34 If the O’odham cannot commune with the mountain, nor
protect this being from violent intrusions, the material and ephemeral flourishing of life on land and in the sky is blocked.
These towers are also a constant irritant to the soundscapes of residents who
are reminded of the buzzing surveillance and “security” presence above them.
How can the Tohono O’odham Nation protect their sovereignty when cartels
use airplanes to airdrop drugs onto the reservation and surveillance drones enter
without ever touching the reservation? As argued by Derek Gregory, “The capacity of drones to conduct ‘air policing’ reactivates a colonial form of power in a
radically new constellation. For the drone makes possible an extended occupation rather than a time-limited incursion.”35 And “the ingenuity of this novel form
of aerial occupation,” Munro suggests, is “its capacity simultaneously to respect
and transgress the principle of territorial sovereignty.”36

The Right to Mobility
Border security on the reservation has also meant that in order to practice their
way of life, O’odham must carry a special identification with them at all times.
Despite this state secured right to mobility, many are violently harassed by Border Patrol, ICE, and police officials who demand proof of identity at illegal
checkpoints set up at the border and inside the reservation. In addition, upon
leaving the reservation, O’odham have to declare their citizenship status.37 The
official O’odham website confirms that O’odham members have been detained
and deported for not having the correct identification while crossing their own
land between Mexico and the United States.38 Not only has the sovereignty of
the reservation’s border with Mexico been compromised but also across the
entire reservation. Simply being O’odham is criminalized. Many describe
being apprehended by Border Patrol for being mistaken for illegal migrants.
For this reason, some local residents hide their fluency in Spanish on the reservation for fear that they will either be mistaken as migrants or w
 ill be associated
(even by other locals) as someone who abets migrants.
Another interference to Native sovereignty involves the incursion of U.S. laws
and procedures onto the reservation, oftentimes enforced through threats to
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withhold much-needed federal funding streams. Although many protested, t here
have been times when helping migrants by offering water, food, lodging, or a ride
has translated into a criminal act. The tribal council find themselves in a difficult position when they have to ban residents from their core values and practices of helping o thers, in this case leaving w
 ater in the desert. Some feel they
have to negotiate with the U.S. government to protect the resources and support
they receive to handle the onslaught of drug runners and migrants. This is the
case even when much of the millions of dollars they receive in resources goes to
expenses related to unauthorized border crossers, including emergency care,
autopsies for those who die on the reservation, towing abandoned vehicles, and
the construction of holding cells or detention centers. The tribal government
spends about $3 million annually on border issues, funding that could be used
for their own people. In one of the most comprehensive reports on the border,
in 2003, the chairman of the O’odham Nation and a local chief of police addressed
the problems faced by the Nation when local resources go toward the border. The
reservation ends up, for example, without the resources to h
 andle the increasing
numbers of young p eople addicted to the drugs trafficked across their reservation. Youth and their families end up with costly bills a fter checking out of Arizona hospitals.39
Given the high rates of unemployment on the reservation—which some claim
is between 75 and 90 percent—some of the younger generations are seduced into
the highly lucrative drug trade being trafficked across their land. It is the toxic
combination of poverty and militarized drug runners entering with weapons,
surveillance equipment, and ruthless desperation to make it to the United States
that fractures the lines between choice and force. Despite this, the punitive l egal
crackdown on drug trafficking is unforgiving, and drug complicity w
 ill lead not
simply to the imprisonment of young people but their expulsion or deportation
from their own land.
In an online interview with Rivas, she said that when young people are sent
off the reservation to serve time in prison or detention, instead of coming home,
many are forced into halfway houses: “When family members do not come home,
families wait, as there is no system set up to find information from the Department of Homeland Security.” All of these issues are complicated by the lack of
sovereign control, or jurisdiction over non-Natives who commit crimes on the
reservation, and their loss of control—whether through the U.S. criminal system or health care—of the ability to handle the consequences of increasing crime
in almost all families on the Nation, including U.S. and local Border Patrol and
police.40
Another aspect of curtailing O’odham movement has been the dire consequences on their diet as well as their physical, psychic, and mental well-being.
Many describe not being able to walk due to the dangers of drug traffickers and
Border Patrol checkpoints. In addition, the syphoning of the w
 ater t able beneath
desert land by Tucson and other cities has meant less farming and more
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dependency on cheap, unhealthy food sources. The criminalization of hunting
denies p eople access to wild meats with less fat than domesticated animals. Limiting the ability to gather plants, especially medicinal plants, affects not only human
health but the spirit of the plants and animals, and thus the vitality of all.

Conclusion
Given the long history of Indigenous dispossession on the frontier between Mexico and the United States, the declaration of a security void and border “crisis”
onto the O’odham land is another tactic of settler colonialism against Mexican/
Indio migrant rights and O’odham sovereignty over the land that the state now
militarily occupies. In this chapter, I hope to have complicated the meanings of
mobility, migration, and citizenship by assessing how the settler border security
regime and its surveillance technologies create more precarity for migrants, but
also for the O’odham tribal members whose land they cross. I argue that the
wider ecology of migrant movement and criminalized containment of the settler state must be taken into account when advocating for migrant rights and
access to citizenship. For many Indigenous people, the promise of citizenship has
been yet another tactic of settler occupation and dispossession, and naturalizes
state claims to sovereignty over that of the O’odham as well as over all animals,
plants, and w
 ater. For the O’odham who manage to live outside the drug trade,
and under the state’s radar, they refuse the militarization against migrants as
they do against their own. This onslaught of security threatens to sever the webbed
rhythms of all life, just as the displacement of migrants sets them on a precarious path to the United States.
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A State-to-Come
Tibetan Refugee-Citizenship
and the Nation in Exile
TSERING WANGMO DHOMPA

Seven months a fter the People’s Liberation Army of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) defeated the Tibetan army in October 1950, the Tibetan government in Lhasa signed the document known as the Seventeen-Point Agreement
in Beijing that acknowledged Chinese sovereignty for the first time in Tibetan
history. In March 1959, Tibetans r ose up against the Chinese in Lhasa, but this
revolt was quickly quashed and Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, the spiritual and the political leader of the Tibetan government, fled to India. Soon after,
80,000 Tibetans too made their way to a life as refugees in India, Nepal, and
Bhutan. Th
 ere had been no precedent in Tibetan history for an exile of this
magnitude.
One of the first political decisions made by the Dalai Lama was to repudiate
the Seventeen-Point Agreement at a press conference once on Indian territory
in June 1959. The Dalai Lama insisted that the Tibetan delegation was “coerced
by threats” into signing away its sovereignty b ecause the Tibetan government
“never ratified the agreement” (1977, 5). The second significant political action
was the establishment of the Tibetan government-in-exile, now called the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA). Since then, the struggle for Tibet has been
represented by Tibetans living in exile under the leadership of the Dalai Lama.
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Political theorist and author Dawa Norbu explains that the P
 eople’s Liberation Army (PLA) in 1950 justified their “liberative” action with a “combination
of old historical claims, [a] new Marxist mission, and age-old security imperatives” (1998, 1). The justifications remain the same t oday: that Tibet has been an
integral part of China since the eighth century or since the Yuan dynasty in the
mid-thirteenth c entury, and that Tibet was liberated from serfdom under the
PRC.
Tibetans c ounter that Tibet has always been independent and that Sino-
Tibetan relations w
 ere no more than that of a patron and priest. The exile government claims that Chinese troops entered Tibetan territory in 1950 and
invaded a sovereign nation with its own language, culture, history, and religion.
Both Chinese and Tibetan historical arguments “ignore the fact that the very
idea of presenting one’s case in terms of sovereignty or exclusive national jurisdiction is a feature of modernity,” according to historian Dibyesh Anand (2006,
288). This modernity is one “where Western ideas have been more or less hegemonic” (288). Indeed, the British, who w
 ere the first to establish contact with
Tibet, described its status “in terms of typical Western political thinking and
international relations” (Chayet 2008, 23).
For Tibetan refugees, nation-building began within a dialectics of exile, which
Sophia McClennen explains in another context as reflecting two interdependent
historical changes in the latter part of the twentieth century: one, the diminishing value of nation-states and the revision of nationalism, and the other, the
postmodern casting of cultural identity and skepticism of master narratives
(2004, 4–5).1 Despite these changes, the Tibetan exile government has been able
to establish itself as the representative of the Tibetan people. And as such, the
exile polity is an example of how stateless peoples are adept at navigating novel
forms of relations with the state (Bloom, Tonkiss, Cole 2017, 3). I use the term
exile to emphasize the political and temporal reality within which the material,
social, cultural, and affective lifeworlds of Tibetans take place, even though the
continuing dispersal of Tibetans across the globe makes diaspora an equally relevant term. Exile also keeps the idea that the insecurity for Tibetans, regardless
of their political, social, and economic status as refugees, as citizens of different
nation-states, “illegal” noncitizens, or as denizens, is linked to the right to return
to Tibet.
Tibet, as produced and u nder practice by Tibetan refugees, is for the f uture.
Staged outside the territory of the homeland in postcolonial India, Tibetan
nationalism speaks anticipatorily for and about the discourse of postcolonial
nationalism. This is not to suggest there is one recognizable and imitable domain
of nationalism or anticolonial nationalism but to emphasize Tibet’s very partic
ular context of in-between-ness historically (a certain belatedness in the narrative of nations), geographically (a struggle outside the homeland), and temporally
(an exile that has now entered its sixth decade). Tibetan refugees are often cited
as a model for refugee organizations (French 1991, 200). This is in part b ecause
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Tibetans have been successful in reconstructing “their social, political and religious institutions in exile” (Choeden 2018). The cohesion among Tibetans, the
international goodwill the movement enjoys, and the longevity of the exile polity is commonly attributed to the leadership of the Dalai Lama, India’s benevolence as a receiving nation, as well as the “resilience of the Tibetan p eople” (French
1991, 200).
As refugees in India, Tibetans balance a precarious contradiction that they
might be overstaying their status as a guest in the host nation and be asked to
leave while simultaneously nourishing a dream of returning to Tibet. The first
generation of Tibetans who came from Tibet in the 1950s and 1960s w
 ere granted
official status as refugees by the Indian government. The protracted exile—the
community of approximately 128,994 p eople, according to a recent survey taken
by the Planning Commission of the CTA, is entering its third generation—also
means that Tibetans in exile today live with uneven access to citizenship, security, and mobility. Although recent changes in the Indian Citizenship Act
(Amendment) of 1986 make it possible for the second generation of Tibetan refugees born in India between January 26, 1950, and July 1, 1987, to acquire Indian
citizenship, the majority of first, second, and third generation Tibetans in India
and Nepal continue to be stateless.
Tibetans with official refugee status in India may travel outside the borders
if they obtain an identity card issued by the Indian government. In contrast,
Tibetans who escaped from Tibet a fter 1979 who are not granted official status
as refugees by the Indian government have restricted mobility and access to basic
needs. A similar comparison may be made between Tibetans living in the West
who are citizens of Western states and a growing number of t hose who are undocumented citizens with little access to mobility and a sense of belonging. This
shift in the demographics of erstwhile Tibetan refugees now turning into citizens or noncitizens of Western nation-states has altered the composition and
character of the exile community.
The position of the CTA remains important and unchallenged despite these
changes or perhaps precisely because of these changes. It provides a sense of
belonging and remains the nexus and symbol for Tibetans around the world of
the ongoing struggle for the right to nation. Both citizenship and noncitizenship are means to articulating the politics of dispossession in this struggle. For
example, Tibetans born in India who are eligible for Indian citizenship may
choose to keep their refugee status as a symbol of resistance, and Tibetans who
seek citizenship may find it offers more scope for political activism and mobility. Still, as Tibetans continue to move farther away from the Tibetan refugee
communities in India and Nepal, it becomes necessary to reassess what it means
to belong to a political community and what it means to belong to a community.
I approach questions on belonging by analyzing documents produced by
Tibetans in the first two decades of life in exile when questions of nation,
tradition, and home w
 ere of g reat necessity. The archive I draw from is full of
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innuendoes, repetitions, and rumors that often serve not to clarify as much as
they point to the difficulty of maintaining a linear narrative or truth about the
past. This archive of letters, posters, pamphlets, and articles is fragmented and
filled with gaps, as are the lives of its authors. Ultimately, in attempting to write
a part of the story about a Tibetan state-to-come, I am simultaneously asking
the questions, what constitutes a literary archive for a p eople who are dispossessed, and, in what way does the in-between-ness of their lives shape the sense
of belonging in the future nation?

Tibetan Refugee-Citizens
The Dalai Lama was clear in his address to Tibet Support Groups in Bonn in
1966 that the Tibetan government had a “history of three hundred years” and
that the exiled Tibetan government was “not a new creation” (Phuntso 2004,
135). This statement suggested that the condition of exile did not signify the
extinction of the Tibetan government u nder the rule of the Dalai Lamas.
Although the CTA is a continuation of an e arlier establishment, it is an altered
polity with new policies and a new historical course. For one, the Dalai Lama
could not rule as he had done in Tibet, since his subjects were refugees in India,
a democratic host nation. Under his leadership the exile government shed many
older traditions that conflicted with democratic principles, including the scope
of his own power.
The long 1960s were a foundational decade for the formation of an exile
Tibetan nation. This is when the CTA, with the help of the government of India
and international aid agencies, undertook the concurrent initiatives of rehabilitating the dispossessed Tibetans into temporary settlements, providing work for
the able-bodied, and educating the c hildren. This was also when the idea of
Tibetan history, the legality of status as refugees, and the duties and rights of
what I call refugee-citizens began to take shape. The term refugee-citizen acknowledges Tibetans as being a stateless p eople in India and Nepal, but also as belonging to a statelike political administration represented by the CTA. This refugee
political entity was able to consolidate u nder its authority the three Tibetan
regions of U-Tsang, Kham, and Amdo after several centuries of fragmentation.
Such a historical and political feat is noteworthy in thinking about the process
of nation-building and belonging u nder conditions of statelessness.
The CTA is a territory-less entity that does not enjoy formal recognition by
other sovereign state but, nevertheless, acts like a state (McConnell 2016, 2). One
of the ways that Tibetans belong to the Tibetan exile nation is by paying a modest voluntary contribution to the CTA. As proof of an annual contribution (chatrel), the CTA issues an identity document called the Green Book. As a result,
the Green Book is a symbol of Tibetan presence and of patriotism. The CTA’s
website describes the book as “the passport of the exiled Tibetans to claim their
rights from the CTA. Also in future it will become a base to claim Tibetan

104 • Tsering Wangmo Dhompa

citizenship” (Green Book). While this contribution is prefaced as being voluntary, it serves as a base for f uture Tibetan citizenship, and it is used to qualify
Tibetan refugees to access existing programs offered by the exile government,
such as health services, education, monastic education, voting rights, scholarships, and housing. The Green Book does not make Tibetan refugees rights-
bearing subjects beyond the Tibetan community, but it provides a sense of
belonging and vital services in India and Nepal. Not paying the “voluntary tax,”
however, disqualifies Tibetans from having a Green Book, which in turn disqualifies Tibetans from access to membership into the exile community and to the
above-mentioned benefits. Such individuals are doubly exiled and their condition of a limited belonging is an example of the danger of prescribing belonging in exile along the lines of a state. The doubly exiled, like the denizen
described by the editors of this book in their introduction, are orchestrated out
of a mode of excluding incorporation and, paradoxically, of incorporating
exclusion.
Thus, in adopting the nation-state form, the CTA is vulnerable to the contradictions of citizenship, which many scholars in this collection rightly point
out does not guarantee inclusion even within a fairly cohesive community. It is
this contradiction—the in-between-ness of the exile state and state—that interests me in thinking about forms of belonging in exile. As Tibetans move into
an as yet and perhaps even more uncertain future, it becomes important to ask
if the CTA can use its unique position to experiment with models other than
the statist form to imagine belonging in the next fifty years of exile.

First, Political Citizenship
Governments-in-exile are often defined as “opposition groups that struggle outside their home territories” with the intention to overthrow or replace the ruling entity in their home country (Shain 1991, 2). The CTA can be studied u nder
a category of governments-in-exile struggling from outside its home territory
against a “foreign invader to regain political independence or territory lost in a
war” (4). The Tibetan political movement in exile began as a twofold struggle:
the first to achieve full democratization of the Tibetan government-in-exile, and
second, the liberation of Tibet from Chinese occupation. In order to function
internationally, the CTA sought recognition from established nation-states. As
such, the CTA had to prove to them that under its leadership Tibetans were
united as a nation. It also had to gain acceptance and loyalty from all Tibetans
as their chosen representative (Frechette 2002, 177).
The CTA adopted two approaches to the different audiences. To the international audience, it based its claim over Tibet on the principles of self-
determination (Frechette 2002, 174). Th
 ese efforts did ultimately lead to
resolutions by the United Nations General Assembly in 1959, 1961, and 1975, for
example. To the Tibetans, the CTA referred to Tibet’s “mythico-historic past”
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(175) and prioritized unity. The exile administration focused on the idea that
Tibet “has always been its own country,” and that Tibetans were a unified people
since the beginning of Tibetan memory (175).
Until exile, Tibetans had mostly known premodern, feudal polities that
included traditional elites, enlightened reincarnate religious lamas, and chieftainships without what Marshall describes as “uniform collection of rights and
duties” (2009, 149). Duties and loyalties were local, particularly for the people
in the nomadic regions of Eastern Tibet. Thus, political citizenship was seen as
being critical to recently dispossessed Tibetans as it provided a way to make sense
of the losses they suffered and also gave a vocabulary for a future Tibet that prioritized Tibetan unity.
The relation between citizenship, subjecthood, and nationality as a l egal and
political practice varies by states, but as Bridget Anderson points out, subjecthood “designates allegiance, a personal link between a sovereign and a person,”
while nationality “asserts belonging” to an “imagined community of people” who
are thought to share history, language, religion, ethnicity, culture, or a combination of these (2013, 94). The imagined nation does not have “a sovereign or a state,”
while citizenship is a legal status of membership that “designates a legal relationship between an individual and a state” (94).
On February 3, 1960, the Dalai Lama met with sixty representatives of Tibetan
refugees from all three provinces of Tibet while he was on a pilgrimage to Bodh
Gaya, India, traditionally identified as the place where Buddha gained enlightenment. At this gathering, the representatives “pledged their continued efforts
to fight for Tibet’s freedom” (Avedon 1984, 81).2 The group consisted of spiritual
masters, leaders of social groups, and government employees, and they presented
long-life offerings (ten-shug) to the Dalai Lama. It was also at this event that the
representatives took the g reat oath (ngagen thumo che) to remain united (thunlam dhogtsa chikdrel) and to build total unity. The oath promised essentially to
“abandon disunity amongst diff erent regions of Tibet and schools of Buddhism
and forget personal enmity and unite as one and stand together solid like an iron
ball” (Gyari 2014).
For the recently dispossessed Tibetans coming from a variety of political formations in Tibet, membership in a political community took priority, but it was
through the Dalai Lama that Tibetans built relations between the individual and
the broader community. The Bodh Gaya oath is a spectacular commitment made
by Tibetan refugees to their political and spiritual leader based on gratitude,
faith, and duty. The representatives expressed their debt to the Dalai Lama for
helping Tibetans through the unimaginable sufferings of the loss of homeland
and for leading them into a new chapter of political and spiritual freedom. The
shared suffering became the basis of a new relationship that sought to transform
all Tibetans into equal subjects.
The event in Bodh Gaya was a commitment made to a leader whose term is
for life and who is deemed infallible. In taking this oath, Tibetans w
 ere also
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constituting a national culture whose foremost value was unquestioned loyalty
and indebtedness to the Dalai Lama. They were instituting a law of obedience
and moral code that regulated their individual religious life as the regulatory
feature of the entire Tibetan polity. That is to say, the political struggle for
Tibet is also interpretable as a spiritual struggle. As longtime Tibetan politician
Lodi Gyari observes, the people of that generation who took the oath made the
vow to the Dalai Lama’s personhood and not to the office of the head of state,
the people, or the nation of Tibet. A significant feature, then, of the Tibetan
polity in exile is that membership in the community is a relationship between
an individual and the exile government, but one exemplified foremost by allegiance to the sovereign.3 Thus, the question of sovereignty was not about the
nation or the people.
The religious oath concluded with an invocation to spiritual beings who served
as witnesses to solemnize the contract with the leader. The Tibetan people promised to obey in totality the dictates of a spiritual leader. Any dissent, even breaking a tiny part of the pledge, was to be adjudicated by the religious laws of
Buddhism as well as the secular laws of the host country (Juchen 2014, 343).
Accepting this traditional contract of unwavering loyalty, burden of debt, and
renouncement of dissent, the Dalai Lama initiated the new democratic system
for Tibet’s f uture polity.

Unity as a Tibetan Value
Writing on the borders between citizen and migrant and the formal and normative status of citizenship and immigration, Bridget Anderson makes a compelling case that modern states do not present themselves as peoples bound by
legal status alone, but as “a community of value” of p eople who share “common
ideals and (exemplary) patterns of behavior expressed through ethnicity, religion,
culture, or language—that is, its members have shared values” (2013, 2). The community of value is defined from the inside.
It is possible t oday, given the vantage point of time and distance from the precarity of the early years of exile life, to trace the ideological development of unity
as part of the necessary process of building an independence movement in exile,
and as reflective of the desire of ordinary Tibetan refugees to gain membership
into a reformed Tibetan nation to come. From the very beginning of his rule in
exile, the Dalai Lama urged Tibetans to unite and suggested unity’s value for
the following reasons: one, unity as a means to the cause of freedom; two, unity
as a mandated policy; and finally, unity against regionalism. This is outlined in
a manifesto called Five Aims of the Cholsum United Party (Migyul Gna) produced
in 1964 by the Tibetan United Association (TUA), the first Tibetan political
party formed in exile a fter 1959.
The manifesto explained that the success of a Tibetan democratic system was
contingent on the people’s unity and collective strength. It demanded: “Every
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Tibetan must work in unity—leaving aside differences in religious sects, regional
and their origins—with total dedication to remove temporary and long-term suffering of Tibetans” (TUA 2005, 173–174). Unity coalesced two ideas, to unite
against the common e nemy and to unite with the larger interest—in the 1960s
and 1970s this was identified as freedom—regardless of personal preferences or
profit. Unity was a duty as new refugee-citizens and it was a value that established
loyalty to the Tibetan past and desire for a democratic Tibetan future.
The friction between the goal of a future democratic Tibet and the importance of unity in the face of China’s takeover of Tibet also meant that those
Tibetan refugees in India and Nepal who viewed unity as an imposition, and not
as an invitation to belonging or inclusion in a capacious sense of democratic self-
rule, ran the risk of being labeled anti-Tibetan, pro-China, and traitor.
Unity and democracy continue to be the foundation for political conversations in the Tibetan diaspora. The history of democracy in the Tibetan exile polity is unlike the story of democracy elsewhere primarily b ecause democracy is
yoked to the Dalai Lama and not to any struggle initiated by the people. A majority of Tibetans view the Dalai Lama as the “architect,” as well as the “true
upholder” of democracy and democratic values (Brox 2016, 62). The contradiction that exists t oday, between the theory of democracy and the practice of
democracy, has a great deal to do with the tension between the value given to
unity in the 1960s and 1970s, which prioritized deference and tradition, and the
practice of democracy, which presupposes equality and perhaps an element of
ungovernability.
Despite these contradictions, the CTA remains one example of the ways in
which Tibetan refugee-citizens in the diaspora are able to maintain a sense of
political agency and participation even as the category of the refugee banishes
them to a “depoliticized humanitarian space” (Nyers 2006, xiii). Tibetans living in the refugee camps depend on the CTA, and Tibetans living outside of
India and Nepal who w
 ere born and raised in t hese settlements, and who have
never been to Tibet, continue to regard the CTA as their link to a f uture Tibet.
As an entity constructed in exile and responding to historical, social, and changing political conditions, the exile government offers a way to viewing states as a
construction. It also has the opportunity to reevaluate its own refugee citizenship’s exclusionary forms to be more inventive in imagining ways of being a
community.

Notes
1 Sophia McClennen suggests that exiles cast out from the nation a fter 1960 had to

become global citizens (2004, 4).

2 All translations in this chapter where mentioned are done by Bhuchung D. Sonam.
3 The Dalai Lama has referred to the oaths in his talk to exile officials. On Septem-

ber 9, 1960, the Dalai Lama tells officials that he does not have faith in the written
oaths: “What benefits have t hese ‘written oaths’ given? . . . I cannot give credit to
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t hese attractive documents, empty words and talks. I believe in facts and my
thought will remain the same in the f uture” (2011, 15).
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Part II

Labor and Precarity

7

Apartheid, Migrant Labor,
and Precarity in
Comparative Perspective
MARCEL PARET
Migrants are the light infantry of global
capitalism. Vast numbers vie with each
other for jobs. Most have to put up with
short-term contracts, with low wages and
few benefits. The process is systemic, not
accidental. The world is becoming full of
denizens.
—Guy Standing, The Precariat

In identifying the emergence of a new class of insecure workers—the precariat—
Guy Standing’s popular book The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class1 also
highlights the centrality of migrant labor to contemporary global capitalism.2
The analysis is especially useful because it addresses both the growing vulnerabilities of workers in general—including migrants and nonmigrants—and the
specific vulnerabilities of migrants. For Standing, the precariat are denizens, or
partial insiders with l imited rights, and migrants workers are prototypical.3 The
worldwide expansion of precarious labor regimes, defined by instability, low
wages, and few benefits, undermines the livelihood of the entire workforce. Yet
migrant workers frequently occupy the most vulnerable jobs, and their specific
113
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political vulnerabilities reinforce the political weakness of l abor in general. This
is evident, for example, when immigration enforcement processes undermine
workplace resistance and labor movements. Drawing on these ideas, I show how
the differentiation of workers, the political organization of space, and the regulation of h
 uman mobility reinforce the trend of growing insecurity for workers
across the globe.
To build on Standing’s analysis of mig rant l abor, it is necessary to address
three weaknesses. One weakness regards his approach to citizenship. For Standing, members of the precariat are losing various types of rights: the political right
to vote, the civil right to due process, the cultural right to deviate from majority
norms, the social right to state benefits, and the economic right to practice their
chosen occupation.4 While he acknowledges that migrant status contributes to
this degradation, he does not distinguish between citizenship as a legal status
and citizenship as an array of rights,5 nor does he systematically examine the relationships between these various dimensions. His analysis of the legal status-
precarity relation remains underdeveloped.
Second, Standing places greater emphasis on global convergence than he does
on cross-national variation.6 To be sure, Standing draws on examples from many
different countries and sometimes acknowledges the differences between them.
Yet his primary interest is to demonstrate the global expansion of the precariat.
He is less concerned with comparing and contrasting national or subnational
labor regimes. An important next step for research on the precariat is to develop
deeper analysis of the sources and experiences of precarity and, in turn, its variation across space and time. For migrant labor, this means paying attention to
varied articulations between formal l egal status and labor.
Third, Standing focuses on the inclusive and productive side of capitalism.
As he notes, “Labor instability is central to global capitalism. Multinational capital not only wants flexible insecure l abor but can also obtain it from any part of
the world.”7 He has less to say about the l abor power that capital does not want.
While Standing does acknowledge that members of the precariat frequently
experience “periods of unemployment or labor-force withdrawal,”8 he downplays
the extent to which contemporary global capitalism repels vast segments of
humanity. Scholars frequently refer to such groups as “surplus populations,”
defined as t hose who are superfluous to the requirements of capital accumulation.9 A thorough account of migrant l abor must address the increasingly apparent limits of l abor absorption and especially its unevenness across the globe.
This chapter addresses the three gaps by examining precarious labor within
different migrant l abor regimes. To establish a theoretical framework, I turn to
the mig rant labor regime that manifested u nder apartheid in South Africa.
People often remember apartheid as a system of racial segregation and domination, which it certainly was. Yet apartheid was also an elaborate regime of labor
control. Racial domination and labor exploitation went hand in hand. Through
analysis of this regime and especially its limits, I reveal two important dimensions
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of variation: a spatial dimension, regarding where states draw political boundaries
of inclusion and exclusion, and a labor dimension, regarding the extent to which
labor power within a given state is necessary or superfluous to capital. Analysis of
apartheid is especially valuable because it helps illuminate the dynamic interaction between the political and the economic.
Drawing on this theoretical foundation, I develop four case studies of migrant
labor regimes in the United States, China, South Africa, and Palestine/Israel.
Reflecting different combinations of spatial and labor dynamics, each regime
demonstrates a different manifestation of contemporary apartheid. In varied
ways, all four regimes also underscore the close connections between citizenship,
mobility, and precarity. At the core of apartheid, as I deploy the concept in this
chapter, is the way in which citizenship status and the regulation of mobility
combine to reproduce precarious l abor and precarious lives. Apartheid-based
migrant labor systems subject citizens and noncitizens to very different conditions. Th
 ose constituted as noncitizens frequently endure the greatest insecurities. Yet this attack reinforces a growing specter of precarity that haunts all
workers, regardless of citizenship status.

Apartheid and Its Limits
The National Party implemented apartheid after winning South Africa’s national
election in 1948. Comprised of a series of racially exclusive laws, apartheid modernized and extended colonialism and racial domination. While much of the
African continent experienced a wave of decolonization in the wake of World
War II, white settlers within South Africa perfected the racially exclusive features of colonial rule.10 As historian George Fredrickson notes, apartheid was
“the most comprehensive racist regime meant to be a permanent structure that
the world has ever seen.”11 The apartheid regime classified residents into four primary groups: 1) white, 2) native, African, or Black, 3) Indian or Asian, and 4)
Colored. While subjecting all nonwhite groups to exclusion and domination, the
state subjected Black African residents to the worst treatment.
Apartheid laws enacted a wide range of exclusions. Resembling the Jim Crow
system in the American South, “petty apartheid” ensured the segregation of daily
life such as restrooms, restaurants, public transportation, beaches and swimming
pools, and other public facilities. The Prohibition of Mixed Marriages Act (1949)
outlawed marriages between white and nonwhite residents. A wide array of
laws—Suppression of Communism Act (1950), Native Labor (Settlement of Disputes) Act (1953), Riotous Assemblies Act (1956), Unlawful Organizations Act
(1960), Sabotage Act (1962), Terrorism Act (1962), just to name a few—prevented
Black residents from joining political organizations and engaging in protests and
strikes. The Industrial Conciliation Act (1956) outlawed the l egal recognition of
trade u nions with racially mixed membership and reserved skilled jobs for white
workers.
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The apartheid regime permeated all aspects of social, political, and economic
life. One of its best-known features was the use of spatial organization as a form
of domination. Within the urban areas, the Group Areas Act (1950) mandated
the designation of specific residential areas for different racial groups to maintain racial segregation. The apartheid state relegated Black residents to the urban
periphery, while proclaiming the urban core as white space. At the same time,
the state prevented most Black residents from accessing urban areas at all.
Through “pass laws” and an increasingly centralized bureaucratic apparatus, the
apartheid state sought to contain Black urbanization by restricting urban residence to employed workers. Within the urban areas, Black residents had to carry
passes to justify the legality of their presence. The practice of “influx control”
transformed into a mechanism of police surveillance and the expulsion of Black
residents from the urban areas.
The apartheid state treated all Black residents as noncitizens. Yet it also made
a crucial distinction between two diff erent categories of noncitizens, which I have
referred to elsewhere as “noncitizen insiders” and “noncitizen outsiders.”12 The
former group included t hose with permanent residence rights within the urban
areas, granted under the Section 10 provision of the 1952 Urban Areas Act. The
latter group included those who did not have such Section 10 rights. Noncitizen
outsiders included both residents with temporary labor contracts, who had legal
temporary residence in the urban areas, and undocumented residents who “shot
straight” to the urban areas without permission. While noncitizen outsiders and
especially undocumented migrants w
 ere especially vulnerable to police harassment and expulsion, the state could remove any Black residents on a whim. The
Bantu Laws Amendment Act of 1964, for example, allowed for the removal of
Section 10 residents who did not have employment or housing.
Pass laws and influx control shaped the apartheid labor regime. In a classic
article, Wolpe argues that apartheid preserved a long-standing system of cheap
migrant labor.13 During the period prior to apartheid, from the 1870s to the 1930s,
this system rested on the articulation of two modes of production: a capitalist
mode of production in the urban areas, primarily the mining economy, and a
precapitalist mode of production in the rural areas, organized around agricultural and traditional “redistributive economies.” This system produced cheap
labor b ecause migrant workers, who circulated between the two economies, could
rely on rural subsistence production to supplement their low wages and provide
for family members.14 In the 1930 and 1940s, the system broke down. On the one
hand, declining agricultural production and growing inequality within the urban
areas undermined the economic basis of cheap labor. On the other hand, the
booming manufacturing sector and the emerging service sector attracted a stable workforce, characterized by permanent urban residence and limited ties to
the rural areas.15 These conditions underpinned growing poverty and popular
resistance within the urban areas.16
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For Wolpe, apartheid represented a “mechanism specific to South Africa” for
maintaining cheap labor under a situation in which rural economies increasingly
failed to reproduce workers and their families.17 Whereas the previous cheap
labor system rested heavily (if not exclusively) on economic articulation, the
apartheid cheap labor system rested primarily on political coercion. Heightened
repression of popular resistance thwarted opposition to the cheap labor system.18
The state’s strict regulation of movement, including the ability to remove “excess”
or “troublesome” workers from the urban areas, rendered migrant workers politi
cally vulnerable.19 Finally, the apartheid state implemented “indirect rule”
through tribal leaders in the rural areas—what Mamdani called “decentralized
despotism”20—to ensure “the political, social, economic and ideological enforcement of low levels of subsistence.”21
Wolpe’s intervention had a profound influence on understandings of South
Africa, the race-class relation, and systems of migrant l abor. He usefully points
to the dynamic interaction between, on the one hand, the economic lives of
migrant workers and their families, and on the other hand, the political constitution and policing of spatial boundaries. Building on Wolpe’s analysis, I propose to distinguish between a l abor dimension and a spatial dimension. Each
underscores a different form of variation. To unpack this variation, it is useful
to consider what happened to the cheap labor system that Wolpe described.
In terms of the l abor dimension, Wolpe’s analysis of rural decline and urbanization anticipates trends that continued apace in the four decades a fter he published his seminal article. With a backdrop of deepening rural poverty, the
apartheid state’s elimination of influx control in 1986 opened the floodgates. Yet
Wolpe paid less attention to the problem of unemployment. He was more concerned with specifying the sources of cheap labor. In a separate article, Wolpe
and co-author Martin Legassick identified the “homelands”—rural areas designated for Black residents—as containers for surplus populations that capital did
not need.22 Urbanization did not change this economic condition; it merely relocated surplus l abor. This raises a fundamental question for the characterization
of migrant labor systems: do migrant workers represent an exploited source of
cheap labor, as in Wolpe’s analysis, or do they represent the spatial relocation of
surplus populations?
In terms of the spatial dimension, Wolpe’s analysis of indirect rule anticipates
the apartheid state’s persistent attempts to denationalize Black residents. In his
analysis of deepening administrative control in the rural areas, Wolpe notes an
emerging ideological shift by state officials from notions of race and white
supremacy to ideas of ethnicity, difference, independence, self-determination,
and nation. The latter group of ideas became especially prevalent in the 1970s, as
the apartheid state sought to transform the homelands into ethnically defined and
sovereign nation-states. These states would follow the model of the three adjacent
ethnic states, Botswana, Swaziland, and Lesotho, which gained independence in
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the late 1960s. The Black Homeland Citizenship Act (1970) officially defined
Black residents as foreign nationals within urban South Africa, and made them
citizens of the homeland states. This attempt to justify the political and economic
exclusion of Black residents failed miserably. Popular opposition rejected it, and
the democratic transition integrated the homeland areas into the Republic of
South Africa. Yet this analysis raises a second fundamental question: does the
state constitute migrant workers as marginalized citizens, as in the initial treatment of Black residents under apartheid, or as foreign nationals, as the apartheid
state increasingly sought to do?
This theoretical foundation provides a useful framework for distinguishing
contemporary migrant l abor systems in the United States, China, South Africa,
and Palestine/Israel. Before turning to these regimes, however, it is necessary to
situate them within a global-historical context, with particular attention to the
transformations of the post–World War II period.

Postwar Social Formations
Contemporary migrant labor systems emerged within a global political economy
that scholars frequently refer to as “neoliberalism.”23 The defining characteristics of this political economy included an attack on collective institutions, such
as u nions and the welfare state, and an emphasis on markets, privatization, deregulation, and personal responsibility. Standing argues that this political economy underpinned the rise of the precariat.24 Yet precarious migrant labor did
not emerge out of nowhere. The globalization of precarity in the late twentieth
century interacted with specific national regimes to produce unique outcomes.25
It is important, therefore, to begin by examining the postwar social formations
that emerged prior to the neoliberal turn. During this e arlier period—what
Hobsbawm called the “golden age of capitalism”26—state intervention, full
employment, social welfare, and organized labor represented greater priorities,
even if they found uneven expression. I briefly discuss the different manifestations of this golden age capitalism within each of the four cases.
In the United States, the New Deal of the 1930s laid the foundation for a
socially protective political economy. New legislation protected l abor organizing,
set minimum wage and maximum working hours, and created insurance for the
elderly and the unemployed. In the wake of World War II, which decimated
much of Europe, the United States emerged as the hegemon of the global economy.27 As the American economy soared, unions and the welfare state helped to
ensure that a wide swath of society shared in the benefits of economic growth.
This system certainly had its limits. Even at the height of u nion density in 1955,
for example, union members only accounted for 35 percent of workers. Yet rising wages due to unionization likely benefited nonunion workers as well.
The Bracero program, which ushered Mexican workers into the United States
to work on farms and railways, represented a key exception to the pattern of social
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protection. Rather than u nionization and work-related benefits, braceros experienced coercive and short-term contracts, low wages, and abusive working conditions.28 Rather than inclusion, the state designated Mexican workers for segregation
and exploitation. Though very different, the contemporary U.S. migrant l abor system built upon this foundation, expanding the number of low-wage migrant workers and diffusing them throughout the economy.29
Whereas the United States embraced capitalism, in China, the Communist
Party, which rose to power in 1949, embraced state socialism. Beneath the ideological differences, however, China mirrored the American emphasis on social
protection and arguably took it much further. U
 nder the leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong, the Communist Party transformed private enterprises into
state-owned enterprises, and instituted a labor regime known as the “iron rice
bowl.” Organized around urban work units, this regime guaranteed state workers lifetime employment, and provided their families with housing, education,
and health care.30 Rural collectivization through P
 eople’s Communes enabled
the extraction of surplus for purposes of urban investment, but also provided for
agricultural infrastructure, education, and health care.31 These arrangements represented a socialist social contract between the state and the people, whether
urban workers or rural peasants.
The hukou household registration system provided a crucial foundation for
China’s socialist economy. Consolidated and updated with the Hukou Registration Regulation of 1958, the hukou system classified all Chinese citizens
according to locality. Passed from parents to children, one’s hukou status determined where they could access health care, education, housing, and food. If somebody left their designated area, they gave up access to state-provided goods. Like
the pass laws u nder apartheid in South Africa, state officials deployed the hukou
system to restrict urbanization. As in South Africa, the state also policed urban
boundaries, to g reat effect: “A rural resident that wandered into the city could
face police harassment, detention, and even deportation back to the countryside.
From its inception in 1958 u ntil the initiation of market reforms, the consequence
of the hukou was an almost complete demobilization of labor.”32 While market
reforms later created space for urbanization, the hukou system remained in place,
creating a foundation for the marginalization of migrant workers.
For Black workers, the apartheid regime in South Africa represented the
opposite of social protection. As for workers throughout much of the Global
South, rather than a capitalist (United States) or socialist (China) social contract,
they confronted violence, despotism, and repression.33 Apartheid better resembled the coercive and racialized exploitation of the American Bracero program
than it did the social protections of the American New Deal. Yet the apartheid
state did promote import-substitution industrialization, through high tariffs and
subsidies, and emphasized full employment and a robust welfare state for the
white minority. In this latter sense, the apartheid regime was consistent with
the rise of social protections in the immediate postwar period. Resembling the
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welfare states of the United States and Europe, white workers enjoyed certain
employment, u nionization, collective bargaining, public education, and health
care.34 In much of the West, Keynesian welfare states underpinned Fordist economies that combined mass production and mass consumption. Fordism in
South Africa took a perverse racial form, with cheap Black labor driving mass
production and white wealth driving mass consumption.35 Over time, the limited
consumer base and declining demand for low-skilled l abor contributed, among
many other factors, to apartheid’s demise.
A parallel racial Fordism developed within Palestine/Israel. In the late 1940s,
following the Nazi Holocaust, the Zionist movement took control of much of
Palestine and established the Israeli state. Ashkenazi Jews, of European descent,
controlled the state, the Histradut l abor federation, and the largest Israeli businesses. The Israeli state sought to uplift the Jewish people by promoting industrial development, full employment for Jewish workers, and welfare benefits for
Jewish families.36 This resembled how the apartheid state in South Africa sought
to uplift the white minority. The Israeli economy also relied on low-wage labor
provided by Mizrahi Jews and Palestinians, but not to the same extent as the
apartheid state relied on cheap Black l abor. This difference had an important
impact on subsequent social movements. Whereas a strong Black labor movement in South Africa provided an important backbone to the anti-apartheid liberation movement, a weaker reliance on Palestinian labor undermined the
Palestinian liberation movement.37 Indeed, whereas South Africa moved t oward
a formal democracy in the closing decade of the twentieth c entury, Palestinians
experienced a reconstruction of settler colonialism.38
These postwar social formations laid a foundation for subsequent mig rant
labor regimes, which built upon their institutional legacies. In the different cases,
the turn toward neoliberal capitalism aligned with varied forms of political
change: the extension of civil rights in the United States, new openings for migration in China, the dismantling of apartheid and democratization in South Africa,
and a new peace accord solidifying the Israeli occupation of Palestine. While these
political shifts often entailed new rights and opportunities, they also inscribed
new forms of labor domination that were consistent with global neoliberal capitalism. Building on the Wolpean framework developed above, the following two sections examine two different types of migrant labor regimes. Exploitation regimes,
prominent in the United States and China, revolved around the domination of
migrant workers, who w
 ere central to both economies. Conversely, in surplus
regimes, prominent in South Africa and Palestine/Israel, migrant labor was often
superfluous to the requirements of capital accumulation.

Exploitation Regimes
By the turn of the millennium, the United States and China represented two of
the largest economies in the world. While some predicted that China would
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displace the United States as the world economic power, the two countries
became increasingly entangled. China relied on the purchase of United States
Treasury bonds to manage the surplus generated by its export-oriented manufacturing economy, which in turn financed household consumption of imported
products in the United States.39 Migrant workers were central to both sides of this
symbiotic relationship, providing crucial low-wage labor. In both places, just as
under apartheid in South Africa, migrants’ political vulnerability underpinned
their exploitation at work. Yet the organization of borders differed between the
two cases. Whereas the migrant labor system in the United States reproduced
apartheid through policing of the international border, the Chinese system did so
by policing an internal border.

United States
The postwar era of social protection in the United States, built around u nions
and a welfare state, coincided with low levels of international migration. The tide
began to turn in the 1970s, with growing numbers of migrants from Latin America and Asia. Between 1970 and 2010, the size of the foreign-born population
more than quadrupled, jumping from 9.62 million to 39.96 million.40 The increase
stemmed partially from changing immigration law. Consistent with civil rights
reforms, the American government formally abolished racial restrictions on
immigration and instituted a new admissions system organized heavily around
family reunification. These changes created new legal openings, especially for
migrants from Asia, whom the state previously identified as racially unassimilable and ineligible for citizenship.41 Yet undocumented migration also increased,
especially from Mexico,42 signaling that growing migration was about more than
just the law.
Economic restructuring, and especially growing demand for low-wage labor,
underpinned growing migration. Through deregulation, casualization of employment relations, and a weakening of labor laws, the neoliberal turn created low-
wage jobs that many native-born workers were unwilling to take.43 Mig rant
workers increasingly provided cheap and flexible l abor for the low-wage service
sector and a “downgraded” manufacturing center.44 Nationwide, the proportion
of workers who w
 ere foreign-born increased from 5 percent in 1970 to 17 percent
in 2015. Yet mig rants concentrated in certain states and cities, which became
especially reliant on their l abor. In California, for example, by the 2000s about
one-third of the workforce and two-thirds of workers without a high school
diploma were foreign-born.45
The changing landscape of immigration law reinforced the political vulnerability of migrant workers, especially, but not only, undocumented workers. The
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 marked a key turning
point. IRCA provided legal residence rights to about three million undocumented migrants who w
 ere e ither previously employed in the agricultural sector or could prove continuous residence since 1982. At the same time, it placed
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new emphasis on border enforcement and made it illegal for employers to knowingly hire undocumented workers. During the 1990s, militarization and enhanced
enforcement—including massive blockades, additional personnel, high-tech sensors and lighting—turned the U.S.-Mexico border into a prominent spectacle,
reproducing the idea of migrants as “alien” outsiders.46 After 2001, immigration
enforcement increasingly turned toward the interior, subjecting migrants to
heightened surveillance and the threat of deportation.47
As I have shown elsewhere, the post-IRCA migrant l abor system in the United
States replicated the apartheid migrant l abor system in South Africa through a
triple process of differentiation, stabilization, and marginalization.48 First, the
state distinguished between noncitizen insiders with permanent residence rights
and noncitizen outsiders without them. In the United States, the latter included
a growing population of undocumented migrants. Second, the state secured the
long-term presence of a migrant population and thus the growth of the migrant
workforce. Third, the state constituted migrant workers as politically vulnerable and racialized outsiders who were subject to both the constant threat of
expulsion and exploitation at work. The first mechanism enabled the latter two.
Whereas noncitizen insiders—Section 10 residents u nder apartheid, legal permanent residents in the contemporary United States—secured the expansion of
the migrant workforce, the presence of noncitizen outsiders enabled police surveillance, marginalization, and exploitation.

China
In 1978, two years after the death of Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communist Party
decided to embark on significant economic reform. Ushering in a transition from
socialism to capitalism, the government welcomed private investment and foreign
capital, and stimulated competition between state-owned enterprises. While the
Communist Party continued to govern through largely authoritarian means, it
fostered a growing reliance on a market economy, as opposed to the previous command economy under Mao. David Harvey referred to the new situation as “neoliberalism with Chinese characteristics.”49 The hukou system of h
 ousehold registration
remained in place, but the state began to relax controls on movement, such as by
allowing residents to obtain temporary residence permits outside of their designated locality. While this still meant forsaking access to state-provided goods, the
emergent market economy provided an alternative means of livelihood.50
Like the apartheid state in South Africa, the Chinese state of the post-Mao
era sought to regulate migration in accordance with the demands of capital accumulation. Friedman argues that China’s approach to urbanization resembled
the infamous “just-in-time” (JIT) system developed by the Japanese car manufacturing company Toyota.51 Resembling the “lean” production of T
 oyota’s
assembly line, which organized the delivery of parts at just the right time and in
precisely the right amount, JIT urbanization aimed “to get the right kind of labor
power delivered, in the right quantity, and at the right time.”52 This involved
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reducing the buildup of surplus workers within the cities, which came with both
social reproduction costs and political costs associated with potential unrest.
Regulation of movement and residence relegated t hese costs to the rural areas.
JIT urbanization also segmented rural-to-urban migrants into diff erent categories, enabling flexibility in the labor market by preparing them for different forms
of work.
Just as in the United States, the Chinese state differentiated migrants into
varied categories of citizenship. Yet whereas the United States mig rant labor
system revolved around categories of national citizenship, in China the migrant
labor system relied predominantly on categories of urban citizenship. Swider distinguishes among three main types of migrants: permanent, special, and temporary.53 Parallel to naturalized citizens within the United States, permanent
migrants legally converted their hukou registration to their place of employment
and residence and became full urban citizens. In contrast, resembling what I
referred to above as noncitizen insiders, special migrants obtained a new hukou
status that enabled them to access some, but not all, public benefits. Th
 ese two
categories accounted for less than 20 percent of the total migrant population.
The vast majority of migrants entered the urban areas as temporary migrants
who did not have permanent urban residence rights. They were noncitizen outsiders. This group lacked access to public benefits such as health care, education,
housing subsidies, and unemployment insurance. Swider further distinguishes
between two subtypes of temporary migrants, registered and unregistered. Registered migrants obtained temporary legal residence within the urban areas,
which required proof of employment and housing within the city. In contrast,
resembling undocumented migrants in the United States, unregistered migrants
did not have a legal right to urban presence. This politically marginalized group
was especially vulnerable to police harassment, expulsion from the city, and precarious work without a written contract or benefits.54
The Chinese mig rant labor system bore an even closer resemblance to the
apartheid labor system in South Africa than its U.S. counterpart. First, as in
South Africa, the Chinese system revolved around an internal border, separating the rural and urban areas within a single country. Second, just as in South
Africa, a high proportion of Chinese migrants without legal permanent residence
in the urban areas—what I am referring to as noncitizen outsiders—did have
legal temporary residence, based on proof of employment and housing. This latter feature reflected the attempt by each state—the South African apartheid
state and the post-Mao Chinese state—to regulate urbanization in accordance
with labor demand. In contrast, within the post-IRCA United States, the proportion of migrants who derived l egal status through a temporary labor contract
was less than 5 percent. Such temporary labor contracts were prevalent, however,
during the previous era of the Bracero program.
The parallels between China’s contemporary migrant labor system and the
apartheid labor system were remarkable.55 In both places, the state used a
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passbook system and required rural migrants to obtain permission to enter the
urban areas. Both states prevented migrant workers from bringing their families
to the urban areas, created special housing for them, and required their periodic
repatriation to the rural areas. Finally, in both instances the regulation of movement enabled heavy policing, leading to “bribery, harassment, fines, and deportations to a rural area.”56 Why did China and South Africa converge on such
similar systems? Alexander and Chan point to four crucial factors: industrial
development with high demand for unskilled labor; high levels of urban/rural
inequality, generating a steady supply of rural labor; growth in urban unemployment, calling for the regulation of movement; and the existence of strong
state bureaucracies with the capacity to deliver such regulation.57

Surplus Regimes
In contrast to the United States and China, which experienced high demand for
low-wage migrant labor, South Africa and Palestine/Israel confronted a situation of having too much labor. In t hese instances, the state developed apartheid-
like systems of surveillance and control, not to constitute migrants as vulnerable
and exploitable workers, but rather to manage the reproduction of surplus l abor.

South Africa
Under pressure from growing domestic resistance, the apartheid state abolished
the practice of “influx control” in 1986, setting off a wave of urbanization that
persisted into the democratic period. The apartheid state lifted its previous ban
on Black immigration in the same year, though it continued to promote white
immigration. In one of its last legislative acts in 1991, the apartheid state passed
the restrictive Alien Control Act. Likewise, the Immigration Act of 2002 and
the subsequent 2004 amendment prioritized skilled migration and sought to prevent undocumented migration.58 The post-apartheid state thus maintained a
restrictive approach, emphasizing surveillance, border security, and the regulation of movement. The key difference, of course, was that the post-apartheid state
drew a sharp boundary around the international border, whereas the apartheid
state prioritized the internal boundary separating the white-dominated urban
areas from the rural Black “homelands.”
Even u nder apartheid, South Africa allowed temporary labor mig rants to
work on the mines and farms. In the post-apartheid period, however, international migration increased dramatically, especially from southern African countries such as Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Lesotho, and Malawi. Many entered the
country on temporary residence permits, such as visitor’s permits, while others
entered as asylum seekers or without authorization. By the early 2000s, more
than four million people w
 ere entering the country annually on visitor’s permits.59 Estimates put the undocumented population at between one million and
three million. In contrast, the post-apartheid government typically offered fewer
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than 10,000 permanent residence permits per year.60 As of 2011, the foreign-born
population stood at 2.2 million, or 4 percent of the total population, though this
count probably underestimates the number of undocumented migrants.61
International migrants in South Africa confronted a challenging economic
situation. The African National Congress—the historic liberation movement
and ruling party beginning in 1994—promised to provide a “better life for all.” Yet
the post-apartheid labor market created a significant obstacle. Unemployment,
which began to grow in the late apartheid period, expanded after 1994. The official
unemployment rate hovered around 25 percent of the workforce, while the
expanded rate including “discouraged work seekers” (those who gave up searching
for work) hovered around 35 percent. At the same time, jobs became increasingly
precarious as employers moved toward temporary, part-time, and subcontracted
arrangements.
Within this context, international migrants played a dual economic role.62 On
the one hand, they were more likely than their native-born counterparts to enter
precarious employment with poor working conditions. This resembled the situation of migrant workers in the United States. On the other hand, they were also
more likely to enter the informal sector. In the context of mass unemployment,
many international migrants sought to generate income on their own through
informal activity. In a study of business o wners in Gauteng province—South
Africa’s economic hub, and a premier mig rant destination on the African
continent—Peberdy found that nearly three-quarters (73 percent) of foreign-
born entrepreneurs operated in the informal sector, contrasting with only one-
third of their native-born counterparts.63
South African politicians and laypersons alike often treated international
migrants as a national threat. Processes of immigration enforcement, including
prevalent use of detention and deportation, reproduced the police state under
apartheid. As Landau notes: “Whereas the Apartheid state sustained an
onslaught on South African citizens’ residential rights, the post-Apartheid state
has employed similar techniques to alienate and isolate non-nationals.”64 Such
practices resembled the heavy-handed techniques of migration control deployed
by the United States. Unlike South Africa’s apartheid predecessor and the United
States, however, the main function of post-apartheid migration control was not
to constitute migrants as exploitable low-wage workers. It was, instead, to regulate their presence and reduce their formal economic participation in the context of an overcrowded l abor market.

Palestine/Israel
More than any other place in the contemporary world, the situation in Palestine/
Israel inspired commentators to draw parallels to apartheid South Africa.
Former United States president Jimmy Carter’s 2006 book Palestine: Peace Not
Apartheid helped to popularize the comparison. One South African who visited
Palestine/Israel in 2007 remarked, “I recognized it like you smell a r ose in one
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place, you smell it in another place. I d on’t know the facts, I d on’t know the
details, but this is apartheid.”65 The parallels stemmed from the way in which
the Israeli state established borders and regulated Palestinian movement. As a
highly racialized and spatialized form of domination, it looked and felt like apartheid South Africa.
In 1993, the year before South Africa’s official democratic transition, negotiations in Oslo between Israel and the Palestinian Liberation Organization
initiated a peace process aimed at resolving the ongoing conflict between the two
entities. In contrast to South Africa’s democratization, the Oslo Process reinforced the Israeli state’s settler colonial project and the formal subjugation of
Palestinian p eople. This project included further dispossession of Palestinian
land, the formation of new Israeli settlements, and the confinement of Palestinians within circumscribed geographic areas. The Israeli state built walls to distinguish Israeli and Palestinian areas, created roads to connect the Israeli
settlements, and introduced a regime of permits to regulate Palestinian movement into Israeli areas.
The post-Oslo regime in Palestine/Israel also reflected a process of neoliberal
economic restructuring, which included a growing emphasis on high-tech and
finance capital, weakening of l abor and the welfare state, deepening inequality,
and declining demand for low-wage labor.66 While Israel did require a certain
amount of low-wage mig rant l abor, it prioritized mig rant l abor from Europe,
Asia, and Africa over Palestinians. Resembling the situation of low-wage migrant
workers in the United States and elsewhere, foreign-born migrant workers experienced surveillance, hostile public announcements, physical abuse, and the
threat of deportation.67 Meanwhile, the Israeli state constituted Palestinians as
surplus labor. Confronting increasing difficulty in obtaining permits to work in
Israel, Palestinians suffered from growing unemployment and poverty.68
In addition to the regulation of movement through permits, the Israeli state
also resembled apartheid in its implementation of indirect rule. The Israeli occupation of Palestinian land divided the Palestinian population into two areas, the
Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip and the West Bank, governed by the Israeli state and
the Fatah-controlled Palestinian Authority (PA). Within the latter, the Oslo Pro
cess created three areas: Area A, controlled by the PA; Area B, controlled jointly by
the Israeli state and the PA; and Area C, controlled by the Israeli state. Forcibly
concentrated within Areas A and B, the Israeli state subjected the Palestinian population to rule by the PA, which served as an intermediary between them.
The areas of Palestinian settlement resembled the “homelands” in South
Africa, which the apartheid state constructed to contain surplus populations of
Black workers and their families. Whereas in South Africa, the apartheid-backed
tribal leadership helped to maintain order and contain opposition, in the occupied West Bank the PA played this role. Like the homeland areas of South Africa,
the Palestinian areas also contained the surplus populations of workers, which
remained superfluous to the requirements of Israeli capital. Unable to secure
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work permits within Israel, for most residents the only employment available was
construction work building new Israeli settlements in Area C, or working for
the PA to suppress Palestinian opposition in Areas A and B. Not only was such
work traumatizing, it also offered l ittle pay.69

Conclusion
In all four regimes, the reinforcement of borders, the assignment of legal statuses,
and the policing of human mobility underpinned the reproduction of precarity.
Using the lens of apartheid, the analysis above illuminates the varied ways in
which t hese processes unfolded within different national contexts. In doing so,
I demonstrated the political construction of labor markets. Through the organ
ization of space and the regulation of movement, states facilitated the stratification of workers into different positions—whether certain types of jobs or
unemployment—and s haped their experiences within those positions.
Each of the four regimes represented a different combination of spatial and
economic organization (Table 7.1). Like the apartheid regime in South Africa,
the migrant l abor regimes in China and Palestine/Israel emphasized internal borders within a single nation-state. In China, the hukou household registration
system preserved the separation of urban and rural areas, while in Palestine/
Israel, the Israeli occupation maintained the racialized segregation of Israeli
and Palestinian areas. Each regime reproduced different elements of apartheid.
Whereas the Chinese state reproduced the exploitation of migrant workers
through an apartheid-style pass system and the practice of influx control, the
Palestine/Israel regime reproduced the pattern of indirect rule by subjecting Palestinians to economic exclusion and governance by the Palestinian Authority.
Palestine/Israel represented what South Africa might have become, in the con
temporary period of declining labor demand, if apartheid had remained in place.
In contrast, governments in the United States and South Africa paid less
attention to internal borders. Consistent with a new global order of mass migration and border enforcement, they emphasized international borders through
practices of border enhancement, migrant surveillance, and deportation. Increasingly dependent on low-wage migrant l abor, the United States developed a system based on the exploitation of mig rant workers. Adapting the exploitation
system to the international context, the regulation of passports and green cards
Table 7.1

Migrant Labor Regimes
Exploitation regime
Surplus regime

International Border

National Border

United States
South Africa

China
Palestine/Israel
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in the United States resembled both China’s hukou system and South Africa’s
passbook system u nder apartheid. In contrast, with a growing l abor surplus, and
thus an inability to provide the “better life” that native-born residents expected
in the democratic era, South Africa did not have the same demand for low-wage
labor. While some international migrants did fill low-wage jobs, as in the United
States, surveillance and deportations aimed to limit migrant participation in an
overcrowded labor market.
This analysis suggests that apartheid lives on in varied ways across the globe.
Given the widespread condemnation of South African apartheid, linking con
temporary labor regimes to their apartheid predecessor helps to reveal their injustice. To what extent will these regimes produce vibrant oppositional social
movements, as did apartheid in South Africa? Thus far, the exploitation regimes
have provided more fertile ground for resistance than surplus regimes, at least
with respect to improving the situation of migrant workers. In China, migrant
workers were at the forefront of widespread worker protests, and in the United
States, migrant workers propelled a vibrant immigrant rights movement. In contrast, Palestinian movements stalled after the end of the Second Intifada in
2005, and in South Africa, anti-migrant xenophobic attacks w
 ere more prominent than pro-migrant movements.
These contrasts demonstrate the significance of a labor perspective for making sense of contemporary dynamics surrounding migration, citizenship, and precarity. They also reveal the political basis of precarious labor, which is far from
inevitable. If it was possible to undo apartheid in South Africa, it is possible to
create a more just world for migrant workers t oday.
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L abor Precarity,
Immigration, and the
Challenges of Accessing
Worker Rights
Evidence from California
SHANNON GLEESON

The global economy has become increasingly uncertain for low-wage workers in
the United States. The erosion of collective bargaining rights, the increased “flexibilization” of the employment relationship, and the booming unregulated gig
economy have all helped fuel worker precarity in the U.S. labor market.1 Even
for those workers who enjoy access to full-time employment in the United States,
fewer enjoy affordable health insurance, a pension, and other key benefits such
as paid sick leave and vacation. This proliferation of “bad jobs” is often ignored
as U.S. policymakers take credit for declining unemployment rates.2 As in the
United States, workers across the globe are facing similarly heightened levels of
economic insecurity, forming what British economist Guy Standing has dubbed
the new precariat.3 These workers have unstable work lives, have little to fall back
on given the severely eroded social safety net, and often live in debt. This widening inequality is maintained also by a global consumer base that requires—and
emerging technology that helps facilitate—an on-demand labor force with few
to no protections along the commodity and service supply chain.4
131
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Parallel to this economic and political shift has been an increase in migrant
l abor, which sociologist Saskia Sassen characterizes as one of many expulsions and
dislocations in the global social order.5 Immigrant workers in the United States
are 17.1 percent of the labor force.6 In the United States, a steady flow of immigrant l abor (largely from Latin America and Asia) fills many of the low-wage jobs
that have not been outsourced, especially in the service, construction, and agricultural sectors. Th
 ese jobs are often nonunion, minimum-wage, subcontracted,
and either part-time or piece-rate. Despite having lower unemployment, foreign-
born low-wage workers earn less and are concentrated in riskier occupations
that are “dirty, dangerous and difficult.”7 Employers covet the pliability and
extreme marginalization of immigrant l abor, while often pitting newer arrivals
against African Americans and older waves of immigrant workers.8 Undocumented workers are of particular concern in the United States given their unauthorized work status and deportability.
Scholars debate w
 hether the current era of labor precarity is distinctive, or
whether t here is a longer and deeper foundation to the long-standing insecurity
in living and working conditions across the world.9 Nevertheless, the irony of
the degradation of work in the United States is that it has occurred alongside a
historical boon in formal workplace protections for individuals. To be sure, key
U.S. laws such as the Fair Labor Standards Act, the Occupational Safety and
Health Act, the Civil Rights Act, and other benefits such as unemployment and
workers’ compensation did not exist a century ago.10 Today these federal minimums are also buttressed by a patchwork of parallel state and local legislation
intended to help regulate the market and hold employers accountable.
The vast majority of workers in the United States labor without the protection of a u nion and instead rely on t hese individualized rights that are enforced
by woefully underresourced federal, state, and local administrative bureaucracies.11 One of the most common violations t hese enforcement agencies aim to
combat is what interfaith labor activist Kim Bobo has dubbed the epidemic of
“wage theft.”12 At the federal level, the Department of L
 abor Wage and Hour
Division is entrusted with ensuring that workers are paid the minimum wage or
whatever they were promised, that they are given overtime, and that they have
access to meal and rest breaks. Similarly, the California L
 abor Commissioner—
with the help of twenty field offices across the state—provides a process for workers to file a claim if their wage and hour rights are violated. California has long led
the way in worker protections, which it extends without regard to immigration
status.13 This is critical given that undocumented workers are more likely to be the
target of abuse.14 To do anything e lse, t hese public servants often argue, is to jeopardize the fundamental claims-driven engine of their institution.15
To this end, this chapter seeks to understand the potential of legal protections
to address worker precarity in the United States, especially for undocumented
immigrant workers who share many of the same formal protections as do their
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native-born and documented counterparts. These protections in part blur the
illegalizing force of the border. But, by delving into the experiences of claimants
who have actually come forward to demand their rights, including the most vulnerable among them, I conclude that rights bureaucracies alone have limited
power to address the underlying forces that generate worker precarity. I describe
bureaucratic processes that implement worker protections, based on assumptions
of fairness through objective presentation of facts and technical expertise, which
ultimately can obscure the often far messier realities of low-wage work and worker
exploitation. Through an in-depth examination of three emblematic cases of
immigrant worker claims, I show how sanitized performances of equality in the
legal theater—run by well-intentioned officers and brokered by dedicated legal
advocates—often fall short and instead help incorporate low-wage immigrant
workers directly into the precarious workforce. As such, individual l egal protections, and the bureaucracies that implement them, are but one step in building
collective worker power.

Researching L abor Precarity and Rights Bureaucracies
My point of entry to this research is one of the most immigrant-and worker-
friendly policy contexts in the United States: Northern California. In this region,
state policies provide relatively stringent workplace regulations compared to federal law (such as double time a fter eight hours worked in a day and waiting time
penalties), while a dense civil society and pro bono legal aid community helps
guide low-wage workers through the bureaucratic labyrinth of filing a claim without regard to immigration status.16 In this context, the California Labor Commissioner (also known as the Department of Labor Standards Enforcement, or
DLSE) is a classic incorporative bureaucracy for immigrants. Though the federal Department of L
 abor Wage and Hour Division has jurisdiction all over the
country, the California DLSE is considered a friendlier bureaucracy that is more
easily distinguishable from the unpredictable immigration enforcement bureaucracy.17 California therefore provides a conservative test for understanding the
potential of the state to regulate the labor market, especially for marginalized
low-wage immigrant workers.
I focus on those workers who have initiated a DLSE claim with the help of a
pro bono legal advocate in order to understand the capacity of the state bureaucracy to mediate worker precarity. Attorneys are not required for workers to file
a claim with the California Labor Commissioner. Yet attorneys provide a range
of important services before and after the claim. They often begin by trying to
resolve the issue through a demand letter or phone call to the offending employer,
then they weigh their chances were their client to proceed to the Labor Commissioner. The initial goal of the California Labor Commissioner is to bring
employee (plaintiff) and employer (defendant) together to reach a resolution. If
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this process is unsuccessful, an administrative hearing is set, where the facts of
the case are presented, each party is given equal chance to present their side, witnesses may weigh in, and a hearing officer finally presents their final judgment.
Throughout the course of my research from 2008 to 2014, I worked closely
with a series of pro bono legal advocates in the San Francisco Bay Area dedicated
to fighting for the rights of low-wage workers, many of them undocumented
immigrants. My data include a survey of 450 claimants who sought help through
workers’ rights clinics in San Francisco, Oakland, and San Jose, all cities known
for being on the vanguard of progressive immigration and labor policy.18 I followed up t hese initial surveys with interviews with eighty-nine respondents
where we discussed their experiences throughout the life of their claim. Additionally, I volunteered as a l egal interviewer over the course of five years at a l egal
aid clinic on the Central Coast, and was allowed to shadow attorneys and their
clients at Labor Commissioner hearings.
I present on my insights from t hese data below, with a focus on three exemplary wage theft cases that highlight the experiences of low-wage immigrant
workers attempting to mobilize their rights u nder California law. I start with a
landscaper misclassified as an independent contractor and owed thousands, then
turn to a subcontracted janitor fighting an evasive employer, and finally three
construction workers whose scant trail of evidence does not come close to what
the bureaucracy demands for victory. For each I find that neutral state actors and
the objective evidence they demand are a far cry from the chaos created by their
precarious work. I conclude that the solution is not only to reform the law but
to also look beyond the tools of the law to build worker power.

Findings
Case 1—Attempting to Settle When the Other Party Refuses
One fall afternoon in 2013, I joined a legal aid attorney who, along with his interpreter, accompanied his client into an initial settlement conference at the California Labor Commissioner.19 His client Ignacio, a middle-aged man from
Mexico, wore a sharp outfit of jeans, a long-sleeved button-up shirt u nder a leather
vest, and pointed cowboy boots that did little to betray his day job on a landscaping crew. Ignacio’s claim was s imple: his boss routinely failed to pay him for
his full hours worked and had not paid him nearly $80,000 in wages and penalties. The owner of the landscaping crew—a middle-aged Filipino man—arrived
in a Hawaiian shirt, accompanied by his wife and l awyer.
The officer commenced the settlement conference by clarifying that the purpose of the convening would be twofold. First, the officer would clarify the facts
of the claim and confirm w
 hether this grievance fell within the agency’s jurisdiction. The second goal was to attempt a settlement or refer the case to a hearing where evidence could be presented before a L
 abor Commissioner officer at a
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l ater date. The parties came together in a stark room flanked by a chalkboard on
one end, the U.S. and California flags across the front. The L
 abor Commissioner
officer sat between the parties at the mostly empty desk, next to a computer and
a recording device.
The officer began the settlement conference by questioning the worker with
the mundane, verifying the dates of work and pay rates and scheduling. Ignacio
was asked to reconstruct his schedule from memory, over a period of about three
years, working ten hours a day, six days a week. Based on the informal verbal
agreement with the owner, he argued, he earned a mere $1,120 every two weeks,
with no overtime and inconsistent breaks.
The owner’s l awyer retorted that their records showed a diff erent story, handing over a spreadsheet. The worker, the owner argued, had actually started as an
independent contractor, not an employee. This would exclude Ignacio from basic
wage and hour laws, in exchange for his own independence and autonomy over
his day and the route, which surely he valued. Ignacio’s attorney contested the
classification. Far from a self-employed contractor, he did not even have an inde
pendent business license, and his client was wholly beholden to the rules and
regulations of this workplace. The owner provided the equipment, profit from
jobs went to his core business, and he had no other clients outside this job. However, the employer’s lawyer responded, Ignacio was f ree to do his job however he
chose and could leave as soon as he was done with no impact on his pay. He was
also f ree to bring on additional help as needed (at his own expense). While Ignacio was expected to take lunch during his 6:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. shift, he was
not monitored. In fact, the employer emphasized, when he would drive by the
job sites, he would regularly see Ignacio’s work crew eating lunch, and other workers would surely testify that they took their lunch too.
Speaking through a translator, Ignacio scoffed at the notion that he could
come and go as he pleased, “Era orden del patrón, que tuvimos que terminar!”
(“The boss demanded that we had to finish!”) Ignacio instead claimed that he
regularly worked up to eleven hours a day, often missing meal and rest breaks.
The Labor Commissioner officer intervened to demand a clarification: “So essentially you were in charge, so nobody told you that you couldn’t take breaks?”
Ignacio replied, indignant, that if he took breaks, there was no way he could finish the work he was assigned, that he could only eat while driving. Some days he
would start in San Jose and drive as far east as Walnut Creek, then south to Salinas, then back again to San Jose—a distance covering nearly a hundred miles.
To be sure, his assignments took him far longer than the nine-hour days the
employer claimed. “Si hubiera una hora fija, pues sería ya vayamos! Terminamos!”
(“If t here was a set hour [to go home], we would be gone. We’d be done!”)
Seeing the disparity in facts, the officer paused the conference to speak with
each party privately. As we waited for them to debrief the employer, the attorney
asked Ignacio who the employer might have retained as a witness. Befuddled, he

136 • Shannon Gleeson

replied, “No te puedo decir, como era mucho trabajo, siempre quitaban.” (“I really
couldn’t tell you. Since there was so much work, they would often simply quit.”)
The law clinic could of course subpoena the employer’s records, but it was
unclear if it would be worth it. At least the employer’s attorney seemed to be
“reasonable,” Ignacio’s attorney noted with some relief.
To complicate m
 atters, the employer exclusively paid in cash—an industry
norm. He even showed up with receipts in hand (which he only sometimes provided his workers), and the truth was that Ignacio had nothing concrete to contest them. Weighing their options, his attorney explained that if they did not
settle today, they would have to go to a hearing conference and take their chances.
When the L
 abor Commissioner officer returned to the t able, he announced that
the employer did not offer a settlement. It was still not clear what the hourly rate
was or should be, but the employer assured them that it was far beyond Ignacio’s
regular and overtime pay. Further, lacking any proof, Ignacio’s missed meal and
rest breaks would be w
 ater u nder the bridge.
Given the lack of evidence, the L
 abor Commissioner officer wondered if Ignacio wanted to put an amount on the table. The official demand of about $79,000
included statutory penalties that were also a very long shot and beyond what the
employer would agree to amicably. Frustrated, Ignacio’s attorney primed him for
a number. “$50,000,” his client finally responded. Resigned and feeling defeated,
he admitted, “Como dice ella, es difícil probar.” (Like she [the Labor Commissioner officer] said, it’s difficult to prove.”) Ignacio’s attorney split the difference
and suggested $60,000, miffed at the employer’s refusal to respond to their initial demand letter and unwillingness to now negotiate at all. Ignacio, also visibly frustrated, explained, “Sinceramente, no me gustan mucho las cortes, pero si
ellos no hacen una buena oferta, vamanos.” (“I r eally d on’t like courts, but if they
don’t make us a good offer, let’s go.”) The L
 abor Commissioner officer then took
this mediated settlement back to the employer in the other room, and quickly
returned to announce that a settlement was “probably not within the realm of
possibilities.” They would indeed have to start over at a hearing.
Faced with this daunting task, Ignacio’s attorney immediately assured that
they were in fact willing to come down a bit. The officer, also cognizant of the
limits of the bureaucracy they were entrusted to steer, affirmed, “You could go
to hearing, get a judgment for full amount, but how realistic w
 ill they be to pay?”
Now resolved to fight, Ignacio responded with conviction, “Nos esperamos.”
(“We’ll wait.”) The hearing date could be months off once the bureaucracy was
able to finally get it calendared. In the meantime, the worker’s attorney would
draw up another demand letter, again citing the l abor code, with which the own
er’s attorney seemed to be puzzlingly unfamiliar.
The officer—the state’s officially neutral arbiter—encouraged them to be
patient and perhaps reconsider their options: “We’ll move to a hearing, but in
the meantime, maybe you can come to an agreement. Could be five or six months,
perhaps a little longer.”
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Case 2—Resolving to Fight While Employer Stalls
While Ignacio’s lawyer had chosen to engage, in many other cases employers just
evaded the process altogether, knowing that the ability of the state to force them
into compliance was minimal to nonexistent. When a settlement conference
fails, a hearing is called to assess conflicting accounts and as much evidence as
the two parties can muster. The performative aspect of the hearing could be
empowering for some and demoralizing for many o thers. Emotions in L
 abor
Commissioner hearings can often run high, as the issue at hand is typically only
the tip of the iceberg for a much more complicated (and often multijurisdictional) set of workplace abuses. These concerns frequently go far beyond what
Labor Commissioners officers can remedy, and in any case they are too hard to
prove at the hearing.
Such was the case for Clarisa, who settled on a wage and hour claim as her
best vehicle for addressing the workplace abuse to which she was constantly subjected. Like others, the California Labor Commissioner’s Office seemed a reasonable place to seek at least some restitution, and required far fewer resources
than the more daunting discrimination and occupational safety bureaucracies.20
As her only tool to confront her employer, Clarisa’s wage claim became the symbolic manifestation of so much e lse she had had to endure on the job.
I arrived at the Labor Commissioner’s modest offices in Salinas to translate
for Clarisa and her newly hired pro bono attorney. 21 She had taken the bus from
Watsonville at 10:30 a.m. in order to make it to her 1:00 p.m. appointment time
(a trip that would have taken only half an hour by car). Her car had broken down.
Fired from her low-wage job at a cleaning company, which was subcontracted to
clean a range of businesses throughout the city, Clarisa was in no position to pay
for car repairs.
Clarisa had multiple grievances against her employer, a subcontractor with a
night crew that regularly worked in various commercial locations. Clarisa would
routinely work alone on jobs, often through the night. She worked twelve-hour
shifts but was never paid for more than eight hours. She sporadically took meal
and rest breaks when she could squeeze them in, but the pace required to get the
job done meant that it was impractical to do so.
Clarisa’s supervisor was a heavy-handed man. She was often the target of his
verbal abuse, and her complaints about physical safety on the job were ignored.
On several occasions, Clarisa was followed by armed robbers as she left the bank
she cleaned in a rough part of town, and on more than one occasion she had to
request police escort home. As a safety precaution, her daughter had started coming to work with her. Embarassed, Clarisa reassured, “Simplemente me acompañaba.” (“She just kept me company.”) With no regard for Clarisa’s safety, her
supervisor would also routinely instruct Clarisa to clean around h
 azards, such
as a broken pipe she once encountered cordoned off in the bathroom. When she
refused to finish cleaning that night as instructed, she was fired.
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Low pay and unsafe conditions, and the indignant posture of her employer,
 ere a common experience in the subcontracted janitorial industry. Clarisa was
w
therefore initially reluctant to raise a fuss. Yet, after she was fired, and with little
else to lose, she resolved to fight, focusing on the one concrete claim she felt she
could win: wage theft.
Independent and resourceful, Clarisa sought help from the nearby workers’
rights clinic to file a claim at the L
 abor Commissioner. When her attempts to
settle the claim stalled (much like Ignacio’s), Clarisa proceeded to a hearing. It
was at that point that she learned that the issue of wage theft was so pervasive in
this company that they had previously settled a class-action lawsuit, to which she
was technically party. An opt-out letter had apparently arrived in the mail,
according to the mysterious company representative who attended the hearing
that afternoon. Clarisa had never met this individual and had no recollection of
receiving any letter. As long as she was party to this suit, the company argued,
she was precluded from bringing any individual claim.
Just as confused as she was, the L
 abor Commissioner officer attempted to conference call the human resources department for her company, which was listed
as located in Los Angeles, hundreds of miles away. Clarisa seemed surprised that
there even was a h
 uman resources department whose job it was to field complaints
such as hers. Had she known, she insists, she would have complained to them.
Instead, all she ever knew were the futile encounters with her supervisor. With
too much uncertainty about the facts of the case to proceed, the hearing officer
simply issued a continuance, and the three of us had little choice but to head
home. The pro bono attorney promised to investigate the supposed class-action
case (imploring Clarisa to sift through her mail, which admittedly could be sporadic given her insecure housing). The goal was to track down proof that the original demand letter was indeed sent to her employer, and then attempt to contact
one of three mysterious attorneys the company has retained who were on file.
On the r ide back, Clarisa acknowledged that her family, friends, and coworkers had all told her to drop the claim long ago and find another job: “Temen que
algo me va pasar.” (“They’re afraid something will happen to me.”) But for the
moment she seems determined to fight her case. As we said our goodbyes, Clarisa
talked about her desire to go back to school, maybe even study to become a nurse
and go back to caregiving. Knowing that another employer will not give her time
off to fight her case, Clarisa has delayed her search for a new job u ntil she can
settle her case. In the meantime, she admits, she has no money and was facing
down an eviction. She planned to head into Santa Cruz the next day (another
long bus ride from Watsonville) to see about rental assistance. Her wage theft
claim would become yet another bureaucracy to b attle.

Case 3—Establishing a Case before the “Neutral” State
While Clarisa’s case illustrates the legal contours of worker precarity, the third
case I will discuss here illustrates the limited reach of the state bureaucracy. In
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all hearings, the ability to document and assess the facts of the case, treat each
party equitably, consider an objective body of evidence, and rule accordingly on
a narrow claim are the standards for success. Yet, these aspirations often collide
with the complex reality that low-wage workers routinely experience on the
ground.
Such was the case for three immigrant construction workers from Mexico,
Oscar, Joaquín, and Lucio, who came before the Labor Commissioner to argue
their claim for unpaid wages. 22 The three painters arrived equipped with a dedicated but young and overworked pro bono attorney. Their shared job experience
seemed to be what brought t hese workers together but not much e lse. Their boss
had stopped paying them and disappeared. The Labor Commissioner’s Office
sent three notices (representing all three cases) by both regular and certified mail
to the forwarding address from the official company post office box several towns
away. The notices sent via certified mail w
 ere returned undelivered. Since the first-
class mail was not, the hearing officer assumed the defendant received notice
and decided to proceed anyway.
As the hearing got under way, the hearing officer began to ask a range of pointed
questions in rapid succession. Oscar, Joaquín, and Lucio had all worked with the
company for several years. None had filled out a formal application or signed a contract, and all had similarly entered into a verbal agreement with the owner. Each
was requesting a combination of unpaid wages and missed rest break penalties,
with claim totals ranging from $2,000 for Oscar to over $30,000 for Lucio.
The hearing officer started by confirming the identities of the men. Oscar clarified that he used his b rother’s official identity for work, a common practice for
undocumented workers. This detail was irrelevant to her professional mandate,
the officer clarified. She then proceeded to confirm the facts of the labor claim
(“Mr. X, is this your complaint and is this true?”) and followed up with a series
of details about the job: “Were you an employee of [this company]? Who hired
you? When did you first work t here? When w
 ere you paid? W
 ere they keeping
records? Did you keep your own records?” Their Spanish language interpreter
did her best to keep up but was struggling to translate e very nuance in both directions. The hearing officer was bilingual, which I had confirmed in previous
interactions, but the trio of men certainly was not.
Oscar, Joaquín, and Lucio struggled to remember key details the hearing officer requested, such as specific dates: the exact day they started their job, when
they quit, when they called demanding their wages. In the beginning, the owner
paid on a regular basis without a hitch, e very two weeks on a Friday. However,
eventually payments w
 ere delayed. The foreman, to whom they submitted time
cards on a regular basis, was in charge of record-keeping. The Labor Commissioner had formally requested these records but received no response. The workers varied in their own record-keeping. Oscar had no backups, while Joaquín kept
copies of each of his time cards. Lucio meticulously tracked his hours on a personal calendar and kept copies of all his time cards and check stubs.
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Unhappy with their stagnant wages, the men had started at various points to
demand more. Oscar had successfully convinced his boss to agree to a $1 raise
(to $10), and it was not u ntil he threatened to quit that it went up again to $12.
However, given that it was only a verbal agreement, and that he was paid in cash
from that point forward, it would be hard to prove the conversation ever tran
spired. Joaquín had managed to get up to $11 but continued to be underpaid the
full hours he was owed. Lucio—with the longest tenure at this small company—
had always earned a steady $20 an hour. He had negotiated the higher rate in
part because he took on the additional responsibility of preparing the truck in
the morning and directing the others.
When payments s topped for the final time, the three workers formed some
solidarity and resolved to call the boss and quit. It was not the first time this had
happened, but they had finally decided enough was enough: “Cuando fallaba de
pagarnos, si no nos ponía a la pareja, no íbamos a regresar, y no lo hicimos hasta ese
día.” (“When he s topped paying us, u nless he squared up, we w
 eren’t g oing to
return, and we h
 aven’t until this day.”) The hearing officer pressed the workers
to clarify whether they had given the boss seventy-two hours’ notice—she needed
to know the exact day and was looking for consistency in their fact pattern. They
all struggled to remember exactly when they s topped working, which would be
consequential for any waiting penalties they could garner. For sure, they had quit
on a Friday, they recalled. Yet, they disagreed on when they had lodged their
demand for payment—a detail consequential for the proceedings to continue.
Frustrated, one worker responded, “Nunca pensábamos si era el 10 o 15 del mes.
Solamente decíamos que no nos había pagado lo que nos prometía.” (“We never
wondered, is it the 10th or 15th of the month. We just would complain that he
hadn’t paid us what he promised weekly.”) With nothing left to lose—“Ni lo pensamos” (“We didn’t even think about it”)—they quit.
Over the years when they had pressed the owner for an explanation for his
regular lapses in pay, he simply said he did not have the money. Puzzled by his
regular vacations and travel, they struggled to square the owner’s claims of destitution to the life of luxury he bragged about leading. Meanwhile, the small crew
would arrive at work, between 6 and 6:30 a.m., drive sometimes an hour and a
half away to San Jose from the Salinas Valley, with no compensation for travel,
and for a minimum total of twelve hours a day. Per their boss’s o rders, they regularly claimed only nine hours of pay. Lucio explained, “Yo me conformía con la
media hora para empacar y desempacar la camioneta, como yo no manejaba.” (“I
was fine with the half hour to pack and unpack the truck, since I didn’t drive.”)
Yes, they assured the hearing officer, it was implicitly mandatory that they ride
together.
While the men were afforded their thirty-minute lunch periods, they were
never prompted, and implicitly not allowed, the state-mandated ten-minute
breaks a fter five hours worked. Like Ignacio above, this seemed a far lower
priority than the hours and hours they had worked without pay. When the
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hearing officer pressed whether the workers affirmatively asked for their break,
they replied frankly, “No, la verdad, a mi no me importaba la break. Lo que
quería es que me pagaba las horas.” (“Truth be told, I d idn’t care about the break.
What I wanted was for my hours to get paid.”) The hearing officer pressed, “Did
you ever complain about your lack of breaks?” “No,” they all conceded. The
hearing officer continued to press, “So you’re painting, spraying, all day? Preparing equipment?” Exasperated, the three explained, “Hay muchas cosas que
hacer, recoger la basura, empacar la camioneta . . .” (“There’s a lot to do, pick up
trash, pack the truck . . .”) It seemed surreal to be describing the back-breaking
nature of construction work in this orderly hearing room, far detached from
that on-the-ground reality.
Finally, the impatient hearing officer interrupted, “So if you had asked [the
foreman] for a break . . .” Oscar clarified, “No era la decisión de él, tuviera que
pedirle al patrón.” (“It wasn’t his decision, we would have had to ask the boss [who
was not on site].”) The officer continued, “So why did you do it for lunch? Was
it just up to you?” Joaquín insisted, “Eso es natural, todos necesitamos comer . . . 
solo sabías que era el medio día y era tiempo para comer.” (“That’s natural, we all
need to eat . . . we all knew that at noon it was time to eat.”) “But was there any
time you w
 ere authorized to take a break?” the officer continued, pointing out
the possibility that perhaps the workers had simply failed to ask. “Nunca me dijo
nada, muchas veces se enojó si almorzábamos temprano.” (“He never said anything
to me, he would often just get mad if we ate early.”) Like Clarisa, after a while
the workers did not even bother asking their boss for rest breaks, assuming the
same outcome.
Throughout the hearing, the sympathetic officer continued her quest to establish the key details that could confirm that t here actually was a violation. The
few pay stubs available would create the weak foundation for the claim, with
workers clarifying which checks bounced for lack of funds. (A fter apologizing
for the oversight, the boss would routinely bring the cash to the worker’s h
 ouse,
before he ultimately disappeared.) The workers’ l awyer eventually negotiated payment for a limited number of rest periods based on available documentation.
The workers left the hearing to await the officer’s final judgment in two weeks’
time, which the lawyer later confirmed in practice would likely be more like a
month. They later learned that the contractor had lost his license and was operating under a diff erent name. This meant that even if they w
 ere to receive a favorable judgment, their realistic chances of ever seeing any actual monetary
restitution seemed slim to none.

Conclusion
Taken together, these stories are emblematic of the reality facing low-wage immigrant workers in California, one of the strongest and most immigrant-friendly
states in the country. They reveal a contradictory reality where the state’s
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commitment to the fidelity of the law collides with the often chaotic experiences of the low-wage immigrant workers whom they intend to protect. Despite
the best of circumstances, and a state l abor code that offered restitution with no
regard to their immigration status, t hese immigrant workers’ chances at meaningful restitution were tenuous at best.
Relatively few workers ever come forward to make claims on their rights, yet
for those who do, these three cases reveal that the system of individualized rights
is limited in its reach.
First, while we typically consider low-wage and unskilled immigrant workers as informal and in the shadows, Ignacio, Clarisa, and the painting crew all
perform common jobs in the unregulated but formal economy. The rights
afforded to them u nder the law in fact legitimize this precarity, and do l ittle to
nothing to create forms of mobility out of these conditions. This has never been
the goal of wage and hour protections, and these cases reveal a recurrent pattern
of worker exploitation that legal claims alone will never address. Marginal workers like those presented here struggle to meet the burden of proof necessary to
establish their case, even with the help of a strident legal advocate. The chances
of emerging victorious against an employer—and full restitutions—are slim.
Their next job will almost certainly present similar conditions.
Second, efforts to ensure a firewall between the coercive and benevolent arms
of the state are very much needed. California’s refusal to allow immigration
enforcement to drive its labor code is imperative. However, it is also critical to
remember that this disaggregation alone w
 ill not emancipate workers from the
precarious conditions they face. The creation of “status-blind” rights bureaucracies such as the California L
 abor Commissioner simply means that individual
workers are now more equally subject to an inadequate rights bureaucracy. Refusing to be complicit with immigration enforcement—an increasingly important
stance for agencies—alone cannot strip away immigrant worker precarity u nder
capitalist labor relations.
Finally, these rights bureaucracy proceedings make clear that the state’s capacity to work as neutral arbiter is spectacle at best, however well intended. In the
battle between employers’ race to the bottom and workers’ fight to retain some
power over their labor conditions, state rights bureaucracies are not level playing fields. The testimonies of these workers reveal that the individual rights
regime is inadequate to remedy a labor market where violations are endemic.
Thus, while the law is a critical tool, it alone cannot move the needle on precarious work.
Workplace protections have been hard fought by labor advocates. Yet the
result is a system driven almost entirely by individual worker claims, standardized evidence, and the testimony of aggrieved workers. Success in this arena is
hard won for the few who can afford to come forward and who often return to
labor precariously u nder advanced capitalism. Therefore, by focusing only on how
the formal workers’ rights regime has incorporated noncitizen workers, we stall

Labor Precarity, Immigration, and the Challenges of Accessing Worker Right • 143

an even more pressing discussion about how the state legitimizes their labor
exploitation. The result is a critical—though not emancipatory—theater that
gives voice to workers to air their grievance and offers employers the chance at a
seemingly fair rebuttal and redemption.
In transplanting the messy reality of precarious work into a sterile administrative environment governed by objective reason and logic, this benevolent (and
exceedingly well-intentioned) arm of the state also legitimizes the forces that
shape labor precarity. It is thus our job as l abor and immigration scholars to push
the conversation further beyond the need for bureaucratic reform. We must
instead ask w
 hether and how solidaristic moments of worker resistance are pos
sible and can forge a justice-oriented way forward beyond the bureaucracy.
Taken together, this chapter highlights the nexus among mobility, precarity,
and (non)citizenship. L
 egal protections for workers serve as vital lifelines but are
not designed to help move claimants out of the precarious workforce. An at-will
employment reality endures for the vast majority of U.S. workers, citizens and
noncitizens alike. Legal protections for workers—and strong systems to enforce
them—are to be celebrated and fought for as countless wage theft coa litions
across the country have done, though they are only a stepping stone to greater
working-class liberation across borders.
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Negotiating Indenture
Migrant Domestic Work and
Temporary L abor Migration
in Singapore
RHACEL SALAZAR PARREÑAS AND
KRITTIYA KANTACHOTE

On December 12, 2017, the online news website The Independent reported that
a Singaporean mother had been frantically looking for her children a fter she
feared that they had been kidnapped by the family’s domestic worker as retribution for the confiscation of her cellular phone.1 Notes the headline, “Frantic
mother searches for children, believing that maid abducted them after her phone
was confiscated.” The article did not report on w
 hether this had indeed been the
case—that is, whether the domestic worker had kidnapped the children—only
noting that two hours after the police had started to investigate the matter, the
children eventually returned home with their father. Although brief, this news
report offers a window into employer-employee relations for migrant domestic
workers. It speaks to the disciplining power of the employer, who we should note
seems to have the unquestioned authority to confiscate the cell phone of the
domestic worker; the infantilized domestic worker whom the employer could discipline; and lastly the subversive tactics that the domestic worker must utilize
to protest her punishment. We can only imagine that the domestic worker made
145
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herself and the c hildren inaccessible as a means of informing her employer that
a cell phone is required of her to do her job, as not having one would make it
difficult for the employer to reach her in case of emergencies.
This chapter takes us inside the world of migrant domestic workers in Singapore, which is a key destination for migrant workers from neighboring countries
in Southeast Asia. Th
 ere are an estimated 246,800 mig rant domestic workers
employed in Singapore.2 The majority of t hese workers come from Indonesia and
the Philippines, followed by smaller numbers from Myanmar, Sri Lanka, India,
Thailand, and Bangladesh.3 Migrant domestic workers in Singapore are technically “indentured workers,” as their legal status is contingent on their sole and
continuous employment with one household. According to Jolovan Wham, the
former director of HOME, an advocacy organization for domestic workers in
Singapore, the legal incorporation of migrant domestic workers in Singapore is
akin to the employer-sponsorship system that binds domestic workers to employers in the Middle East. Thus, he describes it as “our very own kafala program.”4
This chapter establishes how mig rant domestic workers in Singapore are
placed in a position of indenture vis-à-vis their employers by the legal terms of
their incorporation and then examines the conditions that arise from their relationship of indenture. While we could measure domestic work through various
conditions, including, for instance, their workload, privacy, or salary, this chapter specifically looks at the access and use of the cellular phone by domestic workers as a window into their employment conditions, relations of power between
domestic workers and their employers, and the culture of servitude (Ray and
Quayum 2009) that defines employment conditions for domestic workers in Singapore. Our discussion on cell phone usage would apply to most domestic
workers. According to the Ministry of Manpower, in 2015, 98.2 percent of the
foreign domestic workers own mobile phones, which is a g reat increase from
70.5 p ercent in 2010. How common is it for employers to confiscate the cellular
phone of domestic workers? Was the confiscation of the cellular phone mentioned in the e arlier cited media report a mere aberration or is it a frequent
occurrence? What are the conditions of cellular phone access and usage for
domestic workers? How do employers ease or hinder the access of domestic workers to use their cellular phone to contact friends and family?
To be unfree and indentured is a salient l abor condition of migrant domestic
workers across the globe (Parreñas 2015). This is the case not only in Singapore
and the Middle East but also in Hong Kong, Israel, Malaysia, Taiwan, and most
other nation-states and territories that grant a domestic worker visa. In most destinations, this visa is contingent not only on the sole and continuous employment of the domestic worker to their employer-sponsor but also restricts the
ability of domestic workers to change jobs. For instance, domestic workers in Taiwan can only change jobs if their employer is no longer fit to employ them,
which would occur if the employer passed away or declared bankruptcy. In Hong
Kong, domestic workers are discouraged from changing jobs by the “two week
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rule,” which requires they secure a new employer-sponsor within two weeks of
the termination of their last employment. As a final example, in Israel, domestic
workers can only change jobs three times in the course of five years, after which
they are bound to only work for their employer (Parreñas 2015). To be indentured
diminishes the control of domestic workers over their labor as it places them in
a position of unequal dependency with employers. In Singapore, this unequal
dependency is aggravated by the absolute power that the state grants employers;
they can fire and deport domestic workers at will and prevent domestic workers
from seeking a transfer of employment.
Due to the vulnerability of their employment status, migrant domestic workers in Singapore fit what Guy Standing (2011; 2014) defines as a precariat
worker, meaning a worker without job security and whose status is defined by
instability, low wages, absence of mobility, and minimal benefits. According to
Standing (2011), mig rants make up a large segment of the world’s precarious
workforce. He identifies various migrations that fuel the precaritization of
migrant workers; among them are undocumented, circular, feminization, student, and refugee displacements. This chapter seeks to add the category of temporary labor mig rants or indentured mig rants—that is, mig rants whose legal
status binds them to solely and continuously work for their employer-sponsor—
to his typology. Temporary labor migrants constitute a sizeable population of
the estimated 150 million migrant workers across the globe (International Labour
Organization 2017). The largest group of these workers are employed in Asia,
where they are designated as permanently temporary workers. For these workers, their cross-border mobility hinges not only on their noncitizenship—their
ineligibility for permanent residency—but their relationship of unequal depen
dency with a sponsor who holds absolute power over their l egal status. This bound
relationship renders them precarious workers. Domestic workers represent one
of the largest groups of precarious temporary l abor migrants, with an estimated
12 million across the globe (International Labour Organization 2015). In addition to domestic workers, t hese workers include construction workers in the
Middle East (Gardner 2010), migrant hostesses in Japan (Parreñas 2011), and agricultural workers in Canada and the United States (Basok, Belanger, and Rivas
2014), among others. All of these groups of workers are without labor market or
employment flexibility, are easily deportable, and have minimal rights and
benefits.
To illustrate the precarious nature of employment for domestic workers in Singapore, this chapter focuses on the cellular phone access and usage of domestic
workers because it is a key measure of their quality of life. It also is a window to
the level of control, or absence of control, that domestic workers have over their
employment conditions. First, it functions as a lifeline against the isolation of
domestic work, and, second, as an indispensable tool for maintaining ties with
not only friends but, perhaps more significantly, f amily in their country of origin. For t hese reasons, access to the cellular phone denotes a central determinant
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of labor conditions for domestic workers. As Rosalia, speaking in English, notes,
“My d aughter, every day, I talk to my d aughter through Internet b ecause the
Internet is the usual now. Also, if we cannot talk through Internet, I also call
them through my mobile [phone]. . . . I always want to follow up every day the
studies of my d aughter, I want to be always updated of her school.”
Notably, the cellular phone also signifies the material gains that labor migration affords migrant domestic workers in Singapore and their families. In the
Philippines, it is estimated that there are 46 million smartphone users, approximately 32 percent of the population.5 For most of our interviewees, it is migration to Singapore that has enabled them to afford smartphones. Among our
interviewees, only two claimed not to know how to use a smartphone and therefore do not have one, relying solely on phone calls to communicate with friends
and f amily. The rest have access to e ither a cellular phone or a tablet which they
could use to communicate with friends and f amily. This chapter draws primarily from sixty-three interviews conducted with Filipino migrant domestic workers in a span of nine months in Singapore during nonconsecutive periods in
2014, 2015, and 2016.6 It also draws from supplemental data of thirty interviews
conducted with employers in 2015. Most interviews with domestic workers were
conducted in Filipino and then translated into English. We choose to focus on
Filipino domestic workers as across the globe Filipinos represent one of the largest groups of foreign domestic workers, estimated to reach 1.4 million (Parreñas
2015). Moreover, Filipino along with Indonesians represent the two largest groups
of foreign domestic workers in Singapore.
The discussion in this chapter begins by showing how indenture defines the
legal terms of incorporation for migrant domestic workers in Singapore. Then
the chapter proceeds to provide an overview of the literature on the indentured
status of domestic workers, establishing how scholars generally agree that indenture results in abuse. The discussion continues with a description of the labor
conditions of domestic work. Contrary to the literature, the analysis of the access
and usage of the cellular phone that is presented in this chapter shows the emergence of two types of h
 ouseholds: one unrestrictive and the other restrictive.
While a slight majority of employers provide domestic workers unmonitored cellular phone access and usage and in varying degrees financially subsidize their
use (e.g., f ree Internet access, gift of a cellular phone), a slight minority impose
more restrictive rules that result in either the complete barring of outside communication except on days off or imposing l imited usage (e.g., only during designated hours) of the cellular phone on domestic workers. The latter group of
employers are also less likely to financially subsidize the access and usage of the
cellular phone by domestic workers, with most denying access to their Wi-Fi network at home.
Using the cellular phone as a window into the culture of servitude in Singapore, specifically examining how the legal status of indenture shapes conditions
of labor for migrant domestic workers, this chapter establishes t here to be two
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prevailing types of employers—those whose actions mitigate the unequal relation of indenture and t hose who aggravate it. This chapter ends with a discussion of the ways domestic workers attempt to negotiate for better working
conditions, showing how their indentured status frequently limits their efforts
to subversive everyday “tactics” (De Certeau 1984). Resonating with the news
headline on the missing domestic worker and children, one such tactic is indeed
the practice of disappearing, as we speculate had been done by the domestic
worker whose story we used to begin this chapter so as to be inaccessible to
one’s employers.

The Unfree L abor of Migrant Domestic Workers in Singapore
Various states across the globe legally recognize the reliance of their residents and
citizens on the h
 ousehold work of foreign domestic workers, thereby permitting
them to sponsor their labor migration. This includes Singapore but also other
destinations in Asia, including Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Taiwan; and countries in the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Israel. In these
destinations, migrant domestic workers are not integrated into the labor economy as independent workers but are instead household dependents (Parreñas
2017). Their legal residency is conditional not only to the sponsorship of an
employer-sponsor but also to their sole employment for their said sponsor for
the duration of a one-to two-year contract. Aggravating this relationship of
unequal dependency is the inability of domestic workers to easily change employers. In the case of Singapore, domestic workers cannot seek a new employer without the consent of their current employer. This is the case even for t hose who
complete their two-year contract. At the end of the contract, employers can refuse
to release domestic workers, which then prevents them from securing a new
employer without exiting the country. Employers not only have the power to
fire domestic workers at w
 ill, but they can also deport them at w
 ill, which is an
unequal dependence not unknown to domestic workers. As one of our interviewees, Weng, a fifty-year-old domestic worker who has worked in Singapore
since 1996, states: “If you and your employer do not understand one another, and
if they really want to send you back home, you cannot do anything about it. . . .
They will really send you home if you cannot understand one another. You can
talk to your employer and beg them to let you stay in Singapore and get another
employer, but they have to agree to it.”
Notably, it is not only employers in Singapore who have the power to deport
their domestic worker. This is likewise the case for employers in the United
Arab Emirates and other countries in the Middle East (Mahdavi 2011). Yet,
even if able to obtain their employer’s permission to transfer jobs, domestic
workers in Singapore are not likely to quit their employer due to the debt they
would accumulate if they do so. In Singapore, domestic workers who change
employers are charged a processing fee by the recruitment agency h
 andling
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their employment transfer, with Indonesians charged on average a two-month
wage penalty and Filipinos a one-month wage penalty. The difference in fee is
due to the different sending state regulation of domestic worker migration
between the two source countries of Indonesia, which requires that an
Indonesia-government certified agency process every employment transfer and
placement of domestic workers, and the Philippines, which only requires the
use of recruitment agencies during the initial placement of the domestic
worker from the Philippines.
The l egal status of domestic workers in the receiving society centrally shapes
employer-employee relations as it places them in a relationship of unequal
dependence vis-à-vis their employer. Though this is the case, scholars have not
sufficiently examined how this l egal status shapes their conditions of employment. This is not to say that scholars have not acknowledged the indenture of
domestic workers. Pande (2013), writing on Lebanon, and Yeoh and Huang
(1998), writing on Singapore, see the legal dependence of domestic workers on
their employer as an indication of the state abdication of its responsibility for
standards of employment in domestic work and the ultimate designation of this
labor as a private household responsibility.
Scholars who write about the effects of the legal status of domestic workers
as it shapes their employment conditions share the conclusion that their indentured status overwhelmingly leads to the abuse of workers. It has been said that
indenture places domestic workers in a locked-in situation that leaves them vulnerable to abuse (Bakan and Stasiulis 2005; Mahdavi 2011). Pratt (2012), looking at Canada’s requirement that domestic workers continuously work for one
household within a four-year window to qualify for permanent residency, and
Constable (2007), commenting on the temporal restriction imposed by the “two
week rule” for domestic workers in Hong Kong, have both noted that such conditions pressure domestic workers to accept less than ideal working conditions.
Writing on domestic workers in Taiwan, Lan (2007) suggests that subjection to
“legal servitude” results in the absence of control over one’s labor and the concomitant salvation of “free illegality.” O
 thers more flatly argue that the legal
dependence of domestic workers is nothing but a tool of oppression utilized by
employers to maximize the labor of domestic workers (Anderson 2000; Lan
2007; Pande 2013) or a form of “structural violence” that results in nothing but
human trafficking (Mahdavi 2011). Without question, the legal status of domestic workers renders them more vulnerable to abuse. We cannot insist, however,
that it would automatically result in their abuse as such an assertion would
assume the uniform effect of structures. Moreover, it would also assume that
employers would all act on their ability to abuse.
Our data shows this not to be the case. In Singapore, a greater number of the
employers of our interviewees attempt to cultivate personal relations with their
domestic workers, making their relationship not one of “structural violence” but
instead more aligned with what Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) refers to as
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“personalism,” which she defines as a “bilateral relationship that involves two
individuals recognizing each other not solely in terms of their role or office but
rather as persons embedded in a unique set of social relations and with particu
lar aspirations” (172). These employers tend to institute nonrestrictive labor conditions. The personalism preferred by employers in Singapore suggests that the
cultural shift from “maternalism” (Rollins 1985), meaning the view of domestic
workers as childlike, that has been documented in late twentieth-century United
States has likewise taken place in Singapore.
Not all employers seek to cultivate personal ties with their domestic workers.
Some reduce the personhood of the domestic worker to nothing but a worker,
who in the process is reduced to a “robot.” In these cases, employers disregard
the personal needs of the domestic worker, and most significantly their need to
cultivate personal ties with friends and family, as they tend to impose restrictive
conditions. The experience of this latter group of domestic workers better fits the
description of indenture as “structural violence” (Mahdavi 2011; Pande 2013). Yet,
as described in the next section, variations still exist in the restrictions they confront in the workplace, with some domestic workers barred from having access
to a cellular phone, some limited to usage in certain hours, and some limited by
their lack of access to their household’s Wi-Fi service.

The Labor Conditions of Indenture
As noted e arlier, this chapter examines the l abor conditions of indenture solely
through an assessment of the access to and usage of the cellular phone by domestic workers. Our examination of cell phone usage led us to identify three groups
of domestic workers, specifically those whose employers grant them free rein to
speak on the phone, limit their access to designated hours, or bar their access
completely. These three cultures of cell phone usage shed light on employer-
employee relations as they speak to the culture of servitude across h
 ouseholds.
Our analysis of cellular phone access and usage points to two distinct cultures of
servitude as employers impose either nonrestrictive labor conditions, which is the
case for those with free rein to use the cell phone, or restrictive labor conditions,
which would apply to t hose whose employers monitor and limit their access.
Though we focus on cell phone usage, we acknowledge that labor conditions
in domestic work could be measured in a variety of ways. They are determined
by freedom of communication, which would include not only access to a cell
phone but also the day off; workload, including duties and schedule; rights and
benefits such as access to medical care, paid leave, and severance pay; salary; and
privacy. We have chosen to contain our discussion on labor conditions to an
examination of one aspect of freedom of communication for domestic workers
and that is the use of the cell phone. We do so because this aspect of the work is
one that domestic workers consistently raised in interviews when asked to mea
sure the quality of their job or when asked to identify any difficulties in the
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workplace. Additionally, the use of the cell phone offers a window to examine the
autonomy of domestic workers in the workplace. Furthermore, the cell phone has
important functions in the lives of domestic workers. First, it functions as a
medium of connectivity to information and interpersonal interactions. This is
crucial for foreign domestic workers due to the isolated nature of their employment. Cell phones connect them to family and friends outside the workplace.
They also provide a key medium for leisure and entertainment. Without question, having a cell phone makes their lives easier (Geser 2004; Chatterjee 2014).

Nonrestrictive Households
Contrary to the claim that the kafala system or a kafala-like system as we see in
the case of Singapore would result in “structural violence” (Mahdavi 2011) and
the systematic mistreatment of domestic workers, interviews with domestic workers indicate that a slight majority of them are not constrained by restrictive
employers. Instead, they have employers who are considerate of their personal
needs and desires. Their employers accordingly provide them with decent food
and accommodations, reasonable l abor conditions, a day off, and recognize their
need for outside communication and thus do not fully restrict their access to and
usage of a cellular phone.
Ana, a thirty-four-year-old mother whose children reside in the Philippines,
is one who has always had unrestrictive employers in her nine years in Singapore.
This is the case in the various h
 ouseholds where she has worked. As she describes:
I have had my own bedroom for all my employers. My Japanese employer knew
that I do not take a shower with unheated water so when we moved, they bought
me my own heater to attach to the shower. It is because you know the rooms of
the domestic worker have bathrooms without a heater. That is even the case in
the condominiums. But since then all my different employers have given me the
guest room. That is why I have since always had a heater. It is b ecause the room
assigned to the maid is usually very, very small. You can barely fit a bed in t here
and then the bathroom is so tiny that you can barely move in there. It is because
I use the guest room, I have a heater, TV, and even a computer.

Besides receiving reasonable accommodations, Ana has also been continuously
granted cellular phone access and usage with employers consistently giving her
free Wi-Fi access at home. Use of the Internet is in fact something that Ana
expects of all employers in Singapore.
The provision of Internet access, particularly the use of the Wi-Fi system at
home, is a perhaps simple yet key aspect of the job that distinguishes restrictive
and nonrestrictive employers. Those with employers who are nonrestrictive are
accordingly provided access to the Internet and are thus more easily able to communicate with friends and family. One reason they are able to do this is the
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greater affordability of communicating via the Internet. Edralin, a thirty-year-old
single m
 other who dropped out of college a fter she found herself pregnant, has
worked in Singapore since 2009. Facilitating the smooth parenting of her child
from a distance is her ability to talk to her family by Viber or Skype every day:
I pay around 1,000 pesos a month for Internet in the Philippines and here it is
free. We pay there in the Philippines, 1,150 a month. You reduce the cost
because otherwise you would have to buy a phone top-up, and that is about 18
dollars, and then you have to buy one e very one to two days. It is fine if you
have money but what if you do not have money?

Access to the Internet does not guarantee daily communication with f amily
in the Philippines, however. Some reside in areas without a developed infrastructure, have family members without access to a smartphone or computer, or do
not have Internet access at home and must instead go to an Internet shop to use
applications like Skype. This is for instance the case for Myrna, a forty-seven-
year-old who has worked on and off as a migrant domestic worker in Hong Kong
and Singapore since 1989. The family of Myrna, who was a garment worker prior
to migration, lives in a rural area of the Philippines. As her family is without a
cellular phone or computer, she touches base with her family no more than twice
a week via phone calls. In their town, the sole Internet shop is closed in the eve
ning as well as on Sundays, which is when Myrna can more freely communicate
with them without the distraction of work. Sometimes families in the Philippines share one cell phone, limiting the ability of domestic workers to contact
them. Zeny, a domestic worker for more than seven years in Singapore, relies on
her sister to communicate with her daughter in the Philippines. She cannot call
freely, as she is employed by a restrictive employer who denies her access to free
Wi-Fi service. To get around her limited ability to communicate with family,
Zeny arranged a time to call her d aughter’s teacher to communicate with her
daughter more easily while she attends school.
To alleviate the communication challenges confronted by domestic workers,
some employers have been known to purchase a new cellular phone for their
domestic worker or recycle one to them. Karen, a twenty-six-year-old single
mother, was gifted a smartphone by her Chinese Singaporean employer to ensure
she can communicate with her children in the Philippines. In turn, Karen was
able to send her old phone to her f amily in the Philippines. However, the majority of employers, we should acknowledge, are not as generous or thoughtful as
Karen’s employers.
Working in a nonrestrictive household does not mean that domestic workers
have free rein of communication. Their status as not only a worker but a subordinate constrains their access and actions in a variety of ways. Some are given
access to the Wi-Fi system but are not trusted enough to be given the password.
Sherlin’s employers installed the password on the laptop and tablet they had given
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her to ensure she can communicate with friends and f amily at no cost, but she was
not given access to the password. As she understandably wants to have some semblance of control over her situation, Sherlin notes, “It is automatically connected,
but I do not know their password. I wish I knew their password, but never mind
because it is automatically connected to the laptop that they allow me to use.”
In other cases, domestic workers know not to use their cellular phone or other
communication gadgets during work hours. Maribel, for instance, minimizes her
use of the phone in the evening: “During work time, you don’t . . . make calls . . . 
you do not need to insist what you want, because you are in their house.” The
boundary that Maribel has imposed to restrict her cellular phone usage is notably not one enforced or demanded by her employers, but one that she follows as
she sees herself as a “good worker.” It is one many others abide by, including
Marcy, who also notes, “If my employer is at home, I seldom use my phone. I don’t
use it every time. If at work, it’s work; if I need to rest, I can open my phone.”
The actions of domestic workers such as Maribel and Marcy speak of their
conscious knowledge of their status as domestic workers who accordingly monitor and limit their usage of the cellular phone. This tells us that while migrant
domestic workers are legally incorporated into Singaporean society as “house
hold dependents,” their incorporation into households is not just one of a dependent but also of a worker. Domestic workers consciously create a boundary that
amplifies their status as a worker, not a f amily member, when they limit their
access to the cell phone (Lan 2003). Despite the limits in their usage of the cellular phone, we should note that Maribel and Marcy—like the majority of their
counterparts—are employed in nonrestrictive households; while their legal status
enables employers to easily maximize their labor by barring the access and usage
of domestic workers to a cellular phone, we found that most do not. Most also do
not engage in the infantilized disciplining of confiscating the cellular phone of
the domestic worker. The existence of nonrestrictive households tells us that
employers give some consideration to the personal needs of domestic workers,
ensuring their communication with the outside world. By providing domestic
workers with cell phone access, they help them c ounter the isolation of their l abor.
Why do employers choose not to be restrictive? Without question, as noted by
most of the thirty employers we interviewed for this study, employers for the most
part recognize the basic h
 uman needs of domestic workers, w
 hether it is sufficient
rest, ability to communicate with f amily and friends, exposure to sun, or having
sufficient food to eat. While they do, we wish to note that they do not necessarily
extend these rights or privileges to the extent that they would eliminate status
distinctions between themselves and domestic workers (Lan 2003).

Restrictive Households
While most employers ensure their domestic workers’ access and usage of a cellular phone, there is a visible minority who do not. These employers constrain
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domestic workers’ communication with the outside world in a variety of ways.
Employers have been known to deny domestic workers access to their Wi-Fi
service at home, limit the hours domestic workers can use the cellular phone,
bar the use of a cellular phone completely, or confiscate the cellular phone as
a disciplining strategy. Restrictive employers are those who reduce their view
of domestic workers to being solely a worker, in the process ignoring their personal need for outside communication. For restrictive employers, minimizing
the communication of domestic workers with the outside world is a means to
minimize their distractions from work and accordingly maximize their
labor. Yet this comes at the expense of the dehumanization of the domestic
worker.
Thirty-seven-year-old Cheros, a married m
 other who has worked in Singapore
for more than five years, struggled to communicate with her f amily in the Philippines due to her restrictive employers. They not only denied her a day off during her first two years of employment, they also did not give her access to a cellular
phone. As a result, communication with her family was sparse, restricted to infrequent messages sent via Facebook, usually to inform them of the remittance she
had just sent. As she shared,
For two years, I did not have a day off, and for two years, I did not have a
handy phone. So I would just write letters to the Philippines once in a while
or sometimes I will ask my employer if I can call the Philippines and they can
just charge me the bill when it comes. So I w
 ill call sometimes. That was very
expensive and my salary at that time was only 320 dollars.7

Cheros eventually acquired a cellular phone, using money she saved from her
minimal salary, and hid the phone from her employers. When they eventually
saw the phone, they did not do anything about it, as Cheros had already worked
for them for years. The struggle of Cheros to communicate comes at the cost of
her ability to cultivate close family relations in a transnational setting. In a previous study on children raised in transnational households in the Philippines,
we found that infrequent communication engendered feelings of abandonment
among children (Parreñas 2005) as they frequently did not know the circumstances that prevent parents from reaching out regularly by phone call or text.8
However, we speculate that this social issue is not pervasive among domestic
workers in Singapore as most are employed by nonrestrictive employers that do
allow them to regularly communicate with f amily in the Philippines. Moreover,
advancements in technology, including messaging and chat apps, have also made
transnational communication more affordable.
While most employers allow domestic workers access to a cellular phone, it
is not uncommon for them to restrict the outside communication of domestic
workers by denying them access to their Wi-Fi service at home. Without it,
domestic workers must use a phone card to make local phone calls and acquire
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the data they need to communicate via Skype, Viber, and Facebook Messenger
with friends and family in the Philippines. Phone cards are expensive, costing
domestic workers anywhere between $10 and $15 for two to three phone calls to
the Philippines. B
 ecause of the prohibitive cost of communication if one is
without f ree Wi-Fi service, some domestic workers are forced to limit their communication to family and friends in the Philippines. This had been the case for
forty-six-year-old Angelica, who has worked in Singapore for sixteen years;
Angelica is able to make no more than two phone calls to the Philippines every
month. To do so, she has to buy her own data plan, because her employers worry
that unlimited Wi-Fi access w
 ill mean that she w
 ill stay up late at night and
ignore her work the next day. Notably, long-term employment in one h
 ousehold
does not necessarily earn domestic workers the trust of their employers in their
ability to self-manage their use of the cellular phone. For example, both Maricel, who has worked for the same family for more than seven years, and Josephine,
employed for more than eight years, still are not granted access to the Wi-Fi network of their employers.
Employers who allow domestic workers access to a cellular phone also try to
minimize their usage by denying them access to a local SIM card, instead only
allowing them the use of a Philippine-based SIM card which enables them to
send SMS messages to f amily and friends in the Philippines for a low cost. This
had been the case for Milagros, who said, “They allowed me to use a phone but
only with a roaming SIM.” Though not seen as an ideal situation by domestic
workers, they do acknowledge that a Philippine-based SIM card enables them
to communicate with their f amily and friends in the Philippines regularly. The
absence of a local SIM card is not ideal because without it they are unable to communicate with other domestic workers in Singapore, minimizing their ability
to find solace from the isolation of their work, to learn other ways of doing their
work effectively from their counterparts in the city, and finally to dialogue about
fair standards of employment (Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001).
In other cases, employers limit the use of the cellular phone to “nonworking
hours.” Arlene, a forty-two-year-old mother who has worked outside the Philippines since 2003, could only use the phone at night. She complained, “I cannot
use the phone during working hours. Only at night. . . . My employer said I can
call p eople at night, but who can I call? Even my f amily is asleep by the time
I am able to use the phone.” Employers limit domestic workers’ use of a cellular
phone to nonworking hours in order to maximize their labor. As one employer,
a fifty-eight-year old Chinese Singaporean, a h
 uman resources director, admits:
Our rules, you know, we say during working hours, you’re not supposed to stick
on to the mobile phone or in a way ear phone [sic]. But you w
 ouldn’t know
what they do because w
 e’re not home. So the official time for her to take a
break is from 1 to 3 p.m. And then at night, I guess is when she can call home or
whatever. . . . So you know it’s like office working hours. . . . The maid is not

Negotiating Indenture • 157

supposed to watch TV, neither is the maid supposed to be making phone calls
during working hours. Th
 ey’re supposed to look after the employer, the kids,
the employers, or the employers’ parents.

When employers limit the communication of domestic workers, they usually do
not realize how doing so dehumanizes them. Ignored are the consequences of
minimal communication, which include added challenges to the maintenance
of transnational families and the aggravated isolation of domestic work.
Domestic workers do not passively acquiesce to the restrictive conditions
imposed by a visible number of employers. They employ various tactics or strategies of resistance. Some manage to acquire access to f ree Wi-Fi services. It is not
unknown for c hildren, for instance, to go b ehind their parent’s back and personally give the Wi-Fi password to the domestic worker. Sometimes neighbors
intervene and give the domestic worker the password for their Wi-Fi service. This
happened to Zeny, whose employers denied her Wi-Fi access as a means of limiting her cellular phone usage while in their employ.
As a means of improving their work conditions, domestic workers have also
been known to threaten to quit and transfer employment. Empowering them
to do so is their knowledge of the existence of nonrestrictive employers, but
admittedly disempowering them is the ability of employers to deny their request
to transfer jobs. Still, many resort to a transfer as a means of improving their work
conditions. Anabelle, a forty-year-old domestic worker who has been working
on and off in Singapore since 1999, requested a transfer of employment in protest of her inability to own a cellular phone. Her employers acquiesced, but they
still limited her usage of the phone to 10 p.m. to 6 a.m. while also denying her
access to their Wi-Fi service at home. Her employers remained restrictive, forcing Anabelle to primarily rely on the free Wi-Fi service provided in most malls
in Singapore, which meant that her unlimited communication to friends and
family was limited to her weekly day off on Sundays.

Conclusion
The l egal conditions of membership for migrant domestic workers in Singapore
technically render them unfree, or rather, indentured. Similar to domestic workers employed under the kafala system in various countries in the Middle East,
their legal status requires they work as a live-in domestic worker for one sponsoring employer whose permission they need to secure in order to transfer jobs.
As noted by other scholars, this unfree status is one that leaves domestic workers vulnerable to slave-like conditions (Mahdavi 2011). These conditions would
include the denial of one’s ability to communicate with the outside world. However, contrary to other scholars, this chapter finds that the absolute power that
the kafala-like system bestows on employers in Singapore (e.g., their ability to
deport domestic workers at w
 ill) does not always result in restrictive employment
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conditions. In other words, employers do not uniformly maximize the labor of
domestic workers. Examining the freedom of communication granted domestic workers in Singapore, we find that a slight majority of domestic workers are
able to communicate.
Our observation and insistence that not all indentured domestic workers face
severely restrictive employment conditions problematizes the reduction of their
experience of indenture to one of “structural violence” or “human trafficking”
or “slavery,” which is an assertion commonly advanced by scholars observing
domestic workers in the M
 iddle East (Mahdavi 2011; Pande 2013). Instead, it suggests that indenture is a negotiated status that employers attend to in different
ways. While some employers recognize the personhood of those who are indentured under their employ, others do not. As we attempt to show in this chapter,
the recognition or nonrecognition of personhood is reflected in the ways that
employers attend to the access and usage of the cellular phone by domestic workers. An ultimate goal of domestic worker advocates is to increase their l abor and
migration rights. While granting domestic workers the ability to transfer employment freely would increase their control over their labor and migration, it is
unlikely that the Singaporean government would extend such flexibility to
migrant domestic workers. Ensuring the recognition of their personhood is perhaps a more v iable solution. Yet, as illustrated in this chapter by the restrictive
use of the cell phone imposed by some employers and even the confiscation of
the cell phone as a disciplining strategy, we recognize that not all employers do.
It is when faced with restrictive employers that domestic workers then turn to
various subversive strategies of resistance, such as turning to c hildren and neighbors to obtain Internet access in order to use their cellular phone or—as suggested by the vignette we shared to open this chapter—tactically disappearing
to make the point that a cell phone is not a luxury but a necessity to their job.

Notes
1 Jewel Stolarchuk, “Frantic M
 other Searches for Children, Believing That Maid

Abducted Them A
 fter Her Phone Was Confiscated,” The Independent, December 12, 2017, http://w ww.theindependent.sg/frantic-mother-searches-for-children
-believing-that-maid-abducted-them-a fter-her-phone-was-confiscated/.
2 See Singapore Ministry of Manpower Foreign Workforce Numbers, http://w ww
.mom.gov.sg/documents-and-publications/foreign-workforce-numbers (accessed
November 10, 2020).
3 See estimates provided by the local Singaporean nongovernmental organization
Transient Workers Count Too (TWC2), http://t wc2.org.sg/2011/11/16/fact-sheet
-foreign-domestic-workers-in-singapore-basic-statistics/ (accessed November 10,
2020).
4 Interview. The kafala system refers to the labor migration sponsorship system in the
Middle East in which the legal residency of a migrant worker is contingent on their
continuous employment with their kafeel (that is, sponsor), who bears l egal and
economic responsibility for the migrant worker. U
 nder the kafala, migrant workers
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6

7
8

must secure the permission of their sponsor in order to transfer employment. This
condition is likewise the case for migrant domestic workers in Singapore.
See https://w ww.statista .com/statistics/467186/forecast-of-smartphone-users-in
-the-philippines/ (accessed November 10, 2020).
We conducted in-depth interviews with sixty-five Filipino domestic workers, but
two of our interviewees did not address their cellular phone access and usage. Thus,
we exclude these two from our data analysis for this chapter. We located interviewees in common public spaces of gathering such as parks, food courts, and sidewalks
during their day off on Sunday, and private spaces of gathering, including recruitment agencies and private homes. Interviews ranged from one to two hours in
length. In the interviews, domestic workers addressed their l abor conditions,
including relations with employers, migration pathways and trajectories, family
relations, and leisure activities.
This refers to her monthly salary and amounts to approximately US$250.
Our current study does not focus on the transnational f amily life of domestic
workers. As such, we do not interview their c hildren in the Philippines. Thus, we are
unable to determine if c hildren of domestic workers likewise feel abandoned by
migrant m
 others. Our interviews with domestic workers did not yield any findings
suggesting such f amily conflicts.
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Pocketed
Proletarianization
Why There Is No L abor Politics
in the “World’s Factory”
BIAO XIANG
Why did China experience a proletarian revolution in the early twentieth c entury
when the country hardly had a working-class population? And why, in contrast,
does China as the world’s factory t oday show no sign of active l abor politics? The
reason, according to Wang Hui, China’s leading New Left intellectual, lies in
the different global conditions that China faces:
Due to the development of capitalism and imperialism [in the early twentieth
century], the non-Western world including China was brought into the global
capitalist division of l abor; every social class was subjugated to the development
of Western-centered industrial capitalism. Therefore, struggle against inequalities and oppression in each society aimed at the elimination of class exploitation,
and the ultimate form of class exploitation was capitalist class exploitation. This
is why despite the absence of a large-scale working class in China, a working class
politics developed on a large scale in the political and military struggles that were
mainly participated in by peasants, students, and urban populations. . . . Class
politics are movements that respond to the contradictions in the capitalist logic
and the resultant class inequality [translation by BX].1
161
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The lack of the labor politics in China t oday can likewise be attributed to the
post–Cold War global condition. Organized labor is under attack worldwide.
According to Guy Standing (2011), unionized workers have been replaced by the
“precariat”: people who live through insecure jobs interspersed with periods of
unemployment, have no access to public resources and other income sources, and
therefore cannot foresee coherent career trajectories. China is going through the
same process according to a number of scholars.2 Philip Huang, a renowned historian of economy and law, suggested that the concept of precariat suits young
rural-urban mig rants in China particularly well because the notion captures
migrants’ general living experiences and outlooks that define their subjectivities,
rather than their employment relation per se.3 Ching Kwan Lee (2017) made a
convincing case that “precariatization” instead of “proletarianization” is the dominant trend among Chinese labor.
The notion of precariat certainly reflects the experiences of many in China,
but we have to ask another question: why are the Chinese precariat so different
from their counterparts in other parts of the world? In the West, Latin Amer
ica, and the M
 iddle East, the precariat have emerged as a new political force. They
are b ehind the Occupy and Arab Spring movements, as well as the rise of popu
lism, authoritarianism, and the extreme right. Young and angry, the precariat
can become a “dangerous class” (Standing 2011). A shared sense of precarity
renewed the popular demand for more inclusive citizenship and political belonging. The social movements of the precariat can be seen as a new form of labor
politics. In contrast, the Chinese precariat appears surprisingly acquiescent.
Although sporadic outbursts of labor unrests since the 1990s have attracted wide
attention, particularly in international media, most of them are short-lived, issue-
focused, and unlikely to develop into broad-based proletarian politics or precariat social movements (Lee 2017). Th
 ere are a large number of precarious
workers, but there are no social movements by the precariat in China. Why
should we account for the differences between the precariat in China and their
counterparts overseas? What are the relations between precarity, mobility, and
political belonging in contemporary China?
This chapter seeks to address these questions through the notion of “pocketed proletarianization.” Pocketed proletarianization means workers choose to
perform intensive proletarian labor in a short period of time and do so repeatedly. They constantly “dive in” and “dive out” of proletarian wage jobs (thus
“pockets”), interspersed by periods of self-employment and entrepreneurial
undertakings. Savings from wages are used for business investments, and wage
jobs also serve as a backup in case the business plan does not work out. The workers regard themselves as upwardly mobile entrepreneurial individuals rather
than laborers even though wages are their main source of income.
Pocketed proletarianization is predicated on a strong manufacturing economy and the expansion of state welfare provision. The continuing economic
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growth creates employment opportunities with which workers can move back
and forth and accumulate savings. The expansion of welfare since the early 2000s
means that low-income groups can afford to quit jobs and to be entrepreneurial.
Both the conditions are different from what the typical precariat face in other
parts of the world, namely the decline of the real economy and the withdrawal
of state welfare. Pocketed proletarianization thus represents a particular form
of participation in socioeconomic development, albeit in an unstable manner.
This is different from exclusion. The problem we face is not the outright deprivation of labor rights or citizenship rights. Our challenge is to figure out how
mobility, precarity, and political belonging intersect, how such intersections are
sustained institutionally and ideologically, and what human costs such a nexus
brings about.
In developing the notion of pocketed proletarianization, I draw on my long-
term field research on internal migration in China and international migration
from China. In order to shed light on the relation between labor, mobility, and
citizenship, I combine ethnographic interpretation with relational analysis. Ethnographic interpretation aims to base my analysis on workers’ experiences and
perceptions, instead of on general patterns or abstract “logics.” But experiences
are raw materials and cannot explain themselves. Experiences acquire explanatory power only when the relations of the experiences to larger institutions are
articulated. For instance, the fact that mig rant workers regard themselves as
entrepreneurs (a subjective experience) does not mean they should be treated as
entrepreneurs analytically. Being entrepreneurs is not their central relation to the
larger society. Likewise, it can be problematic to categorize anyone who experiences precarious work as part of the social force of “precariat.” We need to examine workers’ relations to the economy, to the state, and to the cultural hegemony,
including the dominant notions that define what a desirable life is and how
people imagine their f utures. By bringing ethnographic interpretation into relational analysis, this chapter foregrounds how workers conceive their relations to
the larger society themselves. Individuals’ positions are structurally conditioned,
but p eople constantly redefine their positions ideationally and practically. People
do not react to a system as if it is a fixed, abstract entity standing out there; people
act on their positions in relation to others. In sum, this chapter probes the mobility-
precarity-citizenship nexus through a relational rendering of workers’ experiences, perceptions, and strategies.
This chapter has two parts. The first part provides an overview of what pocketed proletarianization looks like. I describe what constitute the pockets, how
people dive in and out of wage jobs, and how the movements between jobs become
institutionalized. The second part examines the institutional meanings of pocketed proletarianization, particularly what pocketed proletarianization tells us
about migrant workers’ position in the larger society. Pocketed proletarianization is both a result of institutional marginalization and workers’ active choice,
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due to both the workers’ lack of resources and their access to certain levels of
welfare and protection. It is critical to capture this complexity in order to envision clearly how we should move forward.
This chapter draws on evidence from two projects. The first is a team project
on internal migrants in 1994. Rural-urban migrant workers, 137 million strong
in 2017 and accounting for one-third of all urban employees,4 have been a cornerstone for China’s post-reform economic miracles. The Pearl River Delta in
south China, where our field research was carried out, has been the center of China’s industrial development and where migrant workers are the most concentrated. The second project that the article is based on is my more recent study on
international labor outmigration from northeast China.5 The size of international migrants is much smaller than that of internal migrants: t here were one
million Chinese working overseas on temporary contracts at the end of 2016.
Ninety p ercent w
 ere in Africa and Asia, with Japan, Singapore, and Macau
being the top destinations.6 They work on typically proletarian jobs: 48.8 percent
worked in construction, 15.8 percent worked in manufacturing, 5.7 percent in
agriculture, and a negligible proportion in the service sector (2015).7 This forms
a sharp contrast to the general profile of international l abor migrants worldwide:
71.1 percent in the service sector, 17.8 percent in construction and manufacturing, and 11.1 percent in agriculture.8 The process of labor outmigration from
China is tightly regulated through bilateral government agreements and directly
monitored by recruitment intermediaries in China according to Chinese rules.
Many international mig rants are internal mig rants before, and they become
internal migrants again after return. Internal and international migrants share
the same life goals, similar relations to the Chinese regime of growth and governance, and the common experiences of pocketed proletarianization.

The Contours of Pocketed Proletarianization
The experience of pocketed proletarianization has two key components: frequent
mobility and intensive, proletarian labor. In this part I will first describe migrant
workers’ typical experiences of mobility and work, and will then illustrate how
mobility and labor are both organized by intermediaries. Frequent job change
has been a key characteristic of rural-urban migrants in China. Our 1994 survey suggests that factories in the Pearl River Delta lost about 5 percent of their
workforce every month, and workers changed jobs e very two years. In order to
retain workers, some factories charged bond and withheld one or two months’
wages for the first two years. This means that workers would lose the bond and
the wages if they leave within two years. But even this did not make the workforce any more stable. As a result, neither the employers nor the workers took
formal contracts seriously.9
Over the last twenty years, migrant workers seem to have become even more
mobile. A large-scale survey by a team at Tsinghua University found that the
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younger the migrants are, the more frequently they change jobs. Migrant born
after 1980 change jobs every 1.5 years, compared to 4.2 years for those who were
born before 1980. The average duration of a job of those born in 1991 is further
shortened to 0.9 years, from an average of 2.7 years for t hose born in 1981. W
 omen
change jobs more frequently than men: once e very 1.6 years as compared to e very
2.3 years for men. Surprisingly, the average durations of a job do not vary greatly
across educational levels: 1.2 years among the junior-high educated (9 years’
schooling), 2.1 years among senior-high educated (12 years’ schooling), and
2.2 years among college educated.10 The majority of the migrants did not have a
plan about the next job when they quit the current one,11 and the average interval between jobs is as long as eight months.12
International migration can be understood as an extension of the movements
between jobs. Take Liu Yan as an example. Born in 1983 in northeast China, Liu
first moved to the town near her home village to work as a room cleaner-cum-
kitchen assistant in a h
 otel at the age of sixteen. A
 fter that she had worked for
nearly ten employers by the time I met her in 2017: she worked in a plastic manufacturing workshop, a restaurant, a textile factory, a brewery, and another restaurant, moving from one city to another. In 2006, Liu went to Japan as an
“industrial trainee,” a Japanese euphemism for unskilled foreign l abor. The work
in a small garment factory was tough; she had lost “a layer of the body” when
she came back three years later. But the money was good; she brought home
nearly RMB 300,000 (USD 45,000). Five months later, she married Wan Shi, a
taxi driver at that time. The first two years after the marriage was the happiest
time in their life. Liu “took a good rest,” as she put it, and looked a fter their newly
born daughter.
In 2010, Liu and Wan bought an apartment near the county government
building. Everyone said that the value of properties close to government buildings was bound to rise, and it was true. But the living costs in the city were much
higher, and savings were running out. Liu opened a laundry shop in the neighborhood, and then converted it into a convenience store. Neither worked out.
In 2012, Liu went to South K
 orea on a tourist visa and worked in a restaurant,
as arranged by a middleman of Korean ethnicity for a fee of USD 12,000. Unluckily, she was apprehended and deported six months l ater.
Immediately a fter Liu’s return, Wan went to Japan to work for a construction company. A
 fter he returned with savings of USD 25,000 in 2015, he “took
a rest” and worked as a freelance technician. Liu had joined a large retailer com
pany as a shop assistant. Her salary was not high, but her social security was covered, including pension, medical care, and insurance against work-related
injuries. That was the first time that Liu signed a formal employment contract
in China. The government was campaigning to improve working conditions following the 2008 L
 abor Law.
Anxiety creeped in again: “Money came in slowly, but went out fast.” In 2015,
both of them and three relatives joined a pyramid sales scheme: “Many p eople
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became millionaires in less than a year!” Liu quit her job and rented a shop in a
prime location in order to sell the products and to recruit new members as fast
as possible. Nine months later, the leaders of the pyramid were arrested for deception and the scheme collapsed. The family lost more than USD 10,000. Wan
regretted not joining the scheme e arlier. Liu became a Buddhist and spent much
time visiting different shrines. Wan was d oing multiple odd jobs when I saw them
the last time in early 2017. G
 oing overseas to work, which they had ruled out a fter
Wan returned from Japan, looked like a realistic choice again.
What Liu and Wan went through are common experiences for both internal
and international migrants. They are constantly struggling, but their living conditions are improving; they lead a fragmentary working life but manage to
accumulate assets continuously; they fear lagging b ehind in wealth accumulation but remain hopeful. Compared to internal migration, the work overseas is
more demanding and the migrants are more entrepreneurially driven.

Pockets of Hyper-proletarianization
The frequent mobilities as experienced by Liu and Wan certainly do not mean
that everything melts into air. Their mobilities can be more accurately described
as hopping between jobs that are tightly controlled and even physically encapsulated. Both internal and international migrants are often put up in dormitories attached to factories with l imited access to the outside world. Migrants can
work as long as eighteen hours a day. In Japan, some migrant workers are forced
to hand in their mobile phones and are not allowed to go to the city center more
than once a week.13 They are not only proletarianized in the sense that they are
separated from the means of production and earn incomes by selling their l abor
power; they are also “hyper-proletarianized” due to this living arrangement.
Frequent mobilities are in turn reinforced by encapsulation. While employers introduced the dormitory live-in arrangement in order to maximize control,
the dormitory regime has paradoxically facilitated a high level of mobility. As
most factories provide food and lodging, migrants have little to worry about living arrangements when changing jobs, including moving to an entirely new
place. Capital controls labor not by holding the workers still—capital has no
inherent interest in controlling workers’ personal freedom; on the contrary, capital in this context appropriates labor power by making the workers extraordinarily footloose. Workers’ solidarity and proletarian consciousness are impeded
by constant movements. Hyper-proletarianization induces mobility also b ecause
of its deskilling effect. Tasks in a toy maker, a car plant, or a mobile phone manufacturer are similar to each other, and one can easily change from one job to
another. Furthermore, pocketed proletarianization is so physically demanding
that few could endure for extended periods of time. They have to dive out a fter
a while. This is particularly true for international migrants. Most migrants whom
I interviewed in Japan and Singapore told me that the first thing they would do
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a fter returning home was to spend a c ouple of months “sleeping and eating properly.” Some of them did exactly that. Married couples take turns going overseas
in order to make the work more bearable. Wan Shi went to Japan b ecause Liu
Yan insisted that it was his turn to migrate. Finally, intensive proletarianization
and high-level mobilities intersect b ecause they are both mediated and even controlled by specialist intermediaries, which subject we are now turning to.

Organized Mobility-Precarity
The emergence of specialist labor intermediaries is one of the most important
changes with l abor relations in China in recent decades. They facilitate mobility,
organize precarious work, and therefore institutionalize pocketed proletarianization. The 2008 Chinese L
 abor Law for the first time introduced the category
of “labor dispatch” as a legally legitimate service. A labor dispatch agency sends
workers to the client’s worksite for a fixed period of time as the client stipulates,
and moves them to another worksite once the project finishes. The agency
recruits, manages, and pays the workers, and in turn receives commissions from
the client. The labor dispatch service has grown exponentially since 2008. According to the latest official survey, there were 37 million dispatched workers in
2011, accounting for 13.1 percent of all the employees nationwide.14 The figure suggested in the public media is much higher: 60 million.15 More than half of the
dispatched are rural-urban migrants.16
Specialist l abor intermediaries have also assumed a central role in international labor migration since the 1990s. Contrary to what migration studies lit
erature suggests, mig rants’ personal networks have become less important in
China since the 1990s than before. Outmigration through human smugglers
declined significantly.17 (Most illegal Chinese migrants overseas t oday departed
China legally and arrived in the destination legally but subsequently overstayed
their visas; they are more often facilitated by commercial intermediaries than by
personal networks.) Instead, international labor migration from China is increasingly organized by intermediaries in China, in collaboration with their counter
parts in the receiving countries. Migrants are carefully selected, their working
and living places in the destination are identified beforehand, and the journeys
are prearranged. Their migration journey “is not about how mig rants move
and explore, but is about how they are moved with great precision,” and thus
takes the form of “labor transplant.”18
Behind the organized mobility is a complex relation between intermediaries,
employers, and governments in both the sending and receiving countries. Governments in major labor receiving countries in Asia tie migrants’ legal status to
their employers, and at the same time hold the employer responsible for the
migrants’ absconding. The employers in turn task recruitment intermediaries to
manage the mig rants. Recruitment intermediaries, working with each other
across the sending and receiving countries, recruit, select, and train the migrants,
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prepare all the paperwork for migration, and arrange the process of transplant.
Intermediaries in China often pick the migrants up from their home place, drive
them to the airport, and in the airport hand out to the migrants their passports,
work permit letters, and air tickets immediately before check-in. At the destination, the counterpart intermediaries receive the workers in the airport and bring
them directly to the prearranged dormitory and workplace. Intermediaries in
China require would-be migrants to pay security bonds, ranging between USD
1,000 and 2,000, before departure, which would be confiscated if they fail to
return to China once their contracts are due. As such, migrants are plugged
into the pocket of work “just-in-time” and are then removed once the time is
up, which is not dissimilar to labor dispatch in the domestic context. A number of international recruitment intermediaries also provide labor dispatch
service across provinces in China.

The Institutional Meanings of Pocketed Proletarianization
Pocketed proletarianization is undoubtedly a result of discriminatory institutions. The h
 ousehold registration (hukou) policy in China prevents internal
mig rants from settling down in cities. International mig rants have even less
chances to settle down in the destination. They simply cannot make long-term
plans in the place where they work. Furthermore, l abor activism is strictly policed
for both internal migrants and those overseas, which renders workers powerless
in the workplace. They have to leave in case of disputes. But the migrant workers do not necessarily regard pocketed proletarianization as a result of outright
marginalization. For them, frequent movement is a way to exercise their agency
and a way to build a dignified life within the structural constrains. Put differently, they would regard it as a sign of pitiful passivity if one stays on with a stable job, avoids precarity, and refuses to move.
The social meaning of mobility is complex. Some workers whom I interviewed
recalled their quitting jobs as an act of courage and dignity. In our 1994 survey,
only 21.1 percent of the migrants listed better pay as the main reason for changing jobs. Other common causes for quitting jobs include conflict with workmates
(18 percent), following friends who are in a diff erent factory (17.2 percent), quarrel with the management (16.7 percent), changes in romantic relationship
(9.1 percent), and boredom (8.8 percent).19 One worker told me that he walked
out of the factory when he was told off by the shop floor manager; he quit in order
to “show the manager my color.” It was common for migrants to leave a factory
in teams in order to create disruption for the employer. (Such collective actions
may become less common with the rise of the labor dispatch service.)
Why don’t the mig rants tackle the problem head on, for instance through
consultation and negotiation, instead of walking away? The typical answer given
is that it would be unwise. Migrants, particularly those young and relatively well
educated, have high self-esteem and are sensitive to unfair treatment, but they
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suggest that it would be “too complicated” to change the working and living conditions.20 It is much wiser to “move on”—not only to the next job but to an entirely
new lifestyle one day. Becoming owners of properties and businesses in cities is a
nearly universal aspiration. The majority of migrants work in large cities where
wages are higher but properties prohibitively expensive. They instead buy apartments in small towns close to home villages. They may run their businesses in yet
another place. As such, they keep moving between jobs, between jobs and businesses, and between home, work, and assets. Instead of investing time and energy
to address concrete problems in the workplace, they hope to move out of the current conditions altogether and therefore move up by moving around.
Long-term life ambitions also drive international migrants in and out of pocketed proletarianization. People invest a large amount of money and take considerable risks to go overseas to work not b ecause overseas jobs pay much better than
those in China—the wage gap is fast narrowing—but b ecause they help the
migrants to save money for the future. One taxi driver explained to me why he
was planning to go to South Korea: “You can’t save much when you are working
in China. You have friends and you go out in the evenings.” In contrast, “When
you are abroad, all the money that you earn is dry money.” “Dry” money goes
straight to the savings account. Savings mean capital for subsequent financial
investments. One migrant paid USD 3,300 to go to Singapore without checking how much exactly the wage would be. He was so taken by the middleman
who told him, “[By going to Singapore] you may well fish up the first barrel of
gold in your life,” that he signed the contract on the spot. “First barrel of gold”—
evoking the image of the nineteenth-century California gold rush—has been a
popular metaphor in China since the early 2000s. It refers to the first breakthrough in primitive accumulation. As migration is seen as an investment, it is
thought to be vital that one should go out early. China is developing so rapidly,
and you are not getting younger; you may lag b ehind forever if you are late.
Migrants pay high intermediary fees—ranging from USD 3,000 to 9,000—not
only to get a job overseas but to get it quickly.
Yet grabbing the first barrel of gold is not good enough. Gold must yield more
gold. The savings from wage labor must be invested in commercial projects in
order to multiply the value. Thus, migrants need to move out of the proletarian
pockets and dive into businesses. Apart from buying real estate in cities in China,
returnees also commonly purchase shops or cars to be rented out as taxis. Becoming a rentier property owner is a widely shared dream. “You have worked hard
to earn the money [overseas], and now you should ask the money to earn for you,”
as one informant put it.
Both the internal and international migrants differ from the classical “target
earners” who migrate to wage labor for a limited period of time and return home
once they meet their earnings targets (Piore 1979). Typical target earners are circular migrants who move from the countryside to cities to work during low
seasons in agriculture. Target earners seek to stabilize their h
 ousehold incomes.
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Migration is often a risk-diversification strategy that supplements rural livelihood
(Stark 1991). The migrants’ enduring ties to their rural roots prevent them from
becoming proletarian workers. The migrants in and from China as examined in
this chapter, by contrast, seek to maximize returns. More importantly, many have
lost connection with the countryside, even though they still have entitlements
to use the allocated agricultural and residential land (Pun and Lu 2010). As such,
pocketed proletarianization is different from semi-proletarianization (Dansereau
2002), part-time proletarianization (Gates 1979), or incomplete proletarianization (Selden and Wu 2011). What the migrants aspire to is full participation in
the urban-oriented economy and to benefit from it.

Pocketed Proletarianization as a Means of
Developmental Participation
Not all workers in the world can afford to walk out from factories, putting personal dignity and friendship before incomes. P
 eople need a certain level of material resources, social protection, and confidence in order to choose to move
between jobs frequently and repeatedly. Migrants see pocketed proletarianization as a means to participate in the growing economy.
The socialist legacy is important h
 ere. The market-oriented reform in China
started at the end of the 1970s from a relatively egalitarian basis. Although rural-
urban migrants are part of the lowest social strata in urban society, they are not
completely dispossessed, due to the collective land ownership system. The relatively
well-developed rural education and health system under socialism also endow the
migrants with a certain level of human capital. This explains why 52 percent of the
migrants in our 1994 survey listed “to see the world” as their primary goal of
migrating to cities, and 44.2 percent listed “learning skills.” “Earning money” was
only the third most popular reason (43 percent).21 The desire for “self-realization”
(ziwo shixian), as migrants often put it, became an even more important incentive
for the younger generation of migrants (Wang 2001).
Mig rants are ready to quit the job at hand because they expect to land at
another job soon. Th
 ere have good reasons to expect so. Local governments in
China are u nder pressure to maintain a high employment rate. The central government introduced a stimulus package of USD 586 billion in November 2008 in
order to offset the negative impacts of the global financial crisis and to avoid massive layoffs (Naughton 2009). The government also invested nearly USD 50 billion as employment subsidies between 2008 and 2015.22 In 2016, at the same time
as closing down factories that are heavy polluters or energy consumers in northeast China, the central government urged local governments and the so-called
mass organizations (Youth Leagues and W
 omen’s Federations) across China to
help hire laid-off workers from the northeast. Six coastal provincial governments,
which are among the economically most developed, are instructed to “select
one to two cities with high demand for employment opportunities, establish

Pocketed Proletarianization • 171

cross-provincial human resources service collaboration with northeast China . . . 
in order to receive as many laid-off workers as possible.” The coastal provinces are
also required to organize joint recruitment fairs in the northeast (Ministry of
Human Resources and social security et al. 2016).
International migration understandably requires more resources. Some
migrants are laid-off workers from state-owned enterprises. While in many senses
the laid-off workers are dispossessed and lost their previous lifetime job security
(Solinger 2002, 2003; Harvey 2005), they do have basic means of livelihood. For
instance, urban housing reform that started in 1998 encouraged citizens to purchase the state-owned housing that they rented at subsidized prices. As a result
most Chinese citizens for the first time possessed property certificates, which
were now widely used as security in dealing with recruitment agents, loan creditors, and foreign embassies. My field data suggests that about 80 percent of wouldbe migrants were able to use their own or immediate family’s savings to finance
migration, only less than 10 percent needed to borrow all the money, and the rest
combined the two. As the saving rate among the general population was high (a
net saving of RMB 36,500, or USD 6,000 per capita at the end of 2011 in Liaoning), borrowing was relatively easy.23 Urban residents normally borrowed from
relatives and friends without interest, and t hose in the countryside paid an annual
interest rate between 1 and 2 p ercent.
Pocketed proletarianization is sustained partly by social welfare, which has
been expanded rapidly since the late 1990s and especially the early 2000s. At the
end of 2015, 858 million Chinese were covered by the basic pension insurance
scheme, and 66 million were covered by the minimum livelihood assistance.24
Neither scheme existed before 1997. By the end of 2015, more than 95 percent of
Chinese citizens w
 ere covered by medical insurance.25 The safety net enables
migrants to alternate between wage work and unpredictable business. Without
social security, according to Wan Shi’s f ather, who was staying with Wan and Liu
for the winter as the floor heating in the apartment is better than the coal stove in
his own house, Wan and Liu would be “too scared” to be so footloose. The father
himself started receiving a modest amount of pension from 2015, even though the
factory that he had worked for went bankrupt a long time ago. Wan Shi asked me
whether he should buy private insurance or join the state pension scheme.
Apart from extending social welfare, the Chinese state also plays the role of
a protector of migrants, which to some extent mitigates migrants’ risks. The state
does so primarily by putting in place tight regulations over labor intermediaries. The 2013 amendment in the Labor Law requires labor dispatch agencies to
sign employment contracts with workers of no shorter than two years and to pay
the officially stipulated minimum wages regardless of whether there are work
assignments (Article 57). Regulations over international labor recruitment agencies
are even stricter. Companies have to pay a minimum of USD 500,000 as a security
deposit to the government, which fund would be used to compensate migrants’
loss even if the loss is not directly caused by the company’s misbehavior.26 Apart
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from financial penalties, recruitment agencies will also be delicensed for violating rules particularly if migrants’ interests are compromised. International
migrants pay high fees to recruitment agencies and take the risks because they
believe that the government would step in if they are mistreated. It is partly
based on this sense of political belonging that the migrants participate in pocketed proletarianization.

Conclusion
This chapter proposes the notion of pocketed proletarianization as a particular
manifestation of the nexus of mobility, precarity, and political belonging. Pocketed proletarianization is a working life strategy of being engaged intensively in
wage labor and with constant mobility. Migrants regard themselves as petty proprietors and entrepreneurs who value their labor as an investment that serves
their own asset accumulation. Precarity and mobility are to a large extent
migrants’ active choices as a way to participate in economic growth and to seek
upward mobility. This explains why migrant workers in China perform proletarian labor diligently, but fail to organize themselves into a socio-political force.
Mobility and precarity mutually reinforce each other. They are both shaped by
state policies, economic dynamics, hegemonic ideologies, and, most directly, specialist labor placement intermediaries.
Pocketed proletarianization in China is diff erent from precaritization as witnessed in advanced industrial countries. As the manufacturing-based economy
remains solid and social welfare provision is expanding, migrants tend to associate uncertainties with business opportunities rather than rights deprivation.
Alfred Marshall’s classical categorization of different types of citizen rights can
be useful to delineate the differences. Across the world t here are widening disparities between the different types of rights in each country, but the particular
forms of disparity vary. In the West, the working populations continue enjoying a high level of political rights but face steady declines of economic and social
rights. This makes the young a potentially dangerous class. In China, the situation is somehow reversed. Workers enjoy increasing opportunities of economic
participation and wider social rights, but they have hardly any political rights.
The Chinese state is the key behind this configuration. The state severely curtails citizens’ political rights as well as directly provisioning socioeconomic benefits. In contrast to the expanding welfare provided by the state, benefits tied to
employment remain very limited for migrants: only 17.6 percent of migrant workers have health insurance via their employers, 16.7 percent have pension insurance,
and 7.8 percent are covered by maternity insurance.27 The work relation is clearly
highly skewed and exploitative. But the workers have access to state benefits
beyond employers. While the party-state prohibits workers’ self-organization
and collective action to maintain social control and to facilitate economic growth,
it is keen to protect the basic livelihood of the population as one of its most
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important bases of legitimacy. This is also what many migrants believe: the
employers and intermediaries are opportunistic and exploitative, but the state is a
moral and benevolent agent that one turns to as the last resort. What may emerge
in China in the coming decades can be a new type of subject: the quasi-citizens
who have no political rights, have some socioeconomic rights as defined and provided by the state, but are nevertheless capable of advancing their interests by
exerting moral pressure on the state.
But this certainly does not mean that the condition in China is inherently
stable. The sustainability of pocketed proletarianization is contingent on a number of f actors, particularly the continuing growth of the economy and the state’s
capacity to redistribute wealth and provide security. If the state fails to meet the
popular expectation, especially if this happens at the same time as the economy
stagnates, t here could be serious social tensions and even political instability. The
current articulation between mobility, precarity, and citizenship will break down.
The laboring masses in China are not necessarily less dangerous than the precariat in other parts of the world.
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The Urban Exclusion
of Internally Displaced
Farmers in Medellín,
Colombia
CLAUDIA MARIA LÓPEZ

While Colombia has historically been associated with cocaine production and
trafficking, what is less talked about is the forced displacement of more than
seven million citizens, making it—at the end of 2018—the country with the largest population of internally displaced persons in the world (UNHRC 2019).
The root cause of the conflict is the over fifty-year civil war between left-wing
guerrillas, right-wing paramilitaries, and the Colombian military, armed groups
vying for control of land and power (Bejarano and Pizarro 2005; Bouvier 2005;
Avilés 2001). The role of nonstate actors in the cocaine economy, like drug traffickers and criminal gangs, has further exacerbated the scale and intensity of the
war. B
 attles among these groups have been primarily fought in the countryside,
resulting in the massive forced migration of peasant farmers (Bouvier 2005;
Avilés 2001; Andreas et al. 1991). More than 90 percent of t hose displaced resettle in urban areas of the country (Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre
2017; Crawford et al. 2015; Albuja and Ceballos 2010). Medellín—the secondlargest city in Colombia—is a key receptor site of displaced persons since central areas of conflict are located in the department of Antioquia, of which this
city is capital.
176
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Medellín was once home to Pablo Escobar, head of the Medellín drug cartel,
an organization that in the 1980s and 1990s controlled 90 percent of the world’s
cocaine production and distribution (Bouvier 2005; Andreas et al. 1991). Once
a conservative merchant town, the prosperity of the cocaine economy modernized Medellín (Roldan 1999, 2002). In the last decade, groups from the corporate sector have worked closely with the government in Antioquia to rebrand
Medellín by investing millions of tax dollars into greening projects and inviting
new foreign entrepreneurs and developers to the city. Reputed to be at one time
the homicide capital of the world, Medellín is now known as a site of global
finance and fashion, transportation, and urban development and innovation,
rebranding itself on the world stage as an urban “miracle” (Hylton 2007). In contrast to this new image, however, are the waves of displaced farmers living in
informal settlements on the peripheries of the city.
Research on urban resettlement in Colombia has found that internally displaced persons are excluded from formal labor markets, which has detrimental
effects on their long-term integration and f uture socioeconomic mobility (Ibáñez
and Velásquez 2008; Ibáñez and Moya 2007; Bello 2006; Muggah 2000). Liter
ature on forced migration highlights forms of marginalization due to refugees’
position as noncitizens in a receiving country (De Genova 2017; Grace, Nawyn,
and Okwako 2018), but what is less discussed is how internal mig rants face
similar issues of socioeconomic and political exclusion, despite retaining their
national membership.
The case of rural-to-urban migrants in China is an example of how internal
migration can challenge “nation-based conceptions of citizenship” (Swider 2015).
Research on the internal migration of peasants to Chinese cities examines how
the state constructs distinct typologies of rural and urban citizens within its own
national membership, prioritizing city residents (Swider 2015). In addition, as
unregistered peasant vendors, migrants are treated as a separate and subordinate
ethnic group by the urban community, challenging rural migrants’ right to exist
and survive in the city (Swider 2015). In the case of Colombian small farmers who
have been displaced to the cities by conflict, my findings reveal that, while they
do not cross international borders and they retain their national citizenship,
internally displaced persons experience socioeconomic exclusion from the urban
community that negatively affects their sense and practice of citizenship (Swider
2015).
To understand this paradox of simultaneous inclusion and marginalization,
this chapter asks: What are the forms of nonbelonging that test the limits of legible citizenship? How do internally displaced persons negotiate the spectrum of
citizenship? And how do they see themselves and how are they seen in relation
to the state and city? To answer these questions, I put into conversation theories
of citizenship that bring into relief a continuum of citizenship—that is, a typology and hierarchy of citizens. I also draw from over eight years of ethnographic
interviews and surveys with displaced peasants, as well as interviews with
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representatives of government agencies and nongovernment organizations, to
examine the effects of forced migration on the integration and citizenship of
peasants living in protracted states of displacement.
According to the Brookings Institute and Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, protracted displacement involves “situations where the process for
finding durable solutions is stalled, and/or where internally displaced persons
(IDPs) are marginalized as a consequence of violations or a lack of protection of
their human rights, including economic, social and cultural rights. Solutions are
absent or have failed and IDPs remain disadvantaged and unable to fully enjoy
their rights” (Brookings and IDMC 2011). Th
 ese situations are considered protracted if they last more than five years. Using Margaret Somers’s (2008) concept of interior borders, Bridget Anderson’s (2013) typology of citizens, and
Rhacel Salazar Parreñas’s (2001, 2015) theory of partial citizenship, I argue that
after years of segregation in the informal sector and dependence on the government, displaced peasants morph from the category of Tolerated Citizens to Failed
Citizens (Anderson 2013) due to their inability to assimilate into Medellín as valued urban citizens. Further, I assert that, due to being perceived by the state and
urban society as Failed Citizens, internally displaced peasants experience stunted
integration into their receiving society.

Citizenship, Rights, and Interior Borders
The process of integration is a process of citizen-making. Formal (that is, legal)
citizenship is associated with rights that can only be guaranteed via a legal attachment to a territorial-bound, sovereign state (Tilly 1995; Arendt 1968). Th
 ese
rights produce, reflect, and maintain national ideals about who can or should
be included in the process of nation-building. This is also a process that is assumed
to facilitate feelings of belonging and alliance to the nation-state. Using the case
of Hurricane Katrina,1 Somers examines citizenship beyond a dominant organ
izing theory or status, thereby demonstrating the limits of national citizenship
for guaranteeing rights and generating feelings of national belonging. She argues
that “the citizens of New Orleans were made stateless by the man-made tragedy
of Katrina, the borders and boundaries once used solely as external demarcations
designed to exclude people from nation-state entry are increasingly expanding
to the center of our polities, creating sharp interior borders of internal social and
political exclusion” (Somers 2008, 21). In short, she contends that citizenship
rights need to be understood as both de jure and de facto rights, and that forms
of social exclusion, especially as related to the erosion of rights and growth of
capital markets, transform citizens into “de facto internally stateless superfluous
people,” even when those citizens hold formal citizenship (Somers 2008, 27). As
she points out, “It is only this primary right of inclusion and membership that
makes possible the mutual acknowledgment of the other as a moral equal, and
thus worthy of equal social and political recognition” (Somers 2008, 6). Her
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analysis reveals that membership status alone does not allow for a wider range
of understandings about other forms of belonging and exclusions not based on
formal conceptualization of national belonging. Examining citizenship beyond
a formal, state-centered membership allows for thinking “comparatively about
citizenship regimes as variable, along a continuum from lesser to greater degrees
of democratic and rights-based social inclusiveness” (Somers 2008, 6).

Tracing a Typology of Citizens
Studies on migration and citizenship have focused on the flows of immigrants
across international borders, examining the tensions between the migrant and
the receiving country. Based on a binary of citizen/noncitizen, state policies that
control borders and the movements of bodies, particularly from the Global South
to the Global North, hold citizenship as a status that protects the “acceptable”
citizen, as well as excluding those who are seen as the noncitizen Other. As
Anderson argues, “The exclusion of migrants helps define the privileges and the
limitations of citizenship, and close attention to the border (physical and meta
phorical) reveals much about how we make sense of ourselves” (Anderson 2013,
2). She asserts that modern states are held together by a community of value,
rather than a random collection of “imagined” members (Anderson 2006).
The community of value is “composed of people who share common ideals
and (exemplary) patterns of behavior expressed through ethnicity, religion, culture, or language—that is, its members have shared values. They partake in certain forms of social relations, in ‘communities’” (Anderson 2013, 2). Participation
in the community of value allows the state to claim legitimacy and uphold the
ideas and values of the nation. Anderson (2013) moves beyond the citizen-
noncitizen binary of formal belonging, creating a more nuanced typology of
citizens, which is composed of Good, Failed, and Tolerated Citizens and Non-
Citizens (migrants). In the construction and implementation of migration policies, the unit of analysis is the individual and the individual’s ability to fulfill
the obligations of good citizenship. Good Citizens populate the community of
value, and t hese individuals are deemed morally upstanding and valuable members of society who are “law-abiding and hard-working members of stable and
respectable families” (Anderson 2013, 3).
Protection of the community of value is the protection of national sovereignty
and thus the primary task of migration policies and the Good Citizen. In this
view, and similar to Somers, Anderson argues, “Immigration and citizenship are
not simply about legal status, but fundamentally about status in the sense of
worth and honour—that is, membership of the community of value” (Anderson 2013, 4). In contrast, the Failed Citizen is the individual who has not been
able to live up to the ideals of the community of value. This category of citizen
can be homeless, jobless, criminal, or welfare dependent. Due to bad decision-
making, a perceived lack of discipline, divisive cultural norms, and dependency
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on the state, Failed Citizens do not belong and are deemed unworthy of being a
part of the community of value. In spite of being formal citizens, they are considered outsiders. In this sense, Failed Citizens lack rights because they are seen
as not sharing the same values as those of the community, such as “economic
worth, independence, self-sufficiency, and hard work” (Anderson 2013, 5). Adding to the typology of citizens, Anderson also introduces the Tolerated Citizen,
like the refugee or forced migrant, who is temporarily accepted into the community of value based on subordinate status. Conceptualizing citizenship
based on rights and obligations, she urges us to consider what types of contributions are acceptable as part of a citizen’s obligation to the community of value.
She also makes the link between contribution and work, noting that Failed
Citizens—for example, poor people—a re dismissed for not contributing to
society, while their poverty is blamed on their perceived individual inability to
be self-sufficient.
The case of internal displacement in Colombia demonstrates the ways that
forced migration and socioeconomic exclusion transform the displaced peasant
from the Good Campesino to the Tolerated Displaced and, a fter many years in
a state of protracted displacement, to the Failed Urban Citizen. Before being displaced, the majority of campesinos (small-scale farmers) I interviewed worked in
informal markets in the countryside, but they w
 ere self-sufficient. While many
peasants are still poor, and many labor as sharecroppers, access to land, even
rented, allows for farmers to work and gives them the ability to produce their
own food. The idea of productivity is tied to contribution; productiveness via valued labor is at the core of being perceived as a Good Citizen. In a rural setting,
agricultural labor and skills are valuable, though farmers are not credited with
contributing to society in the same way as urban citizens—that is, directly to
labor and economic markets. Still, farmers can access food at minimum by producing it themselves or by bartering. In Colombia, narratives of the Good
Campesino are infused with representations of farmers who can produce their
own food, who are driven by self-determination and communality, and who
reproduce not only themselves but the nation. This is evident in the saying “Sin
campo, no hay ciudad” (“Without countryside, t here is no city”) (Agencia Colombiana para La Reintegración 2016; Domínguez 2014). This maxim represents
the idea that the peasants and their agricultural skills feed the city. Therefore,
the city’s own existence relies on the countryside, making farming a patriotic act
and the productive campesino a symbol of the Good Colombian.
In the city, the state and receiving society treat the displaced as Tolerated Citizens, and the process of reception becomes part of the national Colombian
project. The resettlement of millions of displaced nationals is integral to the security of the nation-state since the waves of poor, jobless, and traumatized citizens
create instability in the receiving urban community. However, resettlement programs lack a focus on training peasants in new skills that can assist them in
transitioning into the urban labor market. In addition, employers do not view

The Urban Exclusion of Internally Displaced Farmers in Medellín, Colombia • 181

the displaced as acceptable urban workers, thereby shutting them out of formal
employment. Most displaced peasants must now depend on informal markets
and/or government aid to be able to subsist (Carrillo 2009; Ibáñez and Velásquez
2008; Ibáñez and Moya 2007; Bello 2006). Over time, exclusion from full socioeconomic and political integration and a lack of durable solutions result in protracted states of displacement.
Campesinos living in states of protracted displacement now move from being
considered the Tolerated Displaced to Failed Urban Citizens. As peasants resettle in the city, they “fail” to contribute to urban society, moving from productive to dependent workers. The city—as a site of neoliberal markets, exchange,
and development (Greenberg 2008; Harvey 2004; Brenner and Theodore
2002)—becomes a space of contestation since displaced peasants clash with city
planners’ conceptualization of innovation and progress (Harvey 2013). A Good
Urban Citizen is one who works in the formal labor market, thereby contributing to the Medellín economy. While one could argue that informal employment
does contribute to the city’s economy, informality is still precarious. It leaves the
displaced unprotected, without benefits, susceptible to exploitation, and at a high
risk of lifelong impoverishment (Chen, Vanek, and Carr 2004; Cernea 1997).
An interview with Mari, a thirty-year-old Afro-Colombian w
 oman, offers a
glimpse of rural-to-urban economic shifts and how they challenge the displaced
person’s capacity to contribute and support her f amily. A
 fter paramilitaries displaced her from Quibdó, Chocó, when she was eighteen years old, Mari resettled in Medellín with her cousin. Mari is now a widow with five children, all
underage. The sole provider in the household, she supports her children with sex
work:
I have been able to find food and I live working a job that forces you to do what
is needed, but even this . . . if you have to pay for utilities, pay for this thing and
the other t hing, for the kids, for you, well, it d oesn’t cover things, it doesn’t
give, you understand me? B
 ecause if you were in your [country] home, even if it
was t here on the farm, you would have at least bananas, frijoles, potatoes to eat . . . 
there you d on’t need anyone to give you anything b ecause you have everything
there. But here in the city it is different. If you want to go downtown, you need to
have money, if you go to the doctor, you need to have money, if you need
anything, for everything, you need money, and if you aren’t working, where are
you going to get the money? (Mari, interview in Medellín, 2014)

During the interview, Mari expressed frustration about the multiple challenges
of urban life that have created long-term barriers to her ability to provide basic
necessities for her family. She receives stipends from state and NGO programs
for food, clothing, and school assistance for her children, and she lives in a settlement of displaced p eople on the eastern mountain range of Medellín. Since
she struggles to contribute to the h
 ousehold’s daily reproduction, Mari must be
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dependent on the state and feels desperate since sex work does not offer safe, sustainable employment for socioeconomic mobility.

Failed Urban Citizens and Limited Citizenship
The loss of land and livelihood, stigma, lack of durable solutions, and exclusion
from the formal labor market result in displaced peasants being classified as
Failed Urban Citizens. Drawing from Parreñas’s work (2001, 2015), I apply the
concept of partial citizenship to internal forced migration, defining it as a social
status that is both inclusionary and exclusionary, where one has claims to formal
rights yet is limited from practicing those rights fully. Lack of state protection
and intervention has rendered the displaced invisible and thus disposable. I examine this failed urban citizenship as an outcome of the differential inclusion (Espiritu 2003) of displaced farmers, revealing the differentiated hierarchies of
citizenship within Colombia (Somers 2008; C
 astles 2005). Failed urban citizenship is applied to explore the forms of national exclusion of forced migrants that
occur due to war, displacement, and policy—what Susan Bibler Coutin (2016)
calls “dis-memberments.” Displaced citizens are accepted and integrated into
some segments of society due to their subordinate social status—for example,
through victim aid programs—and at the same time are excluded from full integration in other segments of society.
While peasants are included for a while as Tolerated Citizens, interviews with
campesinos reveal that displaced participants do not feel like they belong, despite
having been in the city for a decade or more. I found that instances where the
status of Failed Citizen is most clearly exposed w
 ere during displaced persons’
interactions with social workers or humanitarian workers from transitional justice programs. For instance, an interview with Alejandra, a coordinator of a state
adult education program for victims of the conflict, demonstrates how even aid
practitioners use a framework of failure:
I’m now one of the people that I see someone asking for money at the traffic
lights, and [rolls eyes and laughs] I have already become very jaded to that. I
think the way out [of displacement] is elsewhere, and I would love it if
everyone understands that the solution is not, “give me money,” it is, “come
work”. . . . It is very difficult to change the “chip” in people, to tell them, hey,
you were displaced but you have moved on and you have been in the displaced
category for X number of years. But from then to now, you are no longer
displaced, you are already part of this city! (Alejandra, interview in Medellín,
2014)

Alejandra recognizes peasants in protracted displacement as Failed Urban Citizens and mentions their inability to assimilate quickly into the city, something
assumed that a Good Urban Citizen could easily achieve. Now viewing the
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displaced as Failed Citizens has resulted in Alejandra feeling irritation and
indifference t oward the community that she is supposed to serve.
These sentiments are also felt by displaced persons, who expressed to me that
they felt dismissed and discriminated against by humanitarian and social workers. Natalia, a forty-five-year-old displaced Afro-Colombian w
 oman who resettled in Medellín in 2000, talks about how she was treated when seeking aid:
[The government] gave me groceries for three months, and they abandoned me
saying that I had no right to anything e lse . . . they said, “You have already been
here a long time, you should already be established.” How are we ever g oing to
be established if we left our farms, our h
 ouses, our livestock, with nothing,
nothing? Because they gave us three hours to leave, with nothing. (Natalia,
interview in Medellín, 2011)

As we see from Natalia’s testimony, even while seeking aid, she feels abandoned
by the state since emergency aid is only distributed for three months and aid
workers dismiss her needs based on the amount of time she has been in Medellín. At the time of this interview, Natalia had been in Medellín for fourteen years
and survived by washing clothes and receiving government aid. However, Natalia’s losses go beyond monetary compensation.
Campesinos’ lives are based on their relationship with the land and soil, which
is intimately connected to their sense and practice of Colombian citizenship.
Therefore, forced displacement to the city also displaces their identity, relations,
and networks of survival, (re)shaping their relationship to the state and city, making establishment difficult and in some cases impossible. Juan, a displaced mestizo man who resettled in Medellín in 2001, discusses how he feels about his
relationship to the city as a displaced peasant:
You beg or you rob. What else can you do but beg? The war has created a cycle.
The country has been dragged to the city and now the campesino, who is used
to other customs, in the s imple life, in self-sufficiency, well, the city does not
give security. (Juan, interview in Medellín, 2011)

 fter living in the city for ten years, Juan continues to see himself as an outsider,
A
distinguished by his rural customs, practices, and values, which are not in line
with t hose of the urban community of value. This is especially true in the case
of Medellín, where the need for an urban citizenship creates new borders and
hierarchies of citizenships within the subnational (Castles 2005).

Conclusion
I conclude by returning to the question posed at the beginning of the chapter:
“What are the forms of nonbelonging that test the limits of legible citizenship?”
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If we approach citizenship as rights and contribution—via labor and labor
practices—then it can be argued that the displaced citizens experience noncitizenship in two ways. First, displacement violates campesinos’ human and civil
rights due to violence and losses as a consequence of war. Second, dislocation
from and dispossession of land and the relationships built within the rural territory eliminate campesinos’ ability to contribute to society as valued and valuable workers. Both ruptures demonstrate forms of nonbelonging that limit
citizenship.
In the case of internally displaced peasants in Colombia, I found that internally displaced persons’ national membership is affected by their stunted integration due to their inability to contribute to an explicitly urban community of
value. Peasants’ exclusion from the formal labor market and stagnation over years
in states of protracted displacement downgrade their status from Good
Campesino to Tolerated Displaced and, l ater, to Failed Urban Citizen. This new
social status, as I have argued, is stunted, since it is both inclusionary and exclusionary, influencing the internally displaced person’s feelings and practices of
belonging to the nation-state, in spite of never leaving the country.
My research adds to conceptions of citizenship within the spectrum of belonging by demonstrating the limits of integration and national citizenship. Citizenship operates within a global and national hierarchy that, for some, limits
migrants’ sense and practice of citizenship. These limitations are highlighted in
cities, where globalization and h
 uman mobility challenge borders and belonging at the subnational scale. Examining the nexus of mobility, precarity, and
(non)citizenship, this case disputes assumptions about a homogenous national
identity and an all-inclusive birthright citizenship. Ultimately, this case links
labor, national identity, and citizenship to demonstrate the fluidity of belonging for both citizens and noncitizens, offering a more nuanced lens for examining citizenship in the twenty-first century.

Note
1 Hurricane Katrina occurred in August 2005, causing massive destruction in U.S.

states like Florida and Louisiana and affecting cities like New Orleans.
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Part III

Belonging and
(Non)citizenship

12

Exclusionary Inclusion
Applying for Legal Status in
the United States
SUSAN BIBLER COUTIN AND
VÉRONIQUE FORTIN
Recent debates over immigration policy-making in the United States have been
shaped by binaries between legality and illegality, citizens and noncitizens, families and felons, p eople who “wait in line” and “line-jumpers,” t hose with legal
status and the undocumented. Yet, the legal landscape created by immigration
law is much murkier than these seemingly clear-cut distinctions would suggest.
Individuals can move between categories, such as when t hose who enter the
United States legally—for example, through a tourist visa—then lose permission
to remain in the country. These categories are also internally differentiated. Some
undocumented individuals are eligible for status through family members,
whereas o thers face bars on legalization due to having reentered the country a fter
being deported or claiming to be a U.S. citizen (Gomberg-Muñoz 2016). Likewise, U.S. citizens who have undocumented relatives undergo a kind of secondary illegalization (Dreby 2015; Castañeda 2019), in that they experience the effects
of immigration law enforcement practices, in some cases even accompanying
deported family members to the countries to which they are deported (Kanstroom 2007). Felons are part of families, and, given the racially disparate impacts
of law enforcement practices (Alexander 2010), which impact citizens as well as
191
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noncitizens, many p eople of color have had brushes with the law. Th
 ere is not a
single “line” that immigrants can wait in; rather, opportunities to immigrate to
the United States legally vary by country, and some opportunities, such as Temporary Protected Status or U visas (for victims of crime), are specifically geared
toward those who are already in the United States. Furthermore, even lawful permanent residents can become undocumented if they are convicted of certain
crimes. Clearly, citizens and noncitizens share commonalities, in that they may
belong to the same families, be subjected to similar policing practices, and face
constraints on social mobility. Given these complexities, why do binaries persist?
What do legalization and illegalization actually consist of, as practices? And how
do immigrants and their allies navigate these processes?
Examining immigrants’ efforts to acquire l egal status in the United States suggests that these binaries between “deserving” and “undeserving” immigrants
reflect two processes that have shaped immigration law over the past few decades:
1) securitization, in other words, “the acceptance of an issue as a threat”
(Dauvergne 2008, 100), and 2) humanitarianism, which carves out exceptions
for select groups of immigrants, such as asylum seekers or crime victims, on
humanitarian grounds. Immigration law has undergone securitization in that
immigration forms solicit an extensive criminal history, immigrants must
undergo criminal record checks, penalties are imposed merely for being in the
United States without authorization, and the immigration consequences of criminal convictions are quite high. At the same time, securitization is alleviated in
select instances through exceptions that allow the state to depict itself as compassionate but that also compel immigrants to conform to stereotypes of suffering (Lakhani 2014). These two processes have created a legal landscape in which
opportunities for legalization are largely foreclosed but for spotty oases due to
historical and humanitarian exceptions. The dynamics of securitization and
humanitarian exceptions make the application process contradictory, inequitable, and fluid. Similarly situated individuals may have differential access to legalization opportunities that, in turn, can materialize or disappear based on myriad
circumstances. These contradictions and inequities impact not only noncitizens
but also their family members, whether they are in the United States where their
own life chances may be linked to those of undocumented relatives, or in their
countries of origin where individuals may undergo lengthy separations from
loved ones. Noncitizens, their family members, and legal advocates respond creatively, attempting to bring law into conformity with their own personal circumstances and visions of fairness.
Seeking legal status in the United States is therefore an exclusionary form of
inclusion. Immigration procedures appear to be inclusionary, in that they hold
out the potential for an individual to gain status, but at the same time, they
exclude, both because status is often out of reach but also because to acquire status, individuals have to be able to meet the l imited definitions of deservingness
that are the basis for exceptions.1 Applying for legal status is therefore a key
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context in which the nexus between mobility, precarity, and noncitizenship is
clear. The application process holds out the hope of social mobility (through
improved employment prospects) as well as geographic mobility (in that those
who have lawful residency can travel internationally), yet economic insecurity
and the very condition of being undocumented can prevent individuals from having the financial means, life experiences, and documentary record to qualify. Precarity and uncertainty therefore pervade the application process, which has
impacts far beyond applicants themselves. Even within the same f amily, citizens
and noncitizens alike may suffer from the exclusionary politics of precarity.
Examining such exclusionary inclusions makes four contributions to the lit
erature on immigration. First, analyzing the practice of immigration law
highlights the degree to which “legality” and “illegality” are processes rather than
characteristics. Thus rather than being intrinsically “legal” or “illegal,” individuals undergo legalization and illegalization, both of which suggest that statuses
are fluid rather than static. Second, immigration scholars have recently drawn
attention to the relationship between immigration and criminalization (e.g.,
Stumpf 2006), but have not fully explored the ways that humanitarianism, as
an exception that reinforces state power, is also linked to securitization (Agamben 2005; Ticktin 2006; Fassin 2007; Anderson, Sharma, and Wright 2009.)
Third, attending to the ways that citizenship and alienage are internally differentiated also reveals their intersections. Thus U.S. citizens with undocumented
relatives are differentiated from U.S. citizens who are not in mixed status families. Noting such “spillover” effects of illegalization highlights the degree to which
immigration law enforcement potentially impacts broad swaths of society (Castañeda 2019). Finally, examining how individuals navigate immigration law sheds
light on the creative ways that immigrants and their allies seek to enhance law’s
malleability. Attention to such creativity helps to counter images of immigrants
as passive or powerless.
Our analysis of noncitizens’ efforts to acquire legal status in the United States
is based on participant observation in the legal services department of a Los
Angeles–based nonprofit that provides low-cost legal services to immigrants,
predominantly from Central American countries and Mexico. One of us—
Susan—spent one day per week at the nonprofit for approximately eight months
per year between 2011 and 2015, while the other—Véronique—spent one day per
week t here from September 2011 to April 2012. Our roles were those of researchers/volunteers. We shadowed service providers as they completed forms, evaluated clients’ eligibility for legalization opportunities, and dispensed l egal advice.
We also volunteered, completing forms ourselves (under the supervision of legal
staff), translating documents from Spanish to Eng lish or vice versa, d oing
research for l egal initiatives or grant proposals, and assisting with photocopying
and other clerical tasks. Additionally, we attended community presentations on
immigration law, legal meetings in which complex cases were discussed, training sessions, and other events, and w
 ere able to speak informally with service
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providers, their clients, and other nonprofit staff on an ongoing basis. The
appointments that we observed focused on a broad range of immigration cases,
including naturalization, green card renewals, work permit renewals, Temporary
Protected Status (TPS) renewals, obtaining residency through the Nicaraguan
Adjustment and Central American Relief Act (NACARA), family visa petitions,
petitions for U visas (available to crime victims who collaborate with the police
in an investigation), Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) cases (in which a
victim of domestic abuse petitions for status independent of an abusive spouse),
and general consultations to determine whether individuals w
 ere eligible for a
particular form of relief. We became familiar with the documentation submitted in support of t hese sorts of cases, learned how service providers assessed
eligibility for relief, and heard the sorts of questions and concerns voiced by those
seeking status. We recorded our observations, omitting identifying information
and using pseudonyms for both service providers and their clients.
In this chapter, we focus on a particular subset of our observations—namely,
those that we recorded from January to July 2012, an “in between” period when
President Barack Obama’s unfulfilled promise of comprehensive immigration
reform had created hope for undocumented noncitizens, but the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, which granted work authorization
and temporary relief from deportation to certain noncitizens who came to the
United States as children, had not yet been implemented. Focusing on this period
allows us to explore the legal landscape created by the intensification of securitization, a consequence of more restrictive immigration policies adopted in 1996
and exacerbated by the events of September 11, 2001.2 In this context, many discovered that their hopes for status could not be realized, at least for the time
being.

Eligibility for Relief
At a community presentation on immigration law (commonly called charla in
Spanish), Nelson, an attorney at the nonprofit where we did observations and
volunteer work, sought to educate his audience of twenty-three Spanish-speaking
women and men about the avenues through which they might gain status, while
also warning them against being victimized through false promises of relief.
While toddlers wandered about, shaking their toys and trying to write on the
whiteboard at the front of the room, Nelson explained that t here is a saying: por
sangre, sudor, o lágrimas, se puede inmigrar—through blood, sweat, or tears, one
can immigrate or acquire legal status in the United States. “Blood” refers to
immigrating through a close relative, such as a parent, child, sibling, or spouse,
“sweat” to acquiring a work-related visa, something that he said was very difficult and was not a procedure handled by the nonprofit, and “tears” to qualifying for status based on one’s suffering, such as obtaining asylum due to being a
victim of persecution or being granted a U visa due to experiencing a serious
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crime. Yet barriers—sometimes insurmountable ones—could exist along t hese
pathways. Being convicted of a crime could make an individual ineligible, as
could reentering the United States following deportation, or even living in the
United States without status for a year or more. Opportunities based on humanitarian ideals, such as family unity or human rights, w
 ere therefore limited by
criminalization and illegalization. During the question and answer period, one
woman asked, “I have lived in the United States for twenty years and I have three
U.S. citizen children. Can I legalize?” B
 ecause her children were minors and she
had no other relative who could petition for her, the answer turned out to be no.
In this highly exclusionary environment, in which strong f amily ties and a
lengthy period of residence do not overcome illegalization, citizenship itself is
fragmented. Social belonging can be sharply differentiated from l egal inclusion,
with the result that some individuals, such as the woman who posed this question, are quasi-citizens: they have long-term ties to the country and in many
respects, their lives resemble those of citizens, yet they nonetheless lack recognition as lawful residents and are potentially deportable. In contrast to e arlier periods, when immigrants (particularly from Europe) w
 ere regarded as “Americans
in waiting”—that is, individuals who would eventually become U.S. citizens—
even lawful permanent residents are now treated as “on probation” in that they
can become irrevocably deportable for a broad range of criminal convictions
(Motomura 1992, 2006). Yet, historical contingencies and seemingly arbitrary
distinctions can differentiate similarly situated individuals. For example, had the
mother of the three U.S. citizen children been petitioned for by a sibling prior
to April 2001, then she would qualify for an exemption from the penalty that
U.S. immigration law currently imposes on those who have lived in the United
States without status.3 Or, had she entered the country with a visa rather than
crossing the border without authorization, then when her children turn twenty-
one, they could petition for her and she could obtain a lawful permanent residency in the United States without triggering a bar on reentry. Distinctions based
on f actors such as entry dates, mode of entry, age, and marital status can facilitate legalization in some cases, but result in illegalization in many others.
The degree to which the category “undocumented” was internally differentiated through t hese seemingly arbitrary distinctions was clear during the consultations that we observed at the nonprofit. Gloria, who had immigrated to the
United States without authorization from Guatemala in 2004, came into the
nonprofit to learn w
 hether her father, who had recently become a U.S. citizen,
could petition for her. The service provider who assisted her explored w
 hether
anyone had petitioned for her at an earlier point in time, why she had first come
to the United States, how she had entered the country, and w
 hether she had been
a victim of any crime. Gloria responded that no one had petitioned for her, she
had entered the country to join relatives, she had been briefly detained when she
tried to cross the border so she had had to make multiple attempts, and she had
not experienced a crime. Gloria shared some of the paperwork that she had been

196 • Susan Bibler Coutin and Véronique Fortin

given when she had been detained. A fter reviewing these documents, the service
provider very g ently explained that while Gloria’s f ather could petition for her,
she did not think Gloria would be able to benefit from that petition. When the
petition became available, Gloria would have to go back to Guatemala to obtain
the visa, but there, she would encounter a number of problems. Th
 ese problems
included the fact that the paper that she had received from Immigration stated
that she had verbally claimed to be a U.S. citizen, even though she said she had
not actually done so, and the fact that she had reentered a fter having been
deported, having been in the United States without status for more than one year,
which subjected her to a ten-year bar on reentry. She could request a waiver
exempting her from the penalty for some of these things, but there was no waiver
for having claimed to be a U.S. citizen. It appeared unlikely that Gloria would
be able to overcome these hurdles. She would have to remain undocumented.4
In contrast, David’s appointment with the same service provider had a very
different outcome. David and his wife, Carmen, both of whom were from El
Salvador, approached the nonprofit to learn w
 hether David could renew his
work permit. Carmen had obtained residency through NACARA, which,
among other things, enabled Salvadorans who entered the United States before
October 31, 1991, and applied for asylum or Temporary Protected Status by specified deadlines to apply for lawful permanent residency. David had obtained a
work permit, presumably through an old application for asylum, and had been
able to renew it for many years, but in the service provider’s view, continuing to
do so would be risky, since immigration authorities might schedule him for an
asylum hearing, which he was unlikely to win. David was not eligible for
NACARA on his own, b ecause he had entered the United States in 1992. However, he was eligible to apply to be included in his wife’s NACARA case, after
the fact, and thus obtain lawful permanent residency, which granted greater
security than a work permit. NACARA applicants did not have to leave the
country to obtain residency and therefore did not face the bars on reentry that
were so devastating for Gloria. His relationship to his wife was likely to lead to
residency, through NACARA, whereas Gloria’s relationship to her U.S. citizen
father most likely would not.
Because securitization created barriers to legalization, service providers had
to carefully screen their clients for criminal convictions. Jorge was applying for
a U visa because he and his girlfriend had been badly beaten by her ex-boyfriend.
Jorge had been arrested a few times for having sold DVDs on the streets, as well
as for drinking a beer in public. Upon hearing of t hese incidents, his attorney
sympathetically commented that gringos (her term) never get arrested for t hese
offenses, thus highlighting racial biases within law enforcement, but she also
asked him to bring in copies of the court dispositions, so that she could determine w
 hether t hese might impact his U visa eligibility. Regardless of racial profiling within law enforcement practices, convictions could potentially make Jorge
ineligible for relief. Screening for criminal convictions pervaded the l egal services
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that we observed. For instance, another service provider told us about a client
who had failed to disclose a previous arrest. This client’s application for a U visa
had been submitted, but when the client had submitted her fingerprints to U.S.
Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) for a records check, the record
of the arrest appeared. Although the incident was minor—a shoving match that
resulted in an arrest but without charges or court record—this applicant had to
submit supplementary materials describing the incident, expressing repentance
over not having reported the arrest in her original application, asking for p ardon
for not having reported it, and describing the hardship that she would suffer if
she were not to get a work permit. Securitization restricted eligibility even for
humanitarian forms of relief. Undocumented individuals and other noncitizens
were differentiated not only by distinctions associated with their eligibility but
also by contradictions that arose within the application process itself.

Contradictions and Fluidity within the Application Process
One day when we were observing appointments, multiple service providers
attempted to find a solution for Diana, a twenty-three-year-old mother of two
who had been a victim of domestic violence and who was in deportation proceedings and therefore at risk of being removed from the United States in the
near future. Diana told the service provider who was handling her consultation
that she had called the police to report the abuse and that, in an unsuccessful
attempt to locate the abuser, they had come to her house twice as well as to the
workplace of the man she identified as responsible. Based on her experiences, the
service provider said, Diana ought to be eligible to apply for a U visa, which was
available to crime victims who had suffered substantial harm and had collaborated with the police in investigating the crime. Her first step in pursuing this
avenue of relief was to obtain a copy of the police report. Diana had tried to do
so without success. The service provider called both the police and the sheriff in
an attempt to locate the missing report, to no avail. One of the attorneys then
called a police supervisor to request the report, but even though the attorney was
quite insistent, the supervisor said that no report existed. Because of this missing document, Diana was unable to apply for a U visa, even though the fact pattern that she reported ought to have made her eligible to apply.
Diana was not alone in being potentially eligible for an immigration remedy,
yet facing obstacles in applying. Some challenges can be overcome whereas others
are persistent. Thus, categories such as “undocumented” are differentiated not
only in terms of eligibility for relief, but also in regard to factors that shape
whether or not individuals are able to pursue remedies. The contradictory nature
of immigration law is double. It is on one hand “the product of a conflict embedded in the political economy, between the ideology of immigration restrictionism and the economic pressure to provide employers with immigrant labor”
(Calavita 1989, 41). On the other hand, it is the result of a tension between
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theoretical access to legalization and very real obstacles, such as missing documents, documentary errors and inconsistencies, financial constraints, and
unavailability of qualified and affordable legal support—in other words contradictions within legal proceedings themselves. Th
 ese challenges further the
illegalization to which migrants are subjected and give rise to inequities that
often fall along lines of race, class, family status, and nationality. Given the suspicion associated with the securitization of immigration law, applicants, rather
than officials, the legal system, or social structures, are held accountable for
challenges, even when these—such as Diana’s missing police report—are outside of applicants’ control. Moreover, the application process is dynamic. In the
midst of pursuing a remedy, new documents, evidence, or experiences can change
an individual’s eligibility, opening or closing doors or forcing difficult choices.
Because migrants are regarded with suspicion, they face burdensome evidentiary requirements. Depending on what they were applying for, applicants had
to provide bank statements, birth certificates, unexpired passports, driver’s
licenses or other identification documents, copies of work permits, immigration
notices they had received, check stubs, rent payments, school transcripts, photos, letters from friends and relatives, awards and certificates they had received,
court records, police reports, medical records, and more. These were used to
establish their identity, provide evidence of hardship, prove the amount of time
that they had lived in the United States, explain any arrests or criminal charges,
demonstrate the validity of their marriages and kin relationships, prove their age
and nationality, demonstrate good moral character, and establish their income
levels. Not everyone could obtain these records. Brenda, a U visa applicant, was
living in a shelter with her children and found it hard to acquire the records that
her service provider had requested. Moreover, her inquiries had been rebuffed
in some quarters. She needed to obtain a letter from the shelter, but, she reported,
a shelter worker accused her of caring only about her U visa case, implying that
her account of domestic violence was invented and that U visa applicants were
untrustworthy and undeserving. In another case, Esperanza, who was being petitioned for by her husband, described the lengths that she went to locate a rental
agreement that could help to establish that their marriage was not fraudulent.
Véronique’s fieldnotes describe this applicant’s search:
She said that they have moved in a new h
 ouse just a month ago and she had
been very stressed out with a lot of t hings. They also have a two-year-old that
takes all her time. Anyhow, she said that with the move, she had lost the rental
agreement she had previously collected. She was very stressed about having lost
this because it was one of the only things with their two names on it. She said
that all week she worried about this, looking everywhere and not finding it.
Just the day before the appointment, she said that she put the baby to bed for
the afternoon nap, thinking “it is my last chance to find it.” So, she went folder
by folder in her filing cabinet to check if it wasn’t misplaced. And just as she
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was about to give up, she looked up, and above the filing cabinet, in the closet
where she stored the board games, t here was a pile of papers! H
 ere it was!!!
(Fortin, fieldnotes, March 29, 2012)

As they assembled supporting documents, applicants and service providers
had to c ounter the possibility that applications would be considered fraudulent.
Inconsistencies in the ways that individuals’ names appeared within documents,
or discrepancies between oral or written testimony and supporting documentation, would likely be viewed as signs of fraud rather than as simple errors.
Claudia, a naturalized U.S. citizen who was petitioning for her m
 other, who was
in Nicaragua, faced this challenge. Claudia had not brought a copy of her naturalization certificate or U.S. passport to her appointment, making it unclear
whether her name on those documents matched her name on the application.
She has been g oing by Claudia Rocio rather than by her full name, Claudia Rocio
de la Cruz, but was not certain w
 hether “de la Cruz” appeared on t hese other
two documents, copies of which she would be submitting with her application.
Fortunately for Claudia, this problem could easily be corrected. Fathers of
children born out of wedlock and individuals petitioning for their spouses faced
added burdens proving that their relationships w
 ere valid, as t hese relationships
were deemed particularly subject to fraud. To do so, couples pursuing spousal
petitions provided considerable personal information, including copies of student loan statements, bank accounts, health cards, medical statements, financial
statements, records of purchases, and envelopes (handwritten) in which letters,
presumably from a relative or someone else, had been sent. Applicants also often
had to be able to account for their places of residence and work history—gaps
and overlaps w
 ere not acceptable.
Not only must eligible individuals sometimes forego submitting applications
because of the evidentiary requirements, but the high cost of application fees
charged by USCIS also deters some otherwise eligible individuals. One woman
who approached the nonprofit for information about how to renew her Temporary Protected Status walked away when she learned that she would have to pay
USCIS more than $450 for a renewal and work permit. In her case, illegalization was a product of economic circumstances. For some legalization opportunities, fee waivers were available for low-income applicants. Andrea went to the
nonprofit to renew her lawful permanent residency card, which was about to
expire. A service provider informed her that, based on her income, she qualified
to apply to waive the USCIS application fee. Andrea’s fear of being in the United
States without a valid residency card outweighed these economic considerations,
so she opted to pay the full cost so that the process would be quicker. This decision is especially striking, because Andrea was supporting her nineteen-year-old
daughter, who was a single mother, and it was a hardship for her to secure the
needed funds. Andrea told us sadly that she had purchased a money order for
$450 from a check cashing business, and then on the bus on the way to her
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appointment, had lost the money order and had to get a new one. “So it is costing you double?” the service provider had commented sympathetically. Andrea
said that it was. Clearly, one reason that Andrea was vulnerable to this financial
hardship was that she had to transact in forms of money that, unlike credit cards
or personal checks, did not protect individuals against loss.
Procedural issues exacerbated these documentary and financial hardships.
Some of the nonprofit’s clients had been victimized by notaries and immigration
consultants who charged exorbitant fees to submit fraudulent or inadequately
prepared applications (Pedroza 2017). Not only did victims lose their money,
they also were sometimes placed in removal proceedings when their applications
were denied. Applicants also sometimes unknowingly had been ordered deported
if they had failed to attend an immigration court hearing at some point in their
lives. Such orders could be implemented immediately, if applicants came to the
attention of U.S. immigration officials, so it was important to know whether or
not there was one before submitting an application. Service providers checked
immigration court records through a hotline or a Freedom of Information Act
request if t here was any possibility that an old deportation order existed.
Uncertainty, burdensome evidentiary challenges, and high stakes made the
application process emotionally difficult. Sylvia and Manuel had come to the
nonprofit to prepare for their interview with immigration officials regarding
their spousal petition. Even though the service provider assured them that they
had a strong case, they said that they were very anxious, with “tons of questions.”
U visa and VAWA cases were especially painful, as applicants had to describe
the suffering they had experienced. As volunteers, we were instructed that if we
were preparing a declaration for a U visa or VAWA applicant, we had to ask the
individual to actually state the emotional impact of an event, even when one
might assume that it is obvious. For instance, if an applicant had witnessed the
death of a child or other relative, we w
 ere to ask, “And how did you feel when
that happened?” so that such details would be explicit in the application. Though
legally necessary, such questions may force applicants to further relive trauma.
Despite these challenges, there w
 ere occasions when individuals unexpectedly
discovered that they were eligible for status. A case in point was David’s experience
learning that he was eligible for U.S. residency under his wife’s NACARA application, as described above. If individuals married, they could become eligible for a
spousal petition, or more ominously, if they w
 ere victims of a crime, they might
qualify for a U visa. Of course, individuals could also suddenly lose eligibility, as
when they turned twenty-one and “aged out” of eligibility to be included in a parent’s case, or when they were arrested or convicted of a crime. Such potential
changes made the application process for legalization fluid, much like a secret door
to a promised land that appears and disappears, and sometimes shuts forever.
Contradictions that arose within the application process impacted not only
applicants themselves but also their U.S. citizen relatives, as immigration m
 atters
were intertwined with other facets of p eople’s lives.
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Copresence
Claudia and Alejandro, both of whom were originally from Mexico, came into
the nonprofit one day, along with their toddler and infant, to determine w
 hether
Alejandro should be included in Claudia’s U visa application, which was almost
ready to submit. The challenge was that, in order to be included, Alejandro and
Claudia had to be married. Alejandro’s m
 other had submitted a petition for him,
but she was a lawful permanent resident rather than a citizen, so it was taking
years. In order to remain eligible for the petition filed by his mother, Alejandro
had to remain single. Before Claudia’s U visa application could be submitted, a
decision had to be made one way or the other. Suddenly, in front of two service
providers, an observer (Véronique), and the two children, Alejandro, smiling,
kneeled down and asked Claudia, “Would you marry me?” As the service providers shouted and laughed, Claudia said yes.
This vignette, though unique within our observations, sheds light on the
degree to which immigration law involves not just individuals but family members, who may occupy different positions along spectra of belonging (Dreby 2015,
Castañeda 2019). In fact, there is a kind of contagiousness or transfer among relatives, such that the U.S. citizen and lawful permanent resident relatives of the
undocumented undergo a secondary illegalization, as they experience family
separations, visit or accompany relatives who are deported, worry about their
family members, and share the material impacts of relatives’ immigration circumstances (Gomberg-Muñoz 2016; Caldwell 2019). At the same time, those who
have or are potentially eligible for l egal status can sometimes transmit this condition to family members, as could occur in Alejandro and Claudia’s case. Just
as legalization and illegalization seem to travel along kin ties (in that certain relatives can petition for each other or in that the impacts of illegalization are experienced by multiple family members), so too does the domain of immigration
law intersect with other aspects of social life. Alejandro’s and Claudia’s decisions
about w
 hether to formalize their relationship through marriage were influenced
by both the petition that Alejandro’s mother had filed and the opportunity for
Alejandro to be included in Claudia’s U visa application. Thus, multiple persons
and domains are copresent (or, in the case of separations, “co-absent”) within
immigration proceedings.
U.S. citizen and lawful permanent resident f amily members play key roles in
immigration cases, including submitting petitions for family members, being the
basis for a hardship claim, serving as a financial sponsor, submitting letters of support, and assisting with the logistics of applications. U.S. citizens can petition for
their parents, spouses, children, and siblings, while lawful permanent residents
can petition for their spouses, minor children, and unmarried adult children.
The Violence Against W
 omen Act permits spouses who are victims of abuse to
petition for themselves, so that they are not dependent on their abuser for immigration relief. As we have seen with the example of Alejandro and Claudia,
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undocumented individuals who legalize are sometimes able to include their
spouses and minor c hildren in their applications as well. In instances when immigrants seek relief based on a hardship claim, the hardship often has to be on a U.S.
citizen or lawful permanent resident relative. For example, one of the requirements
for cancellation of removal is to demonstrate that deportation would cause an
extreme and unusual hardship to a U.S. citizen or lawful permanent resident
spouse, parent, or child. Hardship to the applicant is not considered relevant.
When individuals petition for the immigration of a relative, the petitioner must
demonstrate income above 125 percent of the federal poverty level, adjusted for
household size. Petitioners who cannot meet this requirement must secure a sponsor, and relatives often fill that role. Applicants often must document the validity
of their relationship, the abuse that they suffered, or their good moral character. To
do so, they may ask friends and relatives to provide letters of support. Those who
sought legal assistance at the nonprofit were often accompanied by relatives who
provided moral support, information, and rides. Even relatives in immigrants’
countries of origin can play supporting roles, for example by retrieving required
documents, such as birth certificates (Mitchell and Coutin 2019).
Family members may also experience the impacts of U.S. immigration policies, thus undergoing a form of secondary illegalization. We encountered numerous instances of family members being separated from children, siblings,
parents, or fiancés, due to deportation. One woman who had gone to the nonprofit to petition for her m
 other asked a service provider, “What can I do for my
kid?” She explained that her son had been a lawful permanent resident, but he
had been arrested for domestic violence and deported. A
 fter returning without
authorization, he had been caught in the street drinking and deported a second
time. This woman wondered whether she could petition for her son. “Or is it
hard?” she asked. The service provider confirmed, “It’s hard,” explaining that her
son would have to wait seven years, and only then could she request a p ardon.
The emotional impacts of immigration policies can be extreme. Participants in
a citizenship class told us how difficult it had been for them to leave their children
behind in their country of origin. They described hearing voices and seeing faces,
imagining t hese w
 ere their c hildren. At a community presentation on immigration law, a young woman who had a baby in a stroller approached one of us to
ask w
 hether people who are deported can take their babies with them. Presumably, if this young w
 oman w
 ere deported, her baby, who was likely a U.S. citizen, would accompany her, undergoing a “ de facto deportation” (Kanstroom
2007). Peter, a U.S. citizen who was at the nonprofit to petition for his spouse,
condemned the ways that U.S. immigration policies infringed on his rights.
“Shouldn’t it be my right as an American to marry a noncitizen?” he asked.
Finally, just as we saw in the case of the marriage proposal prompted by a
U visa application, immigration issues intersected with other aspects of individuals’ lives in complex ways. One service provider told us of an instance in which
a young man had never been told that his father was not biologically related to
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him, but this fact came out during the preparation of an immigration case. On
a more positive note, we also heard of spousal petitions in which c ouples gained
new insight into their feelings about each other when they prepared declarations
to prove that their marriages w
 ere not fraudulent. C
 ouples might mention what
their relationship meant to them or how they reacted when they first saw each
other. More mundanely, tax documents and decisions about whom to include
as dependents had implications for w
 hether or not individuals qualified as sponsors in f amily visa petitions.
These intersections, coupled with the fluid and contradictory nature of the
application process, imbued immigration procedures with a degree of malleability, enabling noncitizens and activists to try to reshape law in ways that foster
inclusion.

Malleability
In February 2012, Central American organizations from across Southern California gathered at the nonprofit to plan a political campaign to extend Temporary Protected Status (TPS), which had been granted to Nicaraguans and
Hondurans following Hurricane Mitch in 1999 and to Salvadorans following
two devastating earthquakes in 2001. TPS recipients were living in a legal limbo
(Menjívar 2006). They had to renew their status every eighteen months, and the
status came with only limited benefits: permission to remain in the United States
with work authorization, but no right to petition for family members, to reenter the United States a fter traveling outside the country (unless they w
 ere granted
advanced parole by U.S. authorities), or to obtain lawful permanent residency
or citizenship. Moreover, TPS could be rescinded at any time, as has occurred
under President Donald Trump. The activists who gathered to launch this campaign sought to create a path to lawful permanent residency for current TPS
recipients and to include Guatemalans, who had not received TPS despite poverty and violence in their country of origin. The discussion during this meeting
focused on tactics (such as whether to organize a national march or work locally),
the target population (current TPS recipients or all Central Americans), historical precedents (such as securing NACARA), the pros and cons of pending legislation, and alliances with allies (who had insisted on banding together in favor
of Comprehensive Immigration Reform instead of pursuing independent initiatives) (Nicholls 2013). One activist likened advocating for residency for TPS
recipients to getting a foot in the door; someone has to get “inside” (i.e., obtain
legal status) first in order to establish a precedent for other deserving groups to
be awarded status.
As this TPS campaign meeting indicates, noncitizens and their allies continually sought to change law in ways that extended rights to larger numbers of
immigrants. Securitization and humanitarianism are power-laden processes, but
they also create opportunities for mig rants and their allies to attempt to

204 • Susan Bibler Coutin and Véronique Fortin

redefine the law to their advantage. They are power-laden in that securitization
treats immigrants as suspect and restricts opportunities, while humanitarianism creates l imited and seemingly arbitrary exceptions for individuals who can
match select prototypes. Yet, the coupling of securitization and humanitarianism suggests a logic through which law can bend in migrants’ f avor. On the one
hand, people emphasize their deservingness to distinguish themselves from accusations of criminality, while on the other hand, humanitarian exceptions suggest that if migrants appeal to the state correctly, they may qualify. To reshape
the law, then, migrants emphasize their law-abidingness, minimize the implications or consequences of any violations of the law, and highlight their societal
contributions. In so doing, migrants attempt to bring law into conformity with
the details of their own lives and with their own analyses of deservingness.5
The understandings of belonging and deservingness articulated by the nonprofit’s clients w
 ere significantly broader than those that underlie the restricted
forms of eligibility that currently exist within U.S. immigration law. We encountered their perspectives in letters and documents that we translated and also in
conversations as we observed or assisted with appointments. For example, David,
who was being included in his wife’s NACARA case, described himself as deserving, telling one of us that he had lived in the United States for twenty years and
that he had always tried to walk a straight line, never taking drugs or d oing
anything illegal. Through this comment, he implied that length of residence
and law-abidingness were, in and of themselves, grounds for granting status.
Likewise, in another case, a letter of support from a U visa applicant’s coworker
concluded, “In my opinion, I think that she [the applicant] deserves to be in
the United States of America because she is an honorable person, hardworking,
simple, and unproblematic. She is a friendly person and the United States deserves
people like her, hardworking, honorable, and honest.” According to this letter
writer, being hardworking, honorable, and friendly w
 ere the qualities that o ught
to confer permission to remain in the country. Th
 ese are very broad grounds
that would presumably apply to many of the undocumented individuals living
in the United States. Applicants also sometimes indicated that they w
 ere aware
of the injustice to which they were subjected. One service provider told us of a
client who had broken down in her office, saying “It is impossible what one has
to go through just to obtain papers in this country.” Manuela, who was being
petitioned for by her spouse, commented revealingly, “A fter being undocumented for so long, I can’t believe this is really happening. The freedom is
almost scary.” Clearly, she had experienced illegalization as confining.
Service providers and their clients sought to act on such understandings in
ways that would broaden eligibility for relief. For instance, U visas are designed
as a humanitarian response to an exceptional situation—namely, being the
victim of a crime. During a community presentation on immigration law, an
attorney from the nonprofit pointed out that, given the high rate of crime in
Los Angeles, this situation is far from exceptional, making U visas a broadly
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available remedy (though Congress has restricted the number of U visas that
can be awarded in a single calendar year). Likewise, service providers hoped
that relatives of NACARA-eligible individuals would benefit from a presumption that they would face extreme hardship if deported, even though technically, only the principal applicant was eligible for the presumption of hardship.
Service providers also pushed to expand eligibility for waivers of bars on reentry
for beneficiaries of f amily visa petitions.
This ethic of attempting to broaden the boundaries of eligibility infused the
work that service providers performed, leading them to strive for high quality.
For example, during a conversation with service providers about the process of
preparing declarations for U visa and VAWA applicants, service providers stressed
the need to write declarations that would vividly convey the atrocities that individuals narrated. For immigration officials, who would not meet the victim face
to face (because U visa applications are handled administratively, through the
mail), the declaration mediated between the reality of atrocities and the distance
of a written account. Letters of support also served to make the normalcy of
applicants’ lives’ visible. These support letters were striking in their mundaneness. A typical letter might state, “I have known this person since [date], she is a
very good person, she is a very good mother, very dedicated.” Similarly, one ser
vice provider told us that one of her strategies is to overdocument her cases in
order to convince officials to exercise discretion in her clients’ f avor. In essence,
both service providers and applicants sought to bring immigration law into conformity with noncitizens’ lives, and in the process, to constitute immigration
officials as compassionate and sympathetic audiences for their claims. For
instance, in a letter attesting to the abuse experienced by a domestic violence survivor who was applying for asylum, the siblings of the survivor addressed immigration officials with flowery language, writing, “May the Lord give you many
blessings and keep you in good health and work.” Such appeals sought to evoke
officials’ goodwill.
These efforts to reinterpret law in applicants’ favor participate in schemas of
deservingness even as they strive to broaden inclusion. Thus, letters from U visa
applicants who had been convicted of minor crimes expressed remorse and were
apologetic. Likewise, to demonstrate their deservingness, applicants often
included certificates that they had received for volunteer work or other achievements. Such documentation appealed to the very definitions of deservingness
that defined some (those without awards, t hose who did not have remorse) as
unqualified. At the same time, the l egal work that supported the application pro
cess constituted the nonprofit as an alternative space, one where it was possible
for noncitizens to admit to having entered the country without authorization, or
to having returned following a deportation, and to not be judged. In a sense, the
work that was performed there—fi lling out forms, giving out legal advice, and
enhancing law’s malleability—sought to prepare for and bring into being a
more inclusive future.
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Conclusion: Exclusionary Inclusions
The ways that U.S. immigration law bounds eligibility, embeds contradictions
and uncertainty within the application process, impacts both citizens and
noncitizens, and employs discretion constitute exclusionary forms of inclusion.
These processes are forms of inclusion b ecause they enable p eople to submit applications to obtain temporary status, residency, or in some cases even citizenship.
They are exclusionary in that few are able to qualify, contradictions can prove
insurmountable, even U.S. citizens can be caught up in illegalization, and appealing to discretion requires noncitizens to perform according to rules and criteria
established by the state. Clearly, t hose who apply for l egal status, and even those
who are ineligible to apply, cannot easily be divided into s imple binaries such as
“legal” and “undocumented.” Instead, these categories are divided into further
gradations, depending on whether individuals are potentially eligible for legal
opportunities, or w
 hether they face insurmountable obstacles. Moreover, as the
application process demonstrates, immigrants’ relationship to the law is dynamic
such that, rather than being fixed statuses, legality and illegality are better understood as processes of legalization and illegalization. Securitization and humanitarian exceptions are thus thoroughly interconnected: exceptions can help to
justify enforcement by suggesting that the state is compassionate, even as the state
restricts opportunities and deports noncitizens. As Anderson, Sharma, and
Wright (2009, 8) wrote, “The problem with the language of protection and harm
is that it inscribes the state as an appropriate protector for vulnerable migrants.
This is deeply problematic. Firstly, migrants are not naturally vulnerable; rather
the state is deeply implicated in constructing vulnerability through immigration
controls and practices. . . . Immigration controls are not neutral but productive:
they produce and reinforce relations of dependency and power.” Furthermore,
as the impacts of immigration enforcement become more severe, broader sectors
of society are affected. Recall Peter’s quite accurate complaint that restrictions
on immigration curtailed his rights as an American. Indeed, t hese intersections,
combined with the law’s opaqueness, help to fuel immigrants’ agency.
We conclude with two broader points that emerge from our analysis of immigrants’ efforts to acquire l egal status in the United States. The first is that immigration law is unjust in that opportunities are l imited, processes are arduous,
outcomes are uncertain, and varied circumstances lead to disparate impacts
despite what are supposed to be uniform legal standards. For immigrants, it is
as though legalization proceeds through a hidden door that sometimes appears
but can easily disappear again, and going through this door when it does appear
requires performing the right steps to a tune that immigrants do not know or
may not be able to hear. For example, humanitarian remedies, such as U visas,
require conforming to predetermined narratives of deservingness, narratives that
may be out of touch with the realities of immigrants’ lives. The second point is
that by applying for legal status, immigrants themselves are attempting to bring
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a diff erent future into being, one in which lives such as theirs would be regarded
as deserving, opportunities would be more broadly available, processes would be
more transparent and accessible, and criteria would be clear. In such a future,
the current coupling of securitization and humanitarianism could be replaced
by a focus on the social justice for which immigrants and advocates strive.

Notes
1 Relatedly, there is an abundance of literature on deserving versus undeserving poor.

2

3

4

5

See for example, Handler and Hollingsworth 1971; Handler 1972; Katz 1989,
173–187; Fineman 1991.
Passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act
(IIRIRA) and the Anti-terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act in 1996
expanded the definition of an aggravated felony for immigration purposes,
restricted means of legalization, and heightened the immigration consequences of
criminal convictions (Morawetz 2000). Of course, immigrants have been deemed
security threats at key points in U.S. history, from the Alien and Sedition Acts of
1798 through the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and beyond (Ngai 2004).
IIRIRA created a three-year bar on reentry for individuals who had accrued more
than six months of unlawful presence in the United States, and a ten-year bar for
individuals with a year or more of unlawful presence. Th
 ese bars are triggered when
beneficiaries of family visa petitions leave the United States for consular processing
in their countries of origin (Gomberg-Muñoz 2016).
IIRIRA created a permanent bar on reentry for individuals who falsely claimed to
be U.S. citizens. There generally is no waiver for this bar. Prior to IIRIRA’s passage
in 1996, individuals who falsely claimed to be U.S. citizens were considered
inadmissible due to having committed fraud and willful misrepresentation.
IIRIRA’s provisions single out false citizenship claims in particular and increase the
immigration consequences for such claims.
While this strategy seeks to reinterpret deservingness according to understandings
held by migrants, a shortcoming of this approach is that it draws boundaries, which,
while more expansive, still exclude. For this reason, the politics of deservingness has
been critiqued by scholars and denounced by some activists who instead f avor
abolishing borders or adopting a politics of accountability, according to which
intervention and exploitation on the part of the United States create grounds for
reparation in the form of immigration rights. For discussion on t hese issues, see
Keyes 2011 and Nicholls 2013.
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Formal and
Informal Citizenships
The Spectrum of Practices and
Statuses in Latin America and
the United States
JUAN POBLETE
Master categories have the power to
illuminate, but theirs is blinding power
thereby also keeping us from seeing other
presences in the landscape. They produce,
then, a vast penumbra around that centre
of light.
—Saskia Sassen

In the critical tradition inaugurated by T. H. Marshall, the concept of citizenship is understood as in permanent expansion historically, moving through dif
ferent forms of citizenship from civic (the rights of the individual) to political
(the right to vote and representation) to social (guaranteed right to a certain level
of education, health, welfare, social security protection) to cultural (the right to
express one’s culture in public). We could now say that the transnational lives of
documented, undocumented, and precariously documented immigrant workers
209

210 • Juan Poblete

and students in the United States and elsewhere are both a further widening of
the concept to include, potentially, dual and post-national forms of citizenship,
but also, a detour from it, including quasi-citizenships, noncitizenships (Shafir
1998; Sassen 2002; Bosniak 2006; Tonkiss and Bloom 2015), and, more broadly,
what I would like to call here informal citizenships. Moreover, even those who
have citizenship and are thus supposed to have full access to their rights may in
fact experience now a decrease in the a ctual quality of their citizenship. In other
words, citizenship is historical in ways that not only expand but also contract its
scope and qualities. Rather than a single status, then, t here is, at any given
moment in any given country, a regular coexistence of a spectrum of citizenship
forms including full, non-, quasi-, and limited citizenships. All of them, or rather,
their coexistence and relative historical fluidity, invite a questioning of the traditional understanding of the concept and its historical trajectory.
I am specifically interested in connecting this diversification of citizenship in
the space between formal and informal legal statuses with, first, the diversification of practices in the space between formal and informal economies in both
the United States and Latin America. I focus on the connections, rather than
the radical opposition, between t hose who labor so much but do not have citizenship rights, and t hose citizens whose rights to work seem, at least to them,
significantly questioned by the globalization of their national situation. Secondly,
rather than categorically separating formality and informality, belonging and not
belonging, I want to pay attention to the spectrum of citizenship practices
between them.
In what follows, I will first present a quick comparative view of the historical
development that connects Latin America and the United States in relation to
the relative separation of l abor and citizenship in two different moments of the
history of capitalism: industrial and national on the one hand, and transnational
and global on the other. I will then refer to diff erent practices of citizenship that
cover the spectrum between formality and informality for workers first and then
for undocumented American students. My aim is to better understand the links
between economic activity, formality and informality of status and belonging,
and the practices of citizenship that obtain t oday in both geopolitical contexts.
I am guided by a normative understanding of the situation: any democratic polity should avoid having workers who are vital for the economic and social production of life in the country but live without real full access to formal rights,
durable and proper labor insertion, and socially respected identities. I am also
guided by the question: How is the exceptionality of the informality defining
the status of so-called marginales (marginal citizens) in Latin America and
undocumented immigrant laborers and students in the United States to be
understood when one considers how long it has lasted historically? And if the
long-lasting and nonexceptional nature of this alleged exceptionality in both contexts is not historically atypical but in fact a recurrent phenomenon more than
half a century old, what does the regular coexistence of a spectrum of citizenships
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including full, non-, quasi-, and limited citizenships say about or do to the traditional understanding of the concept and its historical trajectory?

Marginality and the Informal Sector in Latin America
The relative separation of the sphere of citizenship and actual l imited participation of many in the economic and social benefits of national belonging is an old
problem in Latin America. In the twentieth c entury, the continent underwent
an increasing urbanization of the population, which went from 25 percent urban
and 75 percent rural around 1925 to an inverted scenario of 75 percent urban (concentrated in one or two cities per country) to 25 percent rural by the end of that
century (Portes and Schauffler 1993, 34). This massive rural exodus created a floating population of newcomers, often living on the outskirts of major cities in
informal but long-lasting shantytown arrangements—variously called favelas,
villas miseria, poblaciones, arrabales, pueblos jóvenes, cantegriles—and often seeking jobs while making a living in the informal sector. These were, and many still
are, citizens who, while nominally fully entitled to their rights, could not find a
more secure place in the national economic and social life. They were full legal
members of the polity, in many instances even the majority of such polities, but
could only find informal and unstable ways of participating in their economies
and were regularly treated as illegals because of their engagement in the informal economy. They w
 ere often considered a surplus or excess population and a
problem for their countries’ economies and polities: they w
 ere an unwelcome and
uncontrollable excess population, a menacing ring of newcomers who had only
brought many problems connected to illegality to their urban contexts. Marginality was a problem that needed to be fixed and the marginal a quasi-citizen in
need of conversion.
The social sciences replicated to a significant extent this way of framing the
issues. For example, for Marxist and dependency theory proponents, the masses
of marginal citizens arriving in the cities constituted an excess population, a
standing reserve army for an incomplete industrializing process that instead of
producing better jobs and economic growth allowed further concentration of
wealth in a few hands and increased the rate of profit and exploitation. In the
1960s, DESAL, the Centro de Desarrollo Social de América Latina, considered
these marginal populations as individuals who, endowed with traditional rural
values and lacking education, had difficulty adjusting to the modern, urban setting. Thus, these populations gravitated t oward forms of employment that were
informal—that is, different from what they should have been according to economic and modernization theory, such as family-r un microbusinesses, self-
employment in nonproductive activities tending to simple reproduction, street
vendors, and so on. For the United Nations Regional Employment Office for
Latin America (PREALC), the informals w
 ere in need of h
 uman capital and
technological formalization in order to make themselves more competitive
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economic agents. They needed to enter into better and stronger connections
with the formal economy by following labor and tax laws, and by complying
with municipal ordinances regulating their activities (Cortés 2002; Candia
2003; Tokman 2004). For Hernando de Soto’s The Other Path: The Economic
Answer to Terrorism (1989) the explosion of informal economic activities in
Latin America during the 1970s and 1980s was an example of the entrepreneurial spirit of the people, who managed to survive despite the many obstacles state
regulation put on their path. He showed how in Peru a micro-business needed
months, sometimes years to comply with regulations affecting its activities,
from municipal permits to land titles. Rather than persecuting and squashing
their capitalist spirit, the marginal, de Soto contended, needed to be supported by a state willing to create more flexible codes and capable of recognizing real but informal forms of land-holding and commerce. For de Soto, the
informal needed formal recognition in order to liberate their full capitalist
potential, which, given their share of the economic activity in Peru and many
other Latin American countries, could represent a significant leap forward.
According to the OIT (or International Labor Organization in English),
between 2005 and 2015, and despite the economic expansion at the start of the
twenty-first century close to half of urban employment, in a very urban continent, was still informal (OIT 2017, 46). As historian J. T. Way has pointed out
with particular clarity: “The informal economy still characterizes Guatemala,
but, I contend, would be more appropriately called the economy itself, since it
accounts for some three quarters of all economic activity” (Way 2012, 7). Similarly, studying the forms of precarity and survival of street sellers in the Cancha,
a giant Bolivian outdoor market in what he calls the “informal city” within
Cochabamba, Daniel Goldstein observes: “Bolivia has the largest ‘informal
sector’ of any country in Latin America with nearly 80 percent of employment”
in that sector, which is, in fact, “responsible for 67 percent of the nation’s
productivity—the highest percentage of any country in the world” (2016,
33–34). The point then is simple: if such an important percentage of the population of urban Latin Americans belongs to the informal sector of the economy,
what does the distinction between informal and formal employment mask? If
we take into consideration that at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first
century “85 percent of all new employment opportunities in the world today are
in the informal economy” (Goldstein 2016, 33), we can then ask: how is informality, as a conceptual lens and a governmental category, affecting the quality
and nature of the actual experience of citizenship for this population?
The beginnings of an answer reside in recognizing that Latin American states
and their social sciences have often had difficulty conceptualizing the historical
heterogeneity, cultural specificity, and economic strategies of the majority of the
people in Latin America. For a long time, labor and citizenship have remained
thus at a notable distance for a significant portion of the population. The formal citizenship of millions of Latin Americans has for over a century been
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weakened or informalized by their lack of inclusion within the recognized and
supported sectors of their national economies. As participants in the informal
economy, they have been the targets of all kinds of state and municipal harassment and antagonizing, stigmatizing them as illegals. Their daily life has been
marked by permanent insecurity and precarity and by the constant extraction
of value from their earnings by private agents and the representatives of the state.
In the best-case scenario, perhaps, these participants in the informal economy
have been left to exercise more broadly what Ton Salman calls an apocryphal
practice of citizenship widely extended throughout the popular sectors in Latin
America: they have had to deploy a form of presence and participation claimed
from the theoretical awareness of certain abstract citizens’ rights and a historically and materially constituted everyday life that has reduced those rights to a
highly l imited and accommodating practice (Salman 2004, 855). This is what Das
and Poole call the pedagogic aspect of the state, which is “manifested here, not
through textbooks on citizenship, but rather through the practices by which subjects are made to learn the distance between membership and belonging”
(2004, 17). Informals in Latin American then provide a window onto the actual
points of intersection or lack thereof between formal citizenship and its real practice for millions of Latin Americans. In addition to exposing the gap between
membership and belonging, they show how survival, labor, social identities, economic position, and the always relative exercise of formal and informal rights
combine in what one could call vernacular and embedded practices of citizenship and belonging at two different moments of the development of capitalism
in the continent: the modernizing national and the globalizing transnational
ones. Before I explore t hese issues in the United States, I want to first introduce
a theoretical interlude exploring some key ideas.

Diversification of Citizenship Practices: Between the
Formal and the Informal
The divide between legality and illegality—citizenship, formal rights, and forms
of belonging, on the one hand, and the informal presence of those who are here
not so much in the shadows as hidden in plain sight, on the other—has in many
ways significantly eroded. Saskia Sassen, for example, has proposed to study certain cities she named “global cities” in times of neoliberal globalization as spaces
where the emergence of new subjects and new locations for politics can be
detected. According to Sassen, citizenship, historically strongly associated with
the nation-state, is crucially tensed by the opposition between its concept as a
legal status and its condition as a normative or ideal project. Located in the space
opened by this opposition are both the frustrated hopes of t hose (ethnic, religious, sexual) minorities for whom the formal status as citizens is not enough to
guarantee their effective political agency, as well as the social practices of those
not acknowledged as citizens (the undocumented migrants among them) who,
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nevertheless, have been able to establish an “informal social contract” with the
host societies. Thus, undocumented migrants, through their daily l abor, schooling, religious, and cultural practices are in fact grounding the basis of their claims
to citizenship and, perhaps, expanding the meanings of the concept of citizenship itself at a time of transformation of the national. This city in a process of
denationalization—due to the combined effect of mass migrations and the emergence of the global market and transnationals agents which are its most notable
actors—is part of a new geography of politics and the political. In the global city,
the poor, the displaced, and the migrants move in the same urban space as the
powerful and hyperconnected to the global context whom they serve in their restaurants, bathrooms, taxis, h
 otels, and homes. According to Sassen, those
migrants acquire a new visibility, a presence, which, despite not being directly
linked to an increase of their real power, can still be conceptualized as the possibility of a new form of politics—one that could be called a radical demand for
inclusion stemming from workers and denizens situated at the margins and
actively marginalized.
On the other hand, the certainties of status that identified formal legal status
with actual social rights in a given national context, historically weak for the
second-class citizenship of African Americans, have also been weakened by the
resurgence of forms of open racism and white supremacy, resulting in vivid reminders of the founding compromises and hypocrisies at the heart of the U.S. constitutional arrangement: citizens who could not vote, p eople who w
 ere slaves and could
not vote but could be counted by percentages for political representation, denizens
who w
 ere not foreigners but who remained ineligible for citizenship.
The category of noncitizenship has finally been proposed as distinct from citizenship to foreground the growing border zones and gray areas in which sizable
populations of asylum seekers, would-be refugees, and undocumented migrants
live for extended periods of time without access to citizenship and the rights it
provides. In other words, non-citizenship or noncitizenship invite us to think
of the rights of noncitizens not only as potential citizens but both as subjects who,
whatever the length of their presence in the national territory, have a relation
with the state, and thus certain rights, qua noncitizens as well as long-dwelling
noncitizen denizens of the kind Sassen theorized (Tonkiss and Bloom 2015;
Bloom 2018).
The forceful reinvention of citizenship in the global era, then, can take many
forms, some of which expand the concept and its reach while some contract them.
Citizenship emerges as a set of practices that are historically emplaced and thus
changing and performed by subjects whose rights cannot be simply derived from
a passport.
It is here that I want to situate my effort to connect the dyad formality/informality with citizenship in order to understand the latter as a historically embedded practice defined by fluidity, change, and struggle. U
 nder global neoliberalism
and mig rant transnationalism, itself a social response to that transformation,
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dual, newly acquired, and postnational forms of citizenship, but also quasi-
citizenships and noncitizenships, are forms of status that produce a spectrum
of citizenship practices. They are performed by subjects who, under certain conditions, can act as de facto or de jure citizens with different access to the forms
of actualization of the full potential of that citizenship. In this regard, the latter
can, I hope, fruitfully be compared to the spectrum between formal and informal economic and cultural practices that define the ambiguous location of para
legal practices by full citizens and immigrants in the Global South.

Formal and Informal Economies and
Citizenships in the United States
 ere are two radically opposed yet structurally connected types of contemporary
Th
de jure and de facto Americans who have suffered a relative weakening of their
claims to sharing in the benefits of American citizenship b ecause of their economic emplacement. They are, first, poor and relatively less educated white workers who have been laid off or whose jobs feel u nder threat as a result of the
economic and social changes brought about by global neoliberalism, with its
attendant processes of labor hyperflexibility, technological automatization, and
global competition. Second, they are undocumented Latinx workers who participate massively in an informal but vastly extended economy in the United
States. Despite being rights-holders, the full meaning of citizenship for the former group has been weakened, as was the case in Latin America with the marginal workers participating in the informal economy. The informal citizenship
of undocumented Americans, on the other hand, has become both the basis of
certain claims—in short, a potential ground for formal status and belonging—
and the target of xenophobic policing and the radical denial of such status—that
is, a way for those white workers to feel they can reclaim their affected citizenship by blaming the immigrants for their problems. In other words, while t hese
two groups of de jure and de facto Americans seem politically radically opposed,
as the limitations on their rights are being blamed on each other, they are, in fact,
structurally connected by a complex economic system equally involved in the
generation of the very conditions of their existence. Both groups live, for differ
ent but connected reasons, under a certain form of fear and precarity, and both
could be envisioned as potential political allies, as I will explain below. Rather
than thinking of citizenship in the hardened and immutable terms of s imple
inclusion/exclusion, belonging/not belonging dynamics—whereby citizenship
appears to many as a nonnegotiable goal and its benefits as nontransposable and
unavailable to t hose lacking the status—I want to consider both how formal citizenship is historically limited or modified by contingencies and how, under certain conditions, those without citizenship may in fact perform what theorists
like Isin and Nielsen have usefully conceptualized as “acts of citizenship” (Isin
and Nielsen 2008).
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The White Experience
Modern citizenship in liberal Western democracies was a historical accomplishment of those who fought revolutions and worked in the fields and factories.
They demanded that their importance in the economic production process be
reflected in the political realm through representation. In the words of Yuval
Noah Harari, they “were vital to the economy but lacked political power” so they
rose up demanding it (2018, 66). Now citizenship for many in the developed
world (and especially for t hose lacking higher education and adaptive l abor skills)
is one of the few forms of leftover power, a remnant of relevance for t hose who
have been rendered irrelevant by the transformations of work, the spread of precarity, and the expansion of automatization. As Harari notes, “In 2016, Trump
and Brexit w
 ere supported by many p eople who still enjoyed political power but
feared they w
 ere losing their economic worth” (2018, 66).
But as a series of recent books including Joan C. Williams’s White Working
Class (2017), Arlie Russell Hochschild’s Strangers in Their Own Land (2016), and
Jonathan Metzl’s Dying of Whiteness (2019) have made clear, the social conditions and the subjective positions of working-class white Americans cannot be
solely explained by economic f actors. The scope of the analysis has to be broadened to include f actors such as dignity, pride, racism, affect, and emotions.
As the subtitle of Williams’s book states, what needs to be overcome is “Class
Cluelessness in America”—that is, the ignorance of contemporary American elites
about the working class. If before the working class was at the center of an
extended model of American effort and dignity found in hard l abor and moral
rectitude,
Over the past 40-odd years, elites stopped connecting with the working
class . . . the upshot is simply this: during an era when wealthy white Americans
have learned to sympathetically imagine the lives of the poor, people of color,
and LGBTQ p eople, the white working class has been insulted or ignored
during precisely the period when their economic fortunes tanked. (2017, 2–3)

The results of this ignorance and disdain have been socially and politically
transformational for the country: “In an era when the economic fortunes of the
white working class plummeted, elites wrote off their anger as racism, sexism,
nativism—beneath our dignity to take seriously. This has led us to politics polarized by working-class fury” (Williams 2017, 3).
In Williams’s analysis, the white working class’s disdain for political correctness and the fate of minorities of all types is an angry reaction to the snobbery
of American elites. According to her, a broad segment of the American population, 53 percent of all families—those making from $41,005 to $131,962 with a
median income of $75,144—feels reviled by the upper professional-managerial
class and threatened by the specter of poverty, as their economic positions shifted
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from stability to precarity. They saw their citizenship weakened or informalized
while they perceived undeserving others gain a foothold toward the strengthening or formalization of their status. Their rage targets not only the elites but also
the poor, whom they see as lacking the fundamental American values that define
their own standing and self-conception: hard work and good moral character.
Instead, for them, the lazy and morally dubious poor receive unearned government handouts while the hard-working citizens see their taxes wasted on others.
What Williams called “race cluelessness,” Arlie Russell Hochschild called an
“empathy wall.” In Strangers in Their Own Land (2016), she traveled deep into
the South in order to understand Tea Party voters, and, with them, something
seemingly incomprehensible, which she labels “the G
 reat Paradox”: the fact that
the tilt to the right within the right has clearly involved for many Tea Party whites
voting against their own economic and social class interest. Even though poverty and many of its ills (teen pregnancy, low school enrollments, obesity, bad
health, and exposure to industrial pollution, among o thers) are higher in red
states than in blue states, many white small business owners and workers vote
for politicians who support tax breaks for the big corporations that may threaten
their jobs.
This g reat paradox and the empathy wall that it created could only be understood and overcome, Hochschild claims, by a proper understanding of the worldview, the values, and the emotions of white Tea Party voters (or what she calls
“the Deep Story”), none more powerf ul than their sense of outrage at those
they deemed the line-cutters who, incapable of waiting in line, would take a
government-funded shortcut to get ahead. For many right-wing voters this is happening, personally, just as they move beyond middle age and think of retirement, and, historically, as Hochschild, quoting economist Philip Longman,
argues, as they belong to “the first generation in American history to experience
the kind of lifetime downward mobility ‘in which at e very stage of adult life, they
have less income and less net wealth than people their age ten years before’” (2016,
141). With the value and meaning of their formal citizenship lessened or informalized by their economic woes, white workers went on the attack against every
body they perceived as responsible for this process.
Strangers in Their Own Land’s subtitle is Anger and Mourning on the American Right: A Journey to the Heart of Our Political Divide. The mourning is for
the alleged passing of an honest America based on values that the lazy line-cutters
do not share. The anger is addressed to their enabler: the state.
The outrage was made particularly deep by the perceived contrast between the
lack of empathy the elites and the federal government manifested toward working whites and the deep sympathy they seemingly showered on those they deemed
in need of recognition: “Women, immigrants, refugees, public sector workers”
(Hochschild 2016, 137). As in the case of informals or marginals in Latin Amer
ica, white workers w
 ere sensing the state was making them feel Das and Poole’s
pedagogic aspect of the state “through the practices by which subjects are made
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to learn the distance between membership and belonging” (2004, 17). The state
was demanding that they develop the resources and find the culprits to explain
what felt to them as the radical devaluing of their citizenship.
The outrage can be so g reat that it can become a death drive, making white
Americans vote not only against their economic and social interests but also their
biological ones. In Dying of Whiteness: How the Politics of Racial Resentment Is
Killing America’s Heartland, Jonathan Metzl explores
the effects of what became central GOP policy issues—loosening gun laws,
repealing the Affordable Care Act, or enacting massive tax cuts that largely
benefitted wealthy persons and corporations—on white population-level
health. . . . I repeatedly found examples of policies, politics, or products that
claimed to restore white authority but silently delivered lethality. (2019, 6)

By pursuing the transformation of “theories of backlash conservatism” during the Obama years into the more powerful “practices of backlash governance”
(Metzl 2019, 7) during the Trump administration, in the realms of guns, health
care, and tax cuts on schools, Metzl studies how white racial resentment was
exploited to give t hese white Americans, through the actions of the state—
“blocking expansion of health care delivery systems, defunding opiate-addiction
centers, spewing toxins into the air, or enabling guns in public spaces”—both a
feeling of victory and much higher death rates (Metzl 2019, 8).
Racial resentment is based on the idea that the white race was u nder attack
by liberal politicians like President Obama, who, using the resources of the state,
favored other populations such as w
 omen, especially feminists, racial minorities,
and—despite his moniker as the Deporter in Chief—immigrants, especially
Mexicans and Central Americans. The new Trump policies needed then to be
both an attack on the federal government and a way of restoring white standing
in society. This historically deep white investment in white supremacy could now
be reinforced and openly expressed again, but it has come, ironically, at the
expense not only of white rage’s targets but also of whites themselves. The rage
at what they deem political injustices, the previously felt impotence at broad
epochal transformations, and the fear of downward social mobility affecting
right-wing white workers is being weaponized against themselves, as if in their
rage they had embraced a death drive at a class level.

The Brown Experience of Undocumented
American Workers and Students
 ere are at least ten million undocumented immigrants in the United States.
Th
Many of them are what can be called undocumented Americans: people who
have spent most of their lives in the United States, are fully part of their communities, and are inextricably linked to many U.S. citizens as their friends,

Formal and Informal Citizenships • 219

colleagues, relatives, spouses, parents, tenants, and clients. More than two million of them are c hildren of school age. Five million kids in the United States
live in a f amily with mixed status in which one of their direct relatives, a parent,
a sibling, or they themselves, is undocumented. All of them are part of the
United States’ marginals or informals, a full class of p eople who work daily but
without the state’s authorization or official recognition. They have been waiting
since at least 2001 for legislation that would bring them out of the shadows.
Undocumented American workers, who constitute 5 percent of the U.S. labor
force, cluster in sectors such as farming (24 percent), construction (15 percent),
production (8 percent), services, (8 percent), and transportation (6 percent) (Passel and Cohn 2018, 28).
Rather than fully describing their situation in the United States, I am interested in asking h
 ere, what is the value undocumented immigrants bring to the
United States? How are they productive for the economy, politics, and an understanding of the spectrum of forms of citizenship?
Most obviously, the undocumented have an important impact on the U.S.
economy. Through the work of millions of undocumented p eople in the United
States, big, labor-intensive industries such as construction, agriculture, and ser
vices garner higher rates of profit, while consumers have access to goods, produce, and services massively subsidized by the low-paid l abor of immigrants. The
undocumented also, however, have a dual politico-economical yield. H
 ere their
high political and economic productivity empowers dominant white sectors of
the American population, as described above, while it disempowers immigrants
and people of color. They have also functioned, as we saw, as the foil for a politics of white resentment and white reaffirmation.
Finally, the undocumented, insofar as they are immigrants, can be said to participate in what Bonnie Honig identifies in Democracy and the Foreigner (2001)
as their key politico-philosophical role in American history. According to Honig,
foreigners and foreignness always perform a double function within and on the
American national imaginary. On the one hand, they force social scientists to
ask if the alleged equilibrium between social integration (homogeneity) and
democratic system has been altered or could be threatened by the presence of foreign elements such as immigrants, who supposedly would not share the cultural
principles that sustain the nation. On the other hand, the immigrant is central
to that national imaginary insofar as immigrants choose freely and actively to
belong to that community of citizens and, thus, confirm for the native born the
many advantages of their belonging. Such imaginary also considers the country
as the land of freedom and opportunity for anybody who, regardless of class, origin, or religion, is willing to work hard. If the doors are closed for the immigrants, internal coherence is, at least hypothetically, reinforced. At the same time,
though, a central value to American self-perception is sacrificed. And if the doors
are opened, the alleged identity of the we is questioned by its pluralization and
widening.
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The politically deconstructive and economically overproductive quality of
undocumented Americans’ work is matched by their capacity to question radical separations between formal and informal citizenship statuses, inclusion and
exclusion, and belonging and nonbelonging in and to the American polity. The
case of undocumented American students further complicates this separation
and highlights the political, economic, and social stakes of thinking l abor, citizenship, and belonging in the current U.S. situation.
In particular, undocumented students retrace and undo the time trajectory
of immigrant assimilation by length of stay in the United States. In the narratives about assimilation it is often said that time is what truly produces assimilation more than anything else. Thus, assimilation is what happens when you are
doing other t hings in the country. The longer you are h
 ere, the more assimilated
you become. Immigrants, in these narratives, are always and unavoidably Americans in waiting and in the making, as Hiroshi Motomura has called them.
However, and moving in the opposite direction, undocumented students, who
are included and protected while in K–12 school contexts, move out of inclusion
into exclusion when they graduate from high school and need a Social Security
number and government-issued form of identification to get access to all the
forms of adulthood that define this new stage of life. They devolve, becoming
not more but less American in legal and then in practical terms as the levels of
their exclusion broaden. This is a different and new sense of the American in waiting. This is a person, an undocumented American, who sees her Americanness
erode, rather than grow over time. Time is playing against their assimilation.
With the passing of time they, at least before the law, belong less. They are being
robbed of a form of social life that they always deemed theirs. Their gradual and
long-standing assimilation has been radically threatened with exclusion and
criminalization. For undocumented Americans, temporality has taken a negative and decisively un-A merican turn. What was formally recognized as a status
becomes a dangerous form of informality.
And yet, as t hose few who manage to overcome their exclusion from higher
education and do Dreamer activism have shown—often by embodying an ideal
American model of educationally attained deservingness—it is possible to redefine, resocialize, and repossess what society—after having implicitly granted it
and recognized it for most of their lives—has now tried to steal from them.
Responding to this theft, they valiantly insist on taking advantage of educational
resources on which they have what they consider legitimate claims. They become
deep questioners of immigration laws, the reality of the American dream, and
deservingness itself as it affects the life chances of the poorest Americans (Dreby
2015; Truax 2015; Gonzalez 2016).
Not only do t hese undocumented Americans reclaim and resocialize resources
and thus reorganize restrictive distributive regimes and neoliberal forms of privatization of public resources, they also produce knock-offs of American citizens.
Like other g reat copies, they question the status of the original. They in fact

Formal and Informal Citizenships • 221

question the Americanness of Americans by asking them to revisit their commitments to freedom and equality, their attachments to the United States as
a country of immigration and upward mobility narratives, their sense of fairness, hard work, and family values.
To put it in the terms of Eduardo Peñalver and Sonia Katyal’s book Property
Outlaws, undocumented students—like all those, from squatters to file sharers
to t hose engaged in civil disobedience “who [throughout U.S. history] sought
to challenge the prerogatives of ownership in search of a more just social order”—
help to challenge and improve the systems they question (2010, 7). They demand
a revision of the sense of fairness and justice defining Americanness at the time
of its intranational globalization. Like millions of displaced p eople and refugees
around the world, U.S.-based undocumented Americans engage in a productive
struggle for an expansion of citizenship and the criteria of belonging.
Not unlike the marginals in informal economies in Latin America, undocumented migrants and what many have come to call undocumented American
students perform a diversity of recognized and unrecognized roles in the production of value, especially of the actual value of citizenship, as informal practi
tioners of citizenship in the United States. They are part of an informal social
contract that demands to be thought beyond the restricted boundaries of the
radical difference between legality and illegality.
The undocumented American worker or student is both challenging and
highlighting the value of citizenship. Challenging it because they are saying that
the real-life struggles of real p eople are sometimes beyond the form of the nation
and its border-making work, reminding us of the historical specificity and constructedness of borders. They are also highlighting the value of citizenship because
they force us to understand that there is truly no difference other than citizenship as l egal status between them and us (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013, 49).

Conclusion
Undocumented Americans in the United States and t hose who in Latin Amer
ica were first called marginals and then the informal sector share a number of
important traits. They are populations with a sizable demographic presence in
their respective contexts; they provide crucial labor to both the formal economy
and the forms of subsistence-producing precarity that subsidize it; they have been
seen as a problem to be solved by the social sciences and the control forces of the
state, which perceive them as not easily fitting into the dominant governmental
categories. Both have been considered exceptional and even aberrant sectors of
the economy/society. In Latin America, the reasoning was that so-called marginals or informals could not latch on to the wagon of modernization and delayed
it. Meanwhile, in the United States undocumented workers w
 ere persecuted and
deported by the millions during the Obama years and in the time of Trump have
been blamed for all kinds of alleged crimes. In the meantime, undocumented
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American students became the political can kicked down the road of both parties. Contemporary informal sector workers and the undocumented, however,
could both be said to be globally the result of and responses to the long process
of economic crisis and transformation—that is, to the social and political adjustment we know as neoliberalism in the Americas.
In both cases t here is a lack of fit between certain ideal visions of the national
economy and society and the vast masses of people living and laboring within
the nation but, if not fully outside legality, doing so in a long-term paralegal
situation.
Linking both the U.S. and Latin American cases is the immigrants’ and marginals’ precarity of employment, their multiple relations with the formal side of
the economy, and the precarization of their citizenship or the legal rights to access
it. They also share an understanding of citizenship and rights as practices of strug
gle and demands for recognition and full social standing.
Owing to the history of race and citizenship in the United States, a history
that has deeply affected the rights and status of African Americans and immigrants, white fears of decline and displacement have found an easy target in
immigrant workers, documented and undocumented. They are said to be displacing real Americans for now scarce jobs and committing all kinds of felonies.
However, it was not always like this and it does not need to be like this. The same
working-class values that define Williams’s working class were not used against
immigrants during the 1980s and 1990s, as Michèle Lamont reported in her classic The Dignity of Working Men: Morality and the Boundaries of Race, Class, and
Immigration (2000). According to Lamont, “The workers I talked to w
 ere not
much concerned with immigrants” (88). For them, when asked about the impor
tant problems in the nation at the time, immigration as culprit ranked lower than
“don’t know” in surveys.
Today, however, immigrant workers (in various states of documentation/
undocumentation), located at the bottom zone of the economic spectrum that
is vital to many industries, are not only people who may not be entitled to citizenship but whose low-wage labor does greatly m
 atter to the overall functioning of the American economy and goes mostly unrecognized. They are also the
target of the fear and rage of poor and relatively less educated white Americans,
themselves displaced and unsettled by the new normal of neoliberal social and
labor transformations, and instrumental to and instrumentalized by populist
right-wing political movements. Paradoxically, t hose undocumented workers
whose American jobs keep on multiplying and becoming more and more in
demand—poorly paid jobs, with significant degrees of risk, bad working conditions, often temporary and informal—have relatively few l egal rights, while t hose
who have full legal rights see their work opportunities dwindle and become more
and more precarious. Fear and precarity are what unites them, as does the relative degree to which their access to full and meaningful citizenship, an achievable hope in the past, has been weakened or rendered impossible.
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The precarious and fearful white working class is then formally defined by
having full rights to citizenship, including labor insertion, a recognized social
identity and the right to pursue happiness. But t hese rights are actually threatened by the precarity of their class standing in the face of neoliberal globalization. Such precarity, as I have shown, has an economic side but also social and
even anthropological and biological sides. It is not just that a whole series of jobs
closely associated with the historical emergence of the white working class in the
United States is gone or threatened; it is also that the social identity and the forms
of dignity closely associated with it that defined such class are affectively experienced as u nder attack and are then politically mobilized by right-wing agitators.
I have elsewhere proposed that the fear of others and the dread of risk and
insecurity affect, although in different ways, both the undocumented migrant
population subjected to conditions of borderization inside the United States
and older and/or less educated white American citizens, and can in fact be
described, following Brian Massumi, as a generalized condition of life in late
capitalism: “Fear is not fundamentally an emotion. It is the objectivity of the subjective under late capitalism”—a condition that is less personal than diffuse and
omnipresent (Massumi 1993, 12). The undocumented, striving for the American Dream and upward social mobility, fear and suffer white racism. The white
working class, defined by downward social mobility and by their now unfulfilled
and frustrated aspirations to the American Dream, fear and blame the immigrants (Poblete 2015).
The social reproduction of fear in the mainstream functions then as a double
threat: the fear of those immigrant racialized others that are, however, essential
to the quality of life, and the fear of downward mobility. This anxious feeling
affects a vulnerable m
 iddle class and even more so an extended segment of the
U.S. population (about fifty million people) that has been called “the missing
class,” those who “are neither officially destitute nor comfortably middle class”
and live now u nder a permanent feeling of insecurity and precarity (Gusterson
and Besteman 2010, 4, 14–16).
Where the dominant political imagination, especially in Trumpian times,
envisions radical binaries of citizen/alien and legality/illegality—with nothing
in between except the distance from legal status to criminality—the informal
economies of the denizen noncitizen in the United States and of the informal
sector in Latin America insist on a spectrum of practices. Such a spectrum allows
for convertibility and interaction (from and of alien to citizen and vice versa, from
illegalization to formalization) and highlights the possibilities of multiple intermediary statuses, from guest-worker programs to amnesty to formal recognition of the rights of noncitizens on the one hand, and from fully regularized to
extended temporal and more flexible permits, on the other.
In this way, we can come to see the informal alien or the denizen migrant as
the other side, in the north, of a significant percentage of Latin Americans in
Latin America who work and live in the informal economy and under informal
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conditions of housing. A certain form of exclusion from, but also certain degree
of partial participation in, the benefits of a full and realized citizenship obtains
in both contexts—that is, a form of separation between legal status and degrees
of economic, social, and cultural integration. In both scenarios, meaningful citizenship emerges as a historical and permanent project of popular struggle.
I want to conclude by imagining a possible politics connecting these forms
of relative marginalization inside Latin America and the United States and
between them. A politics capable of going beyond the fear and precarity that
affects both the relationships of marginals in Latin America living in the informal city and the citizens of the formal polis, on one side and, on the other, that
of displaced white American workers and always-deportable undocumented
Americans of two kinds: workers and students.
As Linda Bosniak says, “Citizenship in liberal democratic states stands . . . for
both universalist and exclusionary commitments. . . . Universalism, in this understanding, is applicable within the national political community, while exclusion applies at its edges. . . . Citizenship, we tend to think, is hard on the outside
and soft on the inside, with hard edges and soft interior together constituting a
complete citizenship package” (2006, 4).
In the case of the residing noncitizen or alien, while they find themselves in
the space of interior universality, “the border effectively follows them inside” with
its attendant exclusionary politics (Bosniak, 2006, 4). In the case of the formal
American citizen, access to the full practice of citizenship promised by internal
universalism, based as it was on the American Dream and upward social mobility, now feels restricted. The only hope for a resistant stance is to cling to the idea
that the threat to their status is coming from the outside and can thus be pushed
back outside, demanding in this way a further hardening of the edges of the
nation. It is difficult for t hese citizens to perceive that the source of the threat to
their full status is at least as much internal as it is external. And even more difficult to see that this growth of the internal walls and their concomitant forms
of exclusion from the full practice of citizenship, this threat to the promise of
universalism that we call social inequality, places them in a very similar position
as that of t hose called aliens.
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Denizenship
NICHOLAS DE GENOVA
Man w
 ill ultimately be known for a mere
polity of multifarious, incongruous, and
independent denizens.
—Robert Louis Stevenson, The Strange
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

How has the customary affiliation of citizenship with belonging come to be
newly and increasingly muddled by the variegated spectra of figures that disarticulate belonging from citizenship or, alternately, expose an unforeseen instability unsettling the presumptive monopoly on belonging conventionally
attributed to citizenship? Who, or what, are the multifarious figures that expose
an antinomy between citizenship and belonging? Th
 ese are the questions that
animate this volume, the thematic that invigorates this book. Remarkably, citizenship seems to quite reliably and unrelentingly generate a proliferation of categories of persons disqualified from its graces. Indeed, regimes of citizenship seem
to generate a kind of precarity not only for t hose subjects associated with the
juridical statuses of noncitizenship but also for those who would otherwise
appear to be securely located within the parameters and presumptive protections
of citizenship itself. Despite its conventional aura of inclusivity, in other words,
citizenship seems to operate as a convulsive machinery for the veritable expulsion of various categories of lived social membership from the juridical and politi
cal status of citizenship through which states inscribe proper inclusion within
227
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their polities. This heterogenous spectrum of citizenship’s “others” (see Anderson and Hughes 2015) commands our critical scrutiny, not least b ecause, sooner
or later, we discover ourselves among them. In this essay, I am interested in
approaching this larger thematic regarding the antinomies of citizenship and
belonging through the critical lens of denizenship.
The figure of the denizen has been gradually emerging as a kind of counterpart of the citizen—both apposite and apparently opposite to the figure of the
citizen. Perhaps most prominently, and in what retrospectively may now seem
like a pioneering usage, Tomas Hammar proposed the term denizens to refer to
“a new status group,” whose members are neither naturalized citizens nor “regular and plain foreign citizens anymore,” and who have attained more or less secure
residence status and a variety of rights and entitlements to social access and
benefits (1990, 12–13). Notably, the European ambivalence around the rise of this
new social formation of migrant denizens following the extended post–World
War II era of migrant guest-worker labor recruitment, replete with a variety of
new legal conundrums, which Hammar sought to analyze, is poignantly summarized by Neil Walker: denizenship in Europe, “was not and has never since
become conceptually linked to the acquisition of citizenship through any of the
obvious avenues. . . . In brief, denizenship has been understood and treated (i) neither as an incident of citizenship, (ii) nor as fully constitutive of citizenship (iii)
nor as tantamount to citizenship, (iv) nor even as having the acquisition of citizenship as its designated or probable terminus” (2008, 2). Of course, writing as
he was in this particular political, socio-spatial, and historical context—where
the mere admission that European nation-states might be recognized as “countries of immigration” remained a controversial proposition, even in the closing
decades of the twentieth c entury (Penninx et al. 2004)—Hammar surely overstated the newness of this status. Indeed, in ways previously unforeseen and still
insufficiently understood, and in concert with unprecedented integration and
harmonization, Europe has become a complex and heterogeneous “immigration
continent” (Penninx 2010). Migration indubitably has by now taken center stage
in the veritable crisis of “European” identity, and supplies a premier fulcrum for
what I have elsewhere designated to be the European Question (De Genova 2016,
2017b; New Keywords Collective 2016). Indeed, Hammar’s formulation of denizenship anticipated ensuing debates around membership and mobility that
would become constitutional concerns for European integration, inviting optimistic speculation regarding the potentially transformative significance of denizenship as a new alternative model of membership that could supersede
citizenship altogether. Walker posits that the denizen might signal the “typical
inhabitant of a more complex postnational constellation, simultaneously present
within and belonging to different and overlapping political communities,” or
might help to “precipitate the marginalization or demise of the very idea of politi
cal membership,” whereby the denizen “possesses a status that transcends fixed
status, a membership only of the society of non-members, in a new and more
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fluid configuration of political association and investment” (2008, 7). In light
of the experience of North America and other long-standing so-called countries
of immigration, of course, the existence of persons who inhabit a sociopolitical
condition of noncitizenship in an enduring way, as long-established migrant residents with one or another degree of official juridical status and concomitant
access to legal rights and substantive entitlements, is plainly nothing new. In fact,
over recent decades, in the United States and elsewhere, we have witnessed a significant erosion of the putative rights of even those migrants otherwise classed
as “legal” residents. These more familiar figurations of denizenship nonetheless
remain conjoined to citizenship in a rigidly hierarchical relation. And it is precisely for this reason that, at the conceptual level, I have long objected to Hammar’s relatively tight and somewhat rarefied definition, whereby denizenship is
posited as a counterpart to citizenship and comes to designate the more or less
stable juridically inscribed status of “legal,” settled (or permanent) noncitizen
residents.
As a synonym, in effect, for resident foreigner/alien, the term denizen is affiliated with the former concept’s genealogical origins in classical antiquity. In Politics, for instance, Aristotle appears to demonstratively underscore the difference
between the citizen and the “resident alien”:
We must investigate who should be called a citizen, and who the citizen is. For
there is often dispute about the citizen as well, since not everyone agrees that
the same person is a citizen. . . . Nor is a citizen a citizen through residing in a
place, for resident aliens and slaves share the dwelling place with him. (. . . in
fact in many places the participation of resident aliens in the justice system is
not even complete, but they need a sponsor, so that their participation in this
sort of communal relationship is in a way incomplete). Like minors who are too
young to be enrolled in the citizen lists or old p eople who have been excused
from their civic duties, they must be said to be citizens of a sort, but not
UNQUALIFIED citizens. Instead, a qualification must be added, such as
“incomplete.” (Book III, Chapter I; emphases in original)

 ere, what appears to be Aristotle’s principal preoccupation is the overt quesH
tion of how to define citizenship. Yet, he introduces the question with a remarkable acknowledgment of the instability of the partition between citizen and
noncitizen, and depicts that distinction as one that, in practice, is enshrouded
in ambiguity if not equivocation, and haunted by controversy. In Aristotle’s
account, migrants in ancient Athens inhabited the status of “citizens of a sort,”
however “incomplete.” It is important to note, moreover, that with reference to
this figure of the resident foreigner, the ancient Greeks relied upon the term metic
(Kasimis 2018). In this respect, the questions surrounding the juridical and politi
cal standing of resident foreigners in antiquity already operate at some remove
from what contemporary commentators have customarily come to call the
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denizen. The term denizen itself had no provenance in ancient Greece and is
derived etymologically from late medieval Britain, and is only retroactively substituted for this ancient Greek analogue.1 The substitution, however, is an
imprecise one that introduces a significant elision, which is itself symptomatic
of how modern political philosophy has systematically failed to take stock of
the complex figurations of the metic in the classic texts of Athenian democracy,
as Demetra Kasimis (2018) has powerfully demonstrated.
Despite his provocative gesture in an article titled “We Are All Denizens
Now,” which in some sense resonates with my concerns here, Bryan Turner effectively adopts the same conventional definition as Hammar: “A denizen may
thus be defined as a person who has a l egal right of residence (by virtue of a visa
or work permit) in a given territory, but who has limited rights to welfare and
political participation such as the right to vote” (2016, 682).2 For my part, I have
long been more inclined to deploy the term denizen in a more capacious way to
encompass the full range and extent of heterogeneous categories of noncitizen
(see De Genova 2007; cf. Standing 2011), in a manner that resembles Linda Bosniak’s (2006) explorations of the concept of alienage. More recently, however, I
have found it productive to deploy the concept of denizenship still more expansively, now not as a broad category exclusively for naming noncitizenship but
rather as a kind of mirror of citizenship, or perhaps better yet, the uncanny shadowy double of citizenship (De Genova 2015a).
In other words, rather than merely positing the concept of denizenship as a
name for the alterities of citizenship, or as a way to frame citizenship’s overt exclusions, I am interested in how denizenship is a concept that may give us some
critical analytical leverage in the task of interrogating the political and intellectual complacencies that so stubbornly enshroud citizenship, in order to consider how the ruse of citizenship conceals its own hard kernel of denizenship.
Alongside the full spectrum of noncitizens, in a kind of continuum, it is urgent
and vital to situate all the varieties of citizens and the vagaries that vex their juridical as well as sociopolitical statuses. In short, I am interested in what we might
call, inelegantly, the noncitizenship of citizenship—the negations of citizenship
that are inherent and intrinsic to citizenship itself, the denizenship that accompanies citizenship permanently as its shadowy double.
In what follows, I will seek to interrogate the mythologies and mystification
of modern citizenship in order to trace the outlines of denizenship that seem to
permanently accompany it. First, this will entail a theoretical examination of the
ways that citizenship is situated in relation to modern sovereignty, and consequently how it is a form of subjection to the power of the modern state. I will
also consider citizenship as a feature of a global regime of territorially defined
state sovereignties that retrieves citizenship from being reduced to any specific
affiliation to the presumptive exceptionalism of one nation-state or another and
thereby reveals how state power and territoriality is posited always relationally
on the global scale, such that citizenship is inherently dedicated to managing and
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distributing the global poor as the proper denizens of each particular state. In
all of this, the antinomies of citizenship and belonging w
 ill repeatedly manifest
themselves, as will the sociopolitical processes of precaritization by which ostensible citizens may find themselves relegated to a condition or status approximating that of noncitizens. I will then move to consider a series of specific examples
of abject belonging that serve to elucidate various aspects of the denizenship that
inheres within citizenship itself, including an extended consideration of the troubled nexus that irrevocably conjoins the virtual citizenship of Dreamers, the
precarity of their tenuous relief from deportation through the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, and enduring fact of their illegalization and deportability. Finally, I will return to the theoretical problem of denizenship as an otherness that is intrinsic to citizenship itself, not reducible to the
mere exclusionary repercussions of citizenship but rather as the shadowy dimension that exposes citizenship as a form of confinement, and commands that we
contemplate ways for our disparate and discrepant modes of belonging to be radically disarticulated from the confinements of state power and the territoriality
of citizenship.

The Mystique of Citizenship
The legitimacy of modern state power is customarily presented as originating
from a mythical covenant, a social contract, among naturally free and equal individuals. Thus, the power of the state is purported to derive from the natural-
born power for self-government that is said to reside within each and every
human being. Once p eople are gathered together into some sort of political “community,” the effective freedom and equality that are considered to be everyone’s
birthright become not an individual autonomous power of self-government but
a collective one. Citizenship, then, is necessary to translate this wild, “natural”
freedom into the sort of politically and juridically defined liberty that can be used
to justify the authority of the state as the democratic expression of a popular w
 ill.
Given this sleight of hand—involving a democratic covenant that never happened, whereby we are summarily divested of our putatively inalienable birthright freedoms in return for rights granted by the state—the state’s sovereignty
now appears to be legitimate, ostensibly derived from the innate and natural sovereignty of “the p eople.” In the name of freedom and equality, in other words,
citizenship serves to subject people as individuals to state power. As citizens, we
are fashioned as the supposedly f ree and equal subjects of “democratic” self-
government, while in fact citizenship is how we are made the objects of modern
state power. It is precisely in this respect that our citizenship may indeed be the
key to unlocking the dark secret of our denizenship.
Citizenship, as we know it, is therefore a technology of modern state power.
It is the elementary political form by which p eople—embodied persons embedded in dense and complex webs of social relations—are reduced to individuals
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who may be abstractly figured as equals before the Law. The specificity of this
distinctly modern form of sovereign power derives precisely from the notion that
the Rule of Man (as in a monarchy or an aristocracy), a personalistic and immediate power, has been irreversibly replaced by the Rule of Law, something abstract,
impersonal—indeed, empty (Brace 2015). As abstract individuals, therefore, all
citizens are ostensibly equal, commensurable, effectively interchangeable, as the
Law is supposed to apply uniformly to all, and no one is supposed to be enduringly subjected to personalistic and hierarchical forms of domination and depen
dency. Yet the emptiness of these abstractions, such as citizenship, is generative
of a whole panoply of elisions and omissions with regard to the very substantive
and palpable differences and inequalities that are otherwise rendered invisible,
which is to say, incognizable, within this sociopolitical regime of modern
abstraction. Denizenship may provide a name for that zone of indistinction
where the substantiality of real life is captured (and held captive) by state power,
and thus enclosed by the abstraction of citizenship as a form of empty or eviscerated “belonging.”
Citizenship notably corresponds to a social order in which everyone is presumed to voluntarily and freely engage in exchange, whether it be the exchange
of goods for money, or much more commonly, the exchange of the capacity to
labor for money wages. In short, citizenship is a political form that abides by the
abstract rules that govern the capitalist marketplace. In a formal sense, all relations in such a marketplace are impersonal and mediated—by money. Likewise,
these relations are abstract and devoid of quality, as the differences that m
 atter
in the marketplace are merely greater or lesser quantities of money. Everyone
appears in the sphere of capitalist market relations as an “owner” who may freely
trade with o thers, even when all one has to sell is the capacity to work, or in other
words, the vital productive energies and creative capacities of her own body and
mind. The exchange of commodities, including the peculiar commodity that is
this same capacity to work (one’s labor-power), is presented as a free, consensual,
and voluntary (uncoerced) commerce abiding only by the conventional rules of
a kind of ubiquitous contract, strictly upholding the rights of property owner
ship on the parts of buyers and sellers. As Marx famously demonstrated, however, this formal configuration of freedom and equality systematically disguises
very substantial modern forms of subordination and fierce inequality. In Marx’s
phrase, t hose who are compelled to sell their vital energies—life itself—in order
to earn the money necessary for mere survival are “like someone who has brought
his own hide to market and now has nothing else to expect but—a tanning”
(1867/1976, 280).
Citizenship, then, may be recognized to be the form of our unfreedom. Denizenship, consequently, may be the more apt expression for this distinctly modern form of subjection.
Despite its broadly inclusive and egalitarian mystique, once we locate citizenship as a kind of legal personhood within a polity defined by the territorial
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borders and juridical boundaries of a state, it becomes clearer that citizenship is
always an inherently exclusionary and divisive framework for the production of
various degrees of noncitizenship and thus, legal nonpersonhood. In this respect,
we can only properly assess the true meaning of citizenship from a global perspective that is not posited from, or confined within, the borders of any particular
state formation (Hindess 2000). In her discussion of what she designates the
“global citizenship regime,” Bridget Anderson (2015, 42–43) explains: “While the
requirement to be admitted [for entry into the territory of a particular nation-
state] is cast as a right of the citizen, it might be better characterised as a duty of
admittance that is imposed on and by states, a duty that is required for mutual
recognition of sovereignty. If states refuse to accept the entry of their ‘undesirable’
citizens they risk other states following suit, thereby limiting their own power to
deport non-citizens.” Hence, we detect that those deemed as deportable noncitizens from the vantage of one state power may well be mere denizens within the
purview of the state where they are juridically inscribed as properly belonging (if
undesirable) citizens—denizens, that is, precisely from the perspective of their
own state. As Anderson contends further, “The p eople whose movement tends to
be the most controlled by the global citizenship regime are t hose imagined as the
global poor, in their guise as the ‘unskilled,’ the low waged, the poorly educated.
While policy makers in liberal democracies are keen to claim that immigration
controls are not racist, there are no claims that immigration controls are not
designed to keep out the global poor” (2015, 44). In this way, t here is an effectively
universal collusion among states to collaboratively exercise their ostensibly national
sovereignty toward the ends of enforcing a global regime of mobility control—first
and foremost, with regard to the global poor—through their diverse techniques of
bordering and their respective regimes of citizenship. An international regime for
the management of the unruly and incorrigible mobility of the global poor, however, exposes the extent to which each state’s particular regime of citizenship
must necessarily encompass that state’s share of the larger motley crew of the
world’s denizens.

Abject Belonging
Citizenship remains, then, an enduring framework for the production of hierarchies and exclusions that have been foundational—and indeed, internal—to
its very order. The others of citizenship, its multifarious denizens, proliferate
around its murky and treacherous margins. Nevertheless, we must be careful not
to let these exclusionary dynamics seduce us into an unwitting complicity with
the illusory promises of inclusion within some imagined—more perfect—
citizenship yet to be realized. From the imposition of income requirements for
citizens seeking to sponsor noncitizen spouses, partners, or other f amily members (Anderson 2015; Hughes 2015), to the disenfranchisement and evacuation
of the citizenship of those convicted of crimes, to the deportation of citizens
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(Stevens 2011; cf. Kanstroom 2012), to procedures for the denaturalization or
stripping of citizens of their putative birthright entitlements to citizenship,
their concomitant branding as “illegal immigrants,” and their relegation to de
facto statelessness in the countries of their birth and lifelong residence (De
Genova 2018; De Genova and Roy 2020)—we must remain alert to the ever
multiplying gamut of new techniques for recalibrating and differentiating citizenship from within. Th
 ese may all be taken as potent figures of denizenship.
Emphasizing too narrowly the inclusions/exclusions of citizenship inherent in
the citizen/noncitizen binary encourages the misguided assumption not only
that immigration controls have no direct adverse consequences for citizens but
also that all citizens are, or have ever been, fully and equally included (Anderson
2013). This unrelenting restabilization and re-enchantment of the mythology of
citizenship is what may be provided a stringent but much-needed antidote with
the concept of denizenship that I am seeking to elaborate.
In a seeming paradox, persistent legal or enforcement interventions calculated
to restabilize citizenship by reinforcing the citizen/noncitizen partition have
peculiar boomerang effects for the very citizens whose putative interests are
thereby protected. “The myth of full citizenship,” Anderson (2015, 47) elaborates
further, “entrenches the idea that migrants and citizens are competitors for the
privileges of membership”—above all, access to the ostensibly national labor market—in ways that reinscribe the privilege of citizenship with the dubious duty
to be a laboring subject, a worker-citizen. Precisely this same moralizing politics
of deservingness associated with dutiful labor and industriousness likewise disciplines the noncitizen migrant. Hence, Anderson shows how this pernicious politics of citizenship and the putative protection of its prerogatives generates a still
greater paradox: the presumptive equation of deservingness (for membership)—
and the consequent injunction for migrants to exude a demonstrable devotion
to work hard and to shun the purported laziness widely attributed to impoverished (and commonly, racially marginalized) citizens—comes to be marshaled to
denigrate migrants for “stealing jobs” from rightfully entitled citizens. In other
words, the fateful coupling of citizenship with labor serves to simultaneously
degrade the labor of migrants (noncitizens) while disqualifying and debasing the
entitlement to the presumed protections of citizenship for t hose citizens who fail
to satisfy the laborious requirements of an idealized (dutiful and docile) worker-
citizen. What Anderson discerns in the much maligned figurations of the “failed
citizen” may be productively affiliated with what I am proposing here to be the
abject truth of denizenship as it ultimately haunts every figure of citizenship.
The figure of the “criminal alien” tellingly serves as a condensation of two of
citizenship’s alterities, namely, the migrant noncitizen and the criminal (failed)
citizen, supplying a convenient elision of foreignness, the presumption of “illegality,” and the allegation of outright criminality (see, e.g., Peutz 2006, 2010;
Stumpf 2006; Kanstroom 2012; Dowling and Inda 2013; Griffiths 2015; Hasselberg 2016). The figure of the “criminal alien,” furthermore, is customarily

Denizenship • 235

racialized as nonwhite (Griffiths 2015), thereby presumptively justifying punitive treatment and exclusion yet nonetheless silencing the racialized, gendered,
and class-based inequalities embedded in its sociopolitical and juridical production. In this manner, criminological improvisations contributing to an escalation in the targeting of “criminal” noncitizens serve to legitimize the intensified
and inordinate policing of racially subordinate (minoritized) communities and
populations, in which the bright lines between citizens and noncitizens are very
belligerently blurred, and a shared condition of denizenship is starkly revealed.
This variety of what Melanie B. Griffiths (2015, 80) calls “pre-emptive justice”
ensures that migrants can be branded and penalized as criminals without ever
in fact having committed any crime, merely because their noncitizen status
compounds the punitive repercussions of any variety of minor offenses. This
means that any contact a noncitizen may have with the police exacerbates his or
her susceptibility to being designated a criminal, increasingly with detention and
deportation triggered as the consequence of mere police suspicion (cf. De Genova
2007, 2017a). Therefore, as Griffiths emphasizes, many noncitizens are “made
criminal through their presence and persona—bad because of who and where
they are, rather than what they do or because of what they have done” (2015, 84).
Their status as illegalized or criminalized migrants consequently constitutes a
fundamentally political identity—one with deep affinities, moreover, with all
those abject citizens (Hepworth 2012; cf. 2015) for whom their routine (and commonly racialized) criminalization supplies a sure sign of their denizenship.
Here, the invidious politics of citizenship stands in stark opposition to the
messiness of belonging, where the a ctual lived social relations of real p eople defy
all the neat and tidy partitions of the regime of citizenship and alienage. There is
perhaps no better illustration of this than the aggressive expansion of the purview
of deportation to encompass an ever-expanding variety of criminalized noncitizens, including those who have previously been “legal” “permanent” residents,
whereby the fact of deportation exacts a manifold punishment on the families
and communities of the deported, including spouses and/or children who commonly are citizens (Kanstroom 2012; Hasselberg 2016).
The salience of denizenship for complicating any facile affiliation of citizenship and belonging has become still more pronounced in the era of the political
struggle for one or another iteration of the DREAM Act in the United States.3
During the past decade, we have seen the bold and courageous political movement of undocumented youth, widely known as Dreamers, who have generally
been raised and educated in the United States a fter having been brought to the
country as children by their migrant parents. The audacity of the Dreamers has
derived from their increasingly militant preparedness to “come out” as “undocumented, unafraid, and unapologetic” (Negrón-Gonzales 2015), enacting what
I have elsewhere celebrated as a queer politics of migration, an anti-assimilationist
and counternormative politics of incorrigibility (De Genova 2010c). Nonetheless, as is well known, many Dreamers w
 ere induced for a time to voluntarily
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expose themselves to state surveillance and subject themselves to extraordinary
scrutiny and penalties by immigration authorities in exchange for a temporary—
and pronouncedly retractable—deferral of their susceptibility to deportation
and a provisional eligibility for work authorization u nder the DACA program, which was initiated in 2012 (under Obama). The cruel truth—that this
deferral of deportation merely revised the terms and conditions of Dreamers’
deportability—was fully exposed only thereafter, in 2017 (under Trump), when
this putative protection was callously thrown into jeopardy. Indeed, controversy
over the fate of DACA was cynically manipulated by Trump to become the centerpiece of the federal budget stalemate and the resultant government shutdown
that was instigated on January 20, 2018. Thus, the predominantly Latino/a/x
undocumented youth movement summarily assumed a monumental significance
with unforeseen political repercussions. We must recognize, therefore, the simultaneity of radical political openings arising from the struggle over the disposability (and specifically, the deportability) of the lives of these “illegal” virtual citizens,
as well as the invidious potential of such selective exceptions for sorting and ranking the deportable according to divisive distinctions of greater or lesser “deservingness.” “The act of ascribing legible, intelligible, and normative value,” Lisa
Cacho notes incisively, “is inherently violent and relationally devaluing” (2012,
149). In this respect, the greater nexus of controversy around DACA and the
Dreamers must inevitably confront the task of challenging the deportability of all
illegalized migrants and the urgency of obstructing and subverting the larger
deportation regime.
Compromises and complicities with the hegemonic narratives of “American”
assimilationism and the moral economy of eligibility for a path to citizenship
work to ideologically interpellate and recuperate some Dreamers (namely, t hose
who have been able to qualify for DACA—also known as the “DACA-mented”)
by repudiating and commonly criminalizing t hose undocumented youth and
other undocumented migrants (including the Dreamers’ parents, of course) who
could not satisfy the program’s stringent eligibility requirements. This pernicious
bifurcation was amplified to the point of grotesque caricature in Trump’s State
of the Union address on January 30, 2018, in which he exploited tragic stories of
street violence in Latino communities in order to supplant the figure of the meritorious Dreamer with the spectacularized figure of “the savage gang MS-13,”
who, he alleged with characteristic contempt for the truth, “took advantage of
glaring loopholes in our laws to enter the country as unaccompanied alien
minors.” Invoking the lurid image of a deliberate and devious manipulation of
U.S. immigration law by criminals intent to infiltrate the United States, Trump
insinuated that such migration was tantamount to home invasion, underscoring that such “deadly loopholes . . . have allowed MS-13, and other criminals, to
break into our country.” Indeed, he later resorted to this same discourse of “criminal alien invasion” as a justification for the outright atrocity of terroristic f amily
separations and the sadistic detention of children at the border, insisting that
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his draconian border enforcement policies would serve to protect the country
(and its proper citizenry) from an infestation of migrant criminals, particularly
MS-13 gang members.4 Thus, the ghoulish figure of MS-13 as a generic racial signifier of Latino criminality in Trump’s discourse has been incisively likened to
the notorious exploitation of Willie Horton, converted into the iconic racial
figure of African American criminality during the 1988 presidential campaign
of George H. W. Bush (see, e.g. New York Times 2017). In his State of the Union
address, however, Trump emphatically juxtaposed the question of immigration
(and implicitly, the prospect of regularization and naturalization for Dreamers)
to U.S. citizens’ purported “right to the American Dream,” and invoked his
duty—“the sacred duty of e very elected official in this chamber”—“to protect our
citizens . . . to defend Americans. . . . Because Americans are dreamers too.”
The real (more or less lifelong) belonging of Dreamers within their communities in the United States, while commonly fashioned as a kind of virtual citizenship that is widely understood to stage their deservingness for the real t hing
(citizenship) through a regularization of their “illegal”/migrant status, has not
ceased to be yet another manifestation of their denizenship—including the cynical and malicious allegation of criminality against which “our citizens” must
be protected. If the ideological script that has legitimated the Dreamers has reinvigorated the classic xenophilic impulses of U.S. nationalism (Honig 1998,
2001; cf. De Genova 2005, 56–94), furthermore, that same discourse’s intransigent proclivity for disqualifying the predicaments of other illegalized migrants
and their c hildren from the hallowed status of Dreamers, and thereby repudiating their dreams and desires, has merely exposed the deeper contradictions that
situate the undocumented—with Latino/a/xs most prominent among them—
at the veritable center of the contemporary immigration debate in the United
States, as well as racialized disputes over “American” national identity and
belonging.
If nations have historically been invented as imagined communities, in Benedict Anderson’s (1983) famous phrase, then it is telling in our contemporary historical moment that the ever more beleaguered nationalist projects of virtually
all state powers require that nations now be “imagined as threatened communities” (Sharma 2015, 102), always vulnerable to “infiltration” and subversion by
spectral “foreigners,” particularly migrants or refugees, but indeed also by citizen/denizens whose claims to belonging may be overshadowed and undermined
by allegations of their virtual or de facto foreignness. Consequently, particularly
in the era of the so-called War on Terror and its aftermath—with the global institutionalization of the Homeland Security State and the routinization of the
antiterrorist state of emergency (De Genova 2007, 2010a)—immigration restriction has been pervasively legitimated as a m
 atter of the sovereignty of the
national state and indeed a matter of national security. Moreover, we have likewise seen states seek to inoculate themselves from their own abject citizens
through the irregularization (Nyers 2019) of a whole new spectrum of “accidental
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citizens”—those who are deemed to have inherited a particular birthright citizenship by dint of the accident of their birth on the territory of a particular
state, but who may be repudiated all the same as lacking the substance of proper
citizenship for any variety of reasons related to a purported deficiency of real
affiliation, whereby the incidental is reframed as “a potentially catastrophic
exception to the norm” (Nyers 2006, 24; cf. 2019). Trump’s opportunistic
recourse on the eve of the 2018 midterm elections to long-standing calls to abnegate the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (see, e.g., Schuck and
Smith 1985; Brimelow 1995) in order to nullify the “accidental” (or in any case,
illegitimate) birthright citizenship of the c hildren of undocumented migrants
merely provides one of the most high-profile recent exhibits in the rogue’s gallery
of denizenship.

The Otherness of Citizenship
 ere, we are compelled to interrogate how denizenship operates within citizenH
ship itself, and renders ostensible citizens as so many more putative pretenders
to the claim of belonging within a polity that can only be refortified by convulsively repudiating and regurgitating its own abject internal others in repeated
populist paroxysms of re-bordering the people (De Genova 2018). Citizenship,
then, is exposed as a regime for the production, superintendence, and regulation
of a wide and heterogeneous array of ostensible members as de facto outsiders,
domesticated versions of colonized “natives,” virtual foreigners who are not only
at home but furthermore have never left, who are in fact contained within the
space of the state but pathologized, excoriated, and castigated as its veritable denizens. That is to say, with denizenship, we are confronted with the otherness of
citizenship itself, and provided with a name for citizenship’s pernicious aporias.
Presenting the treacherous allure of egalitarian inclusivity, citizenship has long
been shrouded in the aura of a universality of membership and belonging. Yet
the inexorable requirement that citizenship produce and sustain an avalanche
of exclusions has perennially haunted citizenship with the grievances of its others,
and mired its democratic conceits in the brute realities of our modern forms of
subjugation, exploitation, and despotism, including of course the ultimate
impulse of “purification”: genocide. Denizenship, however, cannot be apprehensible as reducible to a mere inventory of the nation-state’s “others.” Denizenship, as the otherness that is truly inherent in and integral to citizenship itself,
resides in and is derived from citizenship’s intrinsic alignment with state power,
whereby the sovereignty of the state is predicated upon the cannibalization of
our own powers and freedoms—the powers and freedoms of h
 uman life
itself (De Genova 2010b). Denizenship thus names our confinement within
a regime of citizenship and our juridical inscription within the categories, distinctions, and hierarchies of state power. Whatever our formal statuses, in other
words, however we may be configured and registered in statutory terms—as
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citizens, migrants, refugees, exiles, or otherwise—we remain the subjects of an
eminently modern form of power for which citizenship has been an instrumental
and indispensable technology: denizens all.
Denizenship compels us therefore to account for our diverse respective senses
of belonging according to a new and still incipient politics of location that invokes
hitherto unforeseen affinities and affiliations of experience, identity, and place.
How might our discrepant forms and affective formations of belonging serve as
claims to heterogenous locations within one or another conception of place—
claims that can be affirmed, while yet acknowledged in their historical contingency, and thereby articulated as a larger relation of the human species to the
space of the planet? How indeed might our claims to belonging be deliberately
disarticulated from any sort of inscription within the enclosures and containments of state power and the territoriality of citizenship? Such claims to be/long/
ing, then, could manifest our diverse forms of being while yet expressing our
unresolved and open-ended longing to be otherwise. The question, finally, might
therefore be: How might we embrace and inhabit our denizenship as the prelude to and practical precipice from which to take the fateful leap into the as-yet
uncertain and unknowable promised land of a different world yet to come?

Notes
1 Walker offers this synopsis: “The concepts of denization and denizenship find their

l egal origins in a process of the Eng lish common law dating from the 13th c entury
by which a foreigner could gain some of the privileges of an Eng lish subject through
the operation of the royal prerogative, including the right to hold land. Common
law denization fell into disuse when statutory mechanisms began to develop for the
naturalization of putative subjects who w
 ere born neither within national territory
nor to parents who w
 ere already full subjects, although at the same time denizenship acquired new statutory meanings complementary to the naturalization process.
For example, in the Eng lish Settlement Act of 1701 the term denizenship was used
to describe naturalized foreigners who remained excluded from appointment to
certain public offices” (2008, 1). What is especially pertinent here is that denizenship emerges in this premodern Eng lish context during an era when t here was in
fact no corresponding status of citizenship in any modern sense (see Anderson
2013), and the distinction between the rights or entitlements of resident foreigners
and “natives” primarily concerned the status of the latter as subjects of the
monarchy.
2 Indeed, the real interest in Turner’s intervention is to deploy the figure of the
denizen as a conceptual foil for citizenship in a manner that serves to underscore the
article’s principal concern, as suggested in its subtitle: “the erosion of citizenship”
(cf. Turner 2001).
3 The abortive legislative bill, the Development, Relief and Education for Alien
Minors Act, was first introduced in the U.S. Senate in 2001 (intentionally so named
in order to be popularized as the DREAM Act). The original version of the bill was
introduced in the U.S. House of Representatives e arlier in 2001 by Representative
Luis Gutiérrez (Illinois), with another title: the Immigrant C
 hildren’s Educational
Advancement and Dropout Prevention Act.
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4	Under direct orders from the Trump administration through Attorney General Jeff

Sessions’s notorious “zero tolerance” memorandum (April 6, 2018), Central
American migrant/refugee families have found themselves targeted at the spectacular
center of the repugnant atrocity of state-sponsored kidnapping and child abuse
perpetrated by the U.S. Border Patrol. That systemic abuse was further perpetuated
across the country by the U.S. Department of Health and H
 uman Services’ superintendence of the c hildren’s secretive internment following their abduction from their
parents. Through this perverse mass-mediated spectacle of the caging, encampment,
and veritable torture of Latino/a infants, toddlers, and other children and their
protracted, indefinite abduction from their migrant/refugee parents, the Trump
regime—notorious for its wild governmental recklessness, unprecedented incompetence, flagrant corruption, and authoritarian disdain for the rule of law—deliberately
secured for itself an infamy of historic proportions, haunted by analogies with
African/American slavery, Native American coercive “assimilation,” Japanese/
American internment, and the Nazi Holocaust (Tazzioli and De Genova 2020).
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Black No More
Black Denizenship and the
Struggle for the Future
CATHERINE S. RAMÍREZ

Demography is destiny, or so we are told. First used by Ben Wattenberg and Richard Scammon in their 1970 book The Real Majority: An Extraordinary Examination of the American Electorate, this well-worn maxim has been applied not
only to electoral politics but to myriad subjects such as financial markets, aging
populations, fertility and birth rates, and migration.1 Irrespective of context or
application, “demography is destiny” holds that population trends and distributions portend or even determine the future.
Twenty-eight years after the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 abolished the long-standing quota system that had restricted immigration to the
United States from nearly all parts of the world, Time magazine offered its own
take on the relationship between demography and destiny when it presented “The
New Face of America.” An amalgamation of fourteen models’ faces and christened
the “new Eve,” the fictitious woman gracing the November 18, 1993, cover is “15%
Anglo-Saxon, 17.5% Middle Eastern, 17.5% African, 7.5% Asian, 35% Southern
European and 7.5% Hispanic.” As her visage took shape on the computer screen
before them, “several staff members promptly fell in love,” Time’s managing editor
reported. “Said one, ‘It r eally breaks my heart that she d oesn’t exist.’ ”2 Young,
pretty, and—her heterogeneous origins notwithstanding—white, Eve is a fantasy.
243
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Since the earliest days of the republic, the United States of the f uture has been
envisioned as white and the p eople of color who have inhabited this land, Indigenous and imported alike, have been imagined as disappearing, temporary, or
demographically insignificant, as the label minority signals. Writing in the early
1780s, Thomas Jefferson, for one, pondered the f uture of his home state in Notes
on Virginia. He predicted that slavery would be abolished, but like many of his
white contemporaries, he maintained that t here would be no place for free Blacks
in the new republic. In addition to “deep rooted prejudices entertained by the
whites” and “ten thousand recollections, by the blacks, of the injuries they have
sustained,” he wrote, “the real distinctions which nature has made” would forever prevent Blacks and whites from living together in peace.3 So the statesman
and f uture president proposed that following emancipation, African American
children “continue with their parents to a certain age, then be brought up, at the
public expense, to tillage, arts or sciences . . . till the females should be eighteen,
and the males twenty-one years of age, when they should be colonized to such
place as the circumstances of the time should render most proper.”4 In other
words, free Blacks should be made wards of the state. Then, after acquiring the
skills to live independently, they should be deported. To replace them, Jefferson
recommended importing “an equal number of white inhabitants.”5
His was but one of many pitches in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
to rid the United States of people of color so as to create an all-white nation.
Schemes to deport African Americans were called colonization, with the American Colonization Society helping found Liberia as a colony for free Blacks in
1822. Meanwhile, the federal government deported Indigenous peoples via policies and practices known quite baldly as Indian removal. Native Americans could
also be disappeared via miscegenation, an option that Jefferson and many of his
countrymen ruled out for African Americans. “Are not the fine mixtures of red
and white . . . preferable to . . . that immovable veil of black?” the founding f ather
(and father of six mixed-race children) asked.6 White could and would absorb
and, ultimately, erase red, while Black was deemed unassimilable.
Roughly 150 years a fter Jefferson penned Notes on V
 irginia, an African American journalist by the name of George Schuyler would propose an equally outrageous solution to what, by the end of the nineteenth c entury, had come to be
known as the Negro problem.7 Where Jefferson’s vision of a post-Black future
recalls the story of Noah’s ark—A frican Americans are sent away with tools,
utensils, and “pairs of the useful domestic animals”—Schuyler’s 1931 Afrofuturist satire, Black No More: Being an Account of the Strange and Wonderful Workings of Science in the Land of the Free, A.D. 1933–1940, exploits the assumption
that technological advancements lead to social prog ress.8 Set in Harlem and
Atlanta in what was for Schuyler and his contemporaries the proximate f uture,
the mid-and late 1930s, Black No More is about the chaos that ensues a fter millions of African Americans undergo a medical procedure that turns them white.
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In “Black to the Future,” journalist and cultural critic Mark Dery defines
Afrofuturism as “speculative fiction that treats African-A merican concerns in
the context of . . . technoculture . . . and . . . that appropriates images of technology and a prosthetically enhanced future.”9 Taking as its starting point the
question, “What if the so-called Negro problem could be solved by a machine
that turns Black people white?” Black No More is an early example of Afro
futurism. As a condemnation of the obsession over and commodification of
race, it is a biting and often humorous political satire too. Schuyler’s novel is
also, I argue, a narrative of assimilation and Americanization, one that brings
into relief a history of Black denizenship and the links among immigration,
whiteness, and Americanness.
Focusing on Black No More, the present chapter probes the omission of African Americans in theories and understandings of assimilation in the United
States. I argue that African Americans have not been included in conversations
about assimilation because of the long-standing discrepancy between Blackness
and Americanness—in other words, b ecause of the legacy of Black denizenship
in the United States. Simultaneously and neither an insider nor an outsider, the
figure of the denizen brings the paradox of assimilation into relief: assimilation
via differential inclusion. By differential inclusion, I refer to the incorporation
of members of a social group not as homologous peers but as distinct and subordinate subjects.10 Black No More narrates an alternative tale of assimilation, one
that prompts us to rethink assimilation by exposing denizenship as a form of
incorporation. Before reading Schuyler’s novel in the context of contemporary
theories of assimilation, I define assimilation and show how it has been defined
against racialization. I conclude by connecting Black No More to twenty-first-
century debates about immigration and assimilation and by highlighting the
parallels between African American denizenship and the denizenship of the
undocumented.

Assimilation and Racialization
Assimilation, in the word’s most general sense, refers to two processes: becoming more alike and absorbing and incorporating. According to classical theories
of assimilation in the United States, immigrants and their descendants assimilate: they learn English, acquire capital, participate in mainstream institutions
and culture, and live among and, in many cases, as white Americans. Assimilation is the master narrative of the American immigrant experience. As a theory,
it has been an organizing rubric in U.S. ethnic and immigration history, the
social sciences, and public policy. It has also been a political tool for distinguishing foreign outsiders from “native” insiders.
Assimilation emerged in the United States as a pressing social and political
issue in response to the “Great Wave” of immigration from Europe from 1880
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u ntil 1924. Despite assertions that multiculturalism had killed or would kill
assimilation in the second half of the twentieth century, the term continues to
circulate in academia, policy circles, and the mainstream media, especially in
debates about the so-called Hispanic and Islamic challenges (the contentions that
Latinxs in the United States and Muslims in North America and Europe are
unable or unwilling to accept the dominant society’s mores).
The subjects of Latinx, Asian, and, more recently, Muslim assimilability (or
inassimilability, depending on point of view) have figured prominently in discourses on immigration and citizenship in the United States. In contrast, African Americans are rarely considered in these conversations, especially outside
cities with relatively high concentrations of Black immigrants, like New York,
Minneapolis-St. Paul, and Miami, and even though African Americans have
been violently and effectively assimilated—a point I return to below. Nonetheless, scholars have bracketed African Americans or excluded them altogether in
theorizing assimilation, against which they have defined racialization. For example, Robert E. Park, a leading scholar of assimilation and race in the first decades
of the twentieth century, maintained in 1930 that, despite having been in the
United States for 300 years, “the Negro . . . has not been assimilated. This is not
because he has preserved in America a foreign culture and an alien tradition,”
he explained. “To say that the Negro has not assimilated means no more than
to say that he is still regarded as in some sense a stranger, a representative of an
alien race.”11 Similarly, sociologist Milton M. Gordon observed in 1964 that “the
Negro, one of America’s oldest minorities,” had achieved “cultural assimilation,
or acculturation” (for example, by adopting the English language and Christian
ity) but had yet to assimilate fully.12 As long as they faced prejudice and discrimination and w
 ere “barred from the cliques, social clubs, and churches of
white America,” African Americans would “construct . . . their own network of
organizations and institutions, their own ‘social world,’ ” outside the mainstream.13 More than a generation later, sociologist Nathan Glazer attributed
“the failure of assimilation to work its effects on blacks as on immigrants . . . to
the strength of American discriminatory and prejudiced attitudes and behavior
toward blacks.”14
For Park, Schuyler’s contemporary, assimilation was a process of becoming
more alike and blending in. Assimilation, or, more precisely, inassimilability, was
“a function of visibility,” he asserted.15 The unassimilated remain conspicuously
alien, while the assimilated vanish into the majority. “In America it is proverbial that a Pole, a Lithuanian or a Norwegian cannot be distinguished in the second generation from the older American stock,” he observed.16 In contrast,
people of color—namely, Asians and Blacks—bore what he described as a “distinctive racial mark,”17 one that amounted to a “racial uniform.”18 “It is not
because the Negro and the Japanese are so differently constituted that they do
not assimilate,” he contended. “The trouble is not with the Japanese mind but
with the Japanese skin. The ‘Jap’ is not the right color.”19
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Black No More
Black No More imagines a world in which one’s “racial uniform” can be changed.
The novel’s protagonist, Max Disher, a young, fast-talking, ambitious African
American man, is the first person to subject himself to the “powerful and dangerous treatment” at Black-No-More, Incorporated, a clinic owned and operated
by Dr. Junius Crookman, an enterprising African American scientist who has
developed a process that turns Black people white.20 A fter Max becomes white,
he changes his name to Matthew Fisher and relocates from Harlem to his native
Atlanta to pursue Helen Givens, an attractive, dim-witted white w
 oman who
rejected him because he was Black when they first encountered one another at a
Harlem speakeasy. In addition to winning Helen’s heart and hand in marriage,
Matthew rises to the top of the Knights of Nordica, a parody of the Ku Klux
Klan, by posing as an anthropologist—in other words, as a student of man. He
also amasses a fortune by advising white capitalists on how to subdue their
increasingly restive employees, poor whites who fear that so-called “white
Negroes” (Blacks who have become white) have infiltrated the workplace and
are stealing their jobs.21 Max/Mathew’s transformations—his name change, marriage to a white person, and ascent in the work world—are all hallmarks of the
assimilation process as measured and celebrated in the United States.
Meanwhile, Black-No-More proves to be so successful, Dr. Crookman and
his associates open clinics across the country. Sales of Madame Sisseretta Blandish’s hair straighteners and skin lighteners, stand-ins for the real Madame C. J.
Walker’s cosmetics, dwindle as the lines outside Dr. Crookman’s clinics grow.
Black-owned banks shutter after customers withdraw all their money, and Black
churches sit vacant on Sunday morning. Donations to the National Social Equality League, a spoof of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), dry up, and race leaders, like Shakespeare Agamemnon
Beard, a caricature of W.E.B. Du Bois, find themselves out of work. Harlem and
other African American enclaves are reduced to ghost towns. The white population suddenly swells and Black p eople vanish from the American landscape.
To distinguish “imitation whites” from “pure whites,” Arthur Snobbcraft and
Samuel Buggerie, leaders of the elitist Anglo-Saxon Association, launch an investigation into all Americans’ family trees.22 The self-proclaimed blue bloods are
horrified to discover that their own lineage is not as white as they had believed.
A fter newspapers out them as Negroes, they are set upon and burned at the stake
by a bloodthirsty mob of Christian white supremacists in rural Mississippi.
When the novel closes, Dr. Crookman, the new Surgeon General of the United
States, publishes a report on skin pigmentation, noting that “the new Caucasians”
(Blacks who have undergone the Black-No-More treatment) tend to be “two to
three shades lighter than the old Caucasians.”23 In other words, “the blacks [a]re
whiter than the whites.”24 His discovery prompts a backlash against very pale
people, with employers paying them less and public institutions segregating them.
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To defend the newly maligned very white whites, Karl von Beerde, the former
Shakespeare Agamemnon Beard, founds the Down-With-W hite-Prejudice-
League. Meanwhile, Mrs. Sari Blandine, a.k.a. Madame Sisseretta Blandish, strikes
it rich with Blandine’s Egyptienne Stain, a cosmetic that imparts “a long-wearing
light-brown tinge to the pigment.”25 “Everybody that was anybody had a stained
skin,” Schuyler’s narrator reports. “A white face became startlingly rare. America
was definitely, enthusiastically mulatto-minded.”26 Emblematic of the new face of
America, “dusky” little Matthew Crookman Fisher is born to Helen and Max.27
Upon learning that his beloved son-in-law, newly arrived grandson, and he himself
are all Afro-descendants, Henry Givens, Helen’s father and the Imperial G
 rand
Wizard of the Knights of Nordica, concludes, “I guess we’re all niggers now.”28

Passing and Assimilation
Published during the heyday of eugenics and on the cusp of the Nazis’ rise to
power, Black No More, like previous and contemporary works by James Weldon
Johnson, Nella Larsen, and Fannie Hurst, points to the mutability and fiction
of race. In Schuyler’s novel, race is not just a social construct; it is a simulacrum,
a copy for which t here is no original. Yet unlike Johnson’s The Autobiography of
an Ex-colored Man (1912), Larsen’s Passing (1929), and Hurst’s Imitation of Life
(1933), Schuyler’s novel has a comedic tone. Much of its humor revolves around
transgressions, impurities, and role reversals: Blacks become white; so-called pure
whites find that they are Black; putatively white women give birth to Black
babies; erstwhile Black people “out-white” white people; and the very light-
skinned are discriminated against in the same ways that the very dark-skinned
were discriminated against.
Like assimilation, passing involves mimesis and mobility—sameness and
movement, in other words. As literary critic Elaine K. Ginsberg points out, passing is “about the boundaries established between identity categories,” particularly racial, gender, sexual, and class identities, and “about the individual and
cultural anxieties induced by boundary crossing.”29 As a story about racial passing, Black No More is part of a narrative tradition dating back to the nineteenth
century. While stories of reverse passing tend to garner considerable attention,
as the case of civil rights activist Rachel Dolezal has demonstrated,30 most narratives about racial passing in the United States are about “the assumption of a
fraudulent ‘white’ identity by an individual culturally and legally defined as
‘Negro’ or black by virtue of percentage of African ancestry.”31
The nexus of mimesis and mobility is evident in Black No More. Once Max
crosses over from Black to white, he finds that his physical movement is practically unimpaired. His new power and privilege become apparent to him immediately a fter he undergoes Dr. Crookman’s treatment and he is interviewed by
an attractive, white, female reporter. Together, “they walked down Broadway in
the blaze of white lights to a dinner-dance place. To Max it was like being in
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heaven. He had strolled through the Times Square district before but never with
such a feeling of absolute freedom and sureness. No one now looked at him curiously because he was with a white girl. . . . Gee it was g reat!”32 As a white man,
Max/Matthew is f ree to pass through spaces that w
 ere dangerous or off-limits
to him previously. What is more, the reporter has paid him a handsome sum to
get the scoop on his transition from Black to white. “How good it was to be f ree,
white and to possess a bankroll,” he exults. Both his physical and social mobility are now unimpaired; he can “go anywhere, associate with anybody, be anything he wanted to be . . . At last, [he] felt like an American citizen.”33
Despite the parallels between racial passing and assimilation, narratives in
which an African American attempts to pass or successfully passes as white are
usually not read as stories about Americanization and the pursuit of the
American dream. Instead, they are seen as tales of imitation, appropriation, and
guile. As literary critic and poet Harryette Mullen points out,
Passing is not so much a willful deception or duplicity as it is an attempt to
move from the margin to the center of American identity. That such movement
has been systematically blocked to the mass of black p eople is perhaps the
primary reason that the ability to do so is almost invariably interpreted as
inauthenticity when managed by an African-A merican, but as an exemplary
instance of cultural assimilation when accomplished by European immigrants
who shed language, culture, and tradition in order to become, or allow their
offspring to become true (white) Americans.34

In other words, while some p eople—namely, European immigrants and their
white descendants—become Americans, t hose barred from that category can
only try to approximate or appropriate Americanness. Just as whiteness is a privilege, a possession, and a form of property, as scholars like Cheryl I. Harris and
George Lipsitz have argued, so, too, is Americanness.35

Denizenship
Efforts to bar certain groups from the category American extend back to this
nation’s founding. As noted previously, African Americans and Native Americans were not envisioned as legitimate parts of the polity or even as permanent
members of society during Jefferson’s lifetime. Their exclusion was formalized
with the United States’ first naturalization law, the Naturalization Act of 1790,
which limited citizenship to “free white” persons and laid the groundwork for
the Chinese Exclusion and Johnson-Reed Acts and other restrictive legislation.36
Until the ratification of the F
 ourteenth Amendment in 1868, African Americans, including t hose who were free, w
 ere ineligible for U.S. citizenship.
African Americans were in and of the United States, but were not considered
real Americans. Instead, they w
 ere denizens: p eople who are present in the space
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of the nation-state, but who are not and are never supposed to be full members
of the polity. As Park observed, “The first Negroes were imported into the United
States in 1619. . . . By 1860 . . . it is safe to say, the g reat mass of Negroes w
 ere no
longer, in any true sense, an alien people. They were, of course, not citizens. It
might, perhaps, be more correct to say that they were less assimilated than domesticated.”37 Despite claims that assimilation results in homogeneity and racialization conserves difference, Park’s observation indicates that certain social
groups are incorporated (“domesticated,” to use his word) into a stratified society precisely as racialized subjects. Incorporation via marginalization or
subordination—this is the paradox of assimilation.
Contrast Park’s remarks regarding African American assimilation (or lack
thereof) with those of writer and literary critic Samuel Delany, an heir to the
Afrofuturist literary tradition Schuyler helped establish:
The historical reason that we [African Americans have] been so impoverished
in terms of f uture images is b ecause, until fairly recently, as a p eople, we were
systematically forbidden any images of our past. I have no idea where, in
Africa, my black ancestors came from b ecause, when they reached the slave
markets in New Orleans, records of such t hings w
 ere systematically destroyed.
If they spoke their own languages, they were beaten or killed. The slave pens in
which they w
 ere stored by lots w
 ere set up so that no two slaves from the same
area were allowed to be together. Children were regularly sold away from their
parents. And every conceivable effort was made to destroy all vestiges of what
might endure as African social consciousness. . . . That some musical rhythms
endured, that certain religious attitudes and structures seem to have persisted,
is quite astonishing, when you study the efforts of the white, slave-importing
machinery to wipe them out.38

In addition to underscoring the need for future images of, for, and by Afro-
diasporic p eoples, Delany offers a pointed commentary about assimilation and
the violence it often entails. Indeed, the “powerful and dangerous treatment” to
which aspiring whites subject themselves at the Black-No-More clinics serves as
a metaphor for the violence of assimilation. Schuyler likens the chair into which
Dr. Crookman’s patients are strapped to “a cross between a dentist’s chair and
an electric chair” and describes the Black-No-More treatment as “the beginning
or the end,” as a process that involves both gains and losses.39
A misanthropic and dystopian satire, Black No More presents a dim view of
the future, one in which the present’s problems endure but in new form. Moreover, all of its characters are self-serving. If they are not slow and stupid, then
they are bold and crafty. That said, the novel offers villains and heroes alike.
Snobbcraft and Buggerie—whose names alone articulate arrogance, deceit, and
non-normative sex—occupy the former camp. The elitist WASPs get their comeuppance when they are assailed by the white supremacist gang in an isolated
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corner of the deep South. Reminiscent of lynching reports, with which Schuyler, a reporter for the Black press, was all too familiar, the grisly description of
Snobbcraft and Buggerie’s torture and murder stands out in a narrative that is,
up u ntil that harrowing scene, quite tongue-in-cheek.
Meanwhile, the novel’s heroes, Max and Dr. Crookman, are rewarded for
their chutzpah and wiliness with wealth and power. The story ends on a high
note, with Max and his family and friends sunbathing at Cannes, all just as
brown and carefree as Max and Helen’s mixed-race son. In the end, Black No
More envisions not only a post-Black but a post-white world. With Dr. Crookman’s skin-and face-altering technology, Blacks and whites alike disappear and
are replaced by people with a “light-brown tinge to the pigment.” No longer a
threat or tragedy, the “mulatto,” to use Schuyler’s word, is embraced, celebrated,
and upheld as “the new face of America” and the embodiment of a better future.

Conclusion: Old and New Denizens
On February 3, 2019, United States Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) agents arrested 21 Savage, an African American musician who, during a
televised performance six days e arlier, had criticized the Trump administration’s
policy and practice of separating migrant c hildren from their parents.40 21 Savage, né She’yaa Bin Abraham-Joseph, was born in 1992 in London to British parents of Dominican and Haitian descent. In 2005, he migrated to the United
States with his family. In addition to overstaying his visa, the Atlanta-based rapper was not a real American according to ICE spokesperson Brian Cox. “His
whole persona is false,” Cox declared.41 Subsequently, some celebrities and erstwhile fans mocked 21 Savage’s perceived foreignness (and uncool Britishness) on
social media, “superimposing [his] face onto images of Buckingham Palace
guards and translating his lyrics into Cockney slang.”42 His arrest and the reactions to it exposed “an ingrained American inability to think about both blackness and immigration simultaneously,” as Ethiopian American poet Samuel
Getachew has astutely observed.43
By reading Black No More as a narrative about assimilation, I have drawn
attention to the ways people who are not generally associated with immigration—in this case, African Americans—are, in fact, assimilated as racialized
others, rather than as bona fide Americans. Furthermore, by detangling immigration and assimilation, I show that, although the concept of denizenship has
come to be associated with late capitalism, its history in the United States goes
back to the founding of this country. The discrepancy between African Americanness and Americanness persists in the twenty-first century. Take, for example, the conspiracy theories that Barack Obama and Kamala Harris were not
born in the United States and, therefore, are ineligible to be president or vice
president. As long as African Americans are disassociated from Americanness,
stories about racial passing will not be considered stories about assimilation and
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Americanization. Instead, they w
 ill be read as tales about p eople who claim
something that is not supposed to be theirs: the power and privilege of full
citizenship.
In the twenty-first century, stories about passing—about duplicity and
trespassing—continue to circulate. As literary critic Kirsten Silva Gruesz
observes, “the slave and the undocumented migrant share similar conditions of
legal vulnerability as non-citizens. One parallel emerges when the body in question moves into a space where it is not supposed to be: a refugee whose request
for asylum has not been approved; a fugitive from the slave regime or from federal immigration authorities.”44 Just as the abolitionist Frederick Douglass used
forged papers to escape slavery in 1838, migrants have used forged documents to
enter, to remain, and to work in the United States since those documents w
 ere
required of them. And where the Progressive Era protagonist was African American, the hero of the twenty-first-century passing narrative tends to be a young,
unauthorized migrant.
Like Park’s “domesticated” Negroes, these new protagonists are in and of the
United States, but b ecause they are not U.S. citizens, they are not real Americans from the state’s point of view. For example, participants in Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), a program that allows certain undocumented
youth to remain and to work in the United States, may be “less illegal” than
unauthorized mig rants who do not have DACA.45 Still, as noncitizens, the
“DACAmented” are not authorized or documented enough or in quite the right
way as far as the state is concerned. In fact, b ecause DACA does not lead to any
form of permanent regularization and b ecause it is a temporary status capable
of being revoked, it formalizes its participants’ marginalization, thereby rendering them denizens—and precarious ones at that.
Nonetheless, t hese twenty-first-century denizens have a deep connection to
their adopted homeland. Many grew up and attended (or still attend) school in
the United States. Many are fluent in English and are familiar not only with U.S.
popular culture but with this country’s institutions, history, narratives, and proclaimed values and ideals, especially as related to hard work, opportunity, and
merit. So fluent and familiar are they that they pass as Americans. Indeed, some
do not realize that they are not U.S. citizens until they reach a milestone of adolescence, like applying for a driver’s license, graduating from high school, or
applying to college. By unhinging Americanness from formal belonging, t hese
self-proclaimed undocumented Americans and shadow Americans challenge the
state’s monopoly on citizenship and offer a broader and more inclusive vision of
the United States.46
Despite their insistence that they truly are Americans, albeit without papers,
undocumented and shadow Americans remain vulnerable to deportation, a
mechanism that renders certain individuals and groups temporary and prevents
them from moving into the future of the United States. That many of the undocumented, the deportable, and the deported are people of color warrants scrutiny,
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especially in the context of cries of white genocide; laments about too many poor,
Black, and brown migrants; demands that immigrants pass a “wealth test”; and
attempts to exclude undocumented migrants from the U.S. census.47 Against this
backdrop, the imperative to “Make American Great Again” (MAGA) comes into
relief as a sinister campaign to maintain the white majority, numerically and
otherwise, by driving people of color to the margins or out. In short, MAGA is a
method of asepsis and milder form of ethnic cleansing.48
Black No More offers a vision in which the United States’ Negro problem is
solved by getting rid of Negroes. By twenty-first-century standards, Schuyler’s
novel is not affirming, liberating, or politically correct. At the same time, it is by
no means an illogical response to the exigencies of its time, an era of de jure and
de facto racial segregation; of consternation over the so-called Negro problem;
of poll taxes and literacy tests; and of lynching, a form of ethnic cleansing if ever
there was one.
MAGA conjures up a violent past that terrifies many Americans, or it mourns
a past that never was. Either way, the slogan nods to an earlier maxim, “demography is destiny,” as it attempts to reshape the future. Yet, despite deracination,
disease, slavery, f amily separations, exclusion acts, quotas, Jim Crow, lynching,
tribal disenrollment, voter suppression, internment, border walls, workplace
raids, incarceration, poisonous water, travel bans, cages, and encounters with law
enforcement, the Black and brown p eople who were never envisioned as a real,
legitimate, or permanent part of this settler colony-cum-nation of immigrants
have persevered. In the wake of Trump’s 2016 presidential election, old slogans,
like the post-Holocaust cry, “Never Again,” have taken on new meaning as
migrant detention facilities have been likened to the Nazi and U.S. concentration camps of the Second World War. All the while, new declarations, like “Here
to Stay,” “Home Is H
 ere,” and “There are Black P
 eople in the F
 uture,” defiantly
envision a Black and brown present and f uture.49
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Imperial Citizenship
Marshall Islanders and the
Compact of Free Association
EMILY MITCHELL-E ATON

Citizenship has played a crucial role in the management of imperial populations
since the creation of the modern nation-state (Burnett et al. 2001; Cowen and
Gilbert 2008). For immigrants from colonial, occupied, or nonsovereign sites in
an empire, their efforts to migrate to the metropole often reproduce them as
second-class subjects of the nation-state, with limited political, economic, and
social rights (Baldoz 2011; Poblete 2014). While scholars have examined this phenomenon in the context of the British, French, and Dutch empires (Mongia
1999; Van Amersfoort and Van Niekerk 2006; Dawson 2007), less attention has
been paid to the citizenship experiences of U.S. postcolonial or imperial migrants,
with a few notable exceptions (Duany 2003; Ngai 2004; Baldoz 2011).
The experience of Marshall Islanders traveling under COFA status, however,
presents a rich opportunity to explore such phenomena in the context of U.S.
empire. With the passage of the 1986 Compact of Free Association (COFA), a
bilateral agreement between the United States and the Marshall Islands,1 a former U.S. territory, the U.S. government created a new category of legal migrant:
the COFA migrant. The compact’s migration provision grants the option to live,
work, and attend school in the United States without a visa to hundreds of thousands of p eople. However, the compact does not constitute any direct pathway
256
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to U.S. permanent residency or citizenship. This contingency solidifies COFA
migrants’ status as provisional, liminal, and exceptional in a way that I contend
is characteristic of imperial citizenship.
In this chapter, I define the concept of imperial citizenship and lay out its significance for COFA migrants as well as its relevance to broader discussions of
partial citizenship and noncitizenship discussed elsewhere in this volume. I
examine the unique U.S. immigration status of COFA migrants—migrants from
the Marshall Islands, Micronesia, and Palau, all former U.S. territories and signatories to Compacts of F
 ree Association with the United States—and argue
that COFA status constitutes a kind of imperial citizenship. First, I present the
historical, political, and legal context that laid the groundwork for COFA status, grounding the creation of COFA status in historical and ongoing U.S. control over the Pacific Islands. Second, I articulate a theory of what I term imperial
citizenship and situate COFA status in relation to other forms of imperial citizenship held by people from other sites in U.S. empire, such as Puerto Rico,
Guam, and American Samoa. Imperial citizenship, somewhat paradoxically,
both enables and constrains mobility for its holders in the contingent and precarious forms of belonging it produces for subjects of empire. I then map out a
geography of COFA migrant diasporas, offering some brief considerations of how
COFA status is materializing on the ground in sites of immigrant resettlement.
I conclude the chapter with reflections on what COFA status and imperial citizenship more broadly can contribute to theorizations of noncitizenship, mobility, and precarity.
As I argue, COFA status can tell us much about the production of U.S. citizenship on the margins of empire, where legal restrictions on full U.S. citizenship expose U.S. federal anxieties about opening the door too fully to U.S.
colonial subjects. More broadly, examination of COFA status can show that
those margins between metropole and colony and foreigner and citizen become
both sharpened and blurred on the ground, creating an opportunity for comparison with other forms of citizenship and noncitizenship held by other
populations.

Pacific Islanders and Legal Status
Pacific Islanders—a demographic category that in the U.S. Census includes
Chamorros, Samoans, Micronesians, Marshall Islanders, Palauans, and Native
Hawai’ians—often hold unique legal statuses because of their historical or con
temporary colonial relationships to the United States (Perez 2008; Ramos 1996;
Bevacqua 2010). Th
 ose born in Hawai’i and Guam, for example, are U.S. citizens by birth, and, therefore, are not considered immigrants when moving to the
U.S. mainland, while t hose born in the Marshall Islands, Micronesia, and Palau
are legally permitted to immigrate into the United States without a visa. The varied legal statuses of these Pacific Islander populations have historically been

258 • Emily Mitchell-Eaton

created through agreements between territorial governments and the U.S. federal government, and often negotiated at pivotal historical moments in which
U.S. imperial power in the territories is changing form (Leibowitz 1989).
COFA status is similarly rooted in a long imperial history that links the
United States and the Pacific Islands. From 1946 to 1986, the United States operated as the colonial administrator of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands
(TTPI), a geographical and legal-juridical designation established by the United
Nations. As the TTPI neared termination in the late 1970s and early 1980s, individual TTPI territories negotiated separate agreements with the United States
pertaining to their respective political status—in other words, the form and
degree of their independence—as well as to the military, economic, and diplomatic links they would retain to the United States. Crucially, each of these agreements also contained provisions regarding the citizenship and immigration
rights each population would have after the TTPI’s termination. For signatories of the three separate Compacts of Free Association—the Republic of the
Marshall Islands (RMI), the Federated States of Micronesia (FSM), and Palau—
and their populations, a unique immigration provision was created. While citizens of these three separate and newly independent countries would hold the
nationality and citizenship of their nation by birth—for example, t hose born in
the Marshall Islands would hold Marshallese citizenship—they would be permitted by law to immigrate into the United States without a visa and to remain
indefinitely as “lawful U.S. non-citizens” as well as to pursue employment and
education in the United States. This provision and the immigration status it created, COFA status, constitutes a unique and exceptional addendum to U.S.
immigration law that must be understood for the qualities that make it distinctly
imperial, a task to which I turn now.

COFA Status as Imperial Citizenship
As the case of COFA migrants shows, citizenship and legal status take on par
ticular forms for subjects of U.S. empire, especially for those who fall outside the
formal protections of full legal citizenship. In this way, COFA migrants from
the Marshall Islands, Micronesia, and Palau, in their “taxonomic liminality”
(Baldoz 2011, 74), join residents of other current and former U.S. territories who
have been brought into U.S. legal status in a provisional and contingent way.
These groups’ liminal status has historically been provisioned either by virtue of
their birth in the territories or vis-à-vis their migration to the United States. Collectively, they embody the second-class nature of U.S. imperial citizenship,
which I define below.
While the term imperial citizenship has appeared in a few limited places in
citizenship literatures (Gorman 2002, 2010; Kim 2008; Banerjee 2010), it has not
been used consistently or widely. As I argue, imperial citizenship is defined not
by the possession of a particular set of legal rights but rather by its inherent
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structural contingency, as well as by the imperial political context in which it was
constructed. Imperial citizens are included partially, contingently, and often temporarily in the nation, through a kind of inclusion by exception. Such inclusion
can occur through the piecemeal construction of imperial legal statuses—for
example, through treaties, bilateral agreements, special provisions, and other exceptions to standard immigration and citizenship—and also through broader immigration laws and policies. As such, imperial subjects’ citizenship or legal status
often takes form, or changes form, once these populations migrate to the metropole. This is the case for COFA migrants, whose COFA status becomes activated
once they leave their home countries and enter the United States.
The forms that imperial citizenship take vary across sites, manifesting differently, for example, in Guam than in Puerto Rico or American Samoa. The l egal
development of Puerto Ricans’ statutory citizenship, for instance, is made
precarious b ecause Congress could revoke it at any point (Ramos 1996; Perez
2008). In American Samoa, residents are U.S. nationals but not U.S. citizens by
birth (Laughlin 1979). Native-born residents of Guam are granted U.S. citizenship at birth but cannot vote in general U.S. presidential elections while residing in their home islands (Van Dyke, Amore-Siah, and Berkley-Coats, 1996;
Levine and Roberts 2005; Bevacqua 2010). Citizens of the Marshall Islands,
Micronesia, and Palau, all former U.S. territories, have the legal right to live and
work in the United States indefinitely, but, unlike Puerto Ricans and Chamorros from Guam and the CNMI, they can legally be deported.
What these variations of imperial citizenship share are their limitations: they
are legally provisional—in other words, revocable through amendment or legislation, unlike constitutional rights—and tend to impose restrictions on their
holders—for example, restrictions on the right to vote, travel freely across U.S.
borders, or pursue education or employment in other sites of U.S. empire (Mongia 1999; Burnett et al. 2001; Poblete 2014). While almost all residents born in
U.S. territories2 possess nominal U.S. citizenship at birth, the full benefits ostensibly proffered by U.S. citizenship are not uniformly granted to residents of
U.S. insular areas, which the U.S. Department of Interior defines as jurisdictions
that are “neither a part of one of the several States nor a Federal district” (Department of Interior 2016).3 Thus, residents of nonsovereign U.S. territories, as well
as residents of former territories like the Marshall Islands, do not enjoy the full
range of legal benefits associated with formal U.S. citizenship.
The exceptional inclusion of imperial citizens may look like preferential treatment compared to that received by other immigrant groups; indeed, imperial
citizens may garner a greater number of rights and benefits than certain other
immigrant groups in the United States. Most notably, perhaps, imperial citizens
often benefit from a heightened mobility due to their l egal status (as long as they
are moving within the empire in question). Yet, t hese populations’ mobility is
often necessitated by the effects of empire. One pertinent example is that of the
U.S. nuclear testing in the Marshall Islands during the 1940s and 1950s that drove
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many Marshall Islanders to leave their islands (Barker 2004). COFA status, in
other words, paradoxically enables its holders’ mobility by bestowing upon them
a form of noncitizenship that both derives from and perpetuates their precarity.
Despite the rights and benefits that may accompany imperial citizenship, its partial, contingent, and revocable nature constitutes a kind of rightlessness that
produces precarity for t hose who hold it.
In developing the concept of imperial citizenship, I draw on a range of theories of partial citizenship and noncitizenship, including second-class citizenship
(Punke 1972), transnational citizenship (Itzigsohn 2000), and cultural citizenship (Ong 1996), while looking between and beyond them to explore the partic
ular dimensions of imperial subjects’ citizenship. While each of these concepts
contributes something important to an understanding of imperial citizenship,
each one on its own falls short in capturing the particu lar dimensions of citizenship as experienced by imperial or colonial subjects. Transnational citizenship, for example, theorizes migration between nations but not within empires.
Yet in the case of COFA migrants, their movements are both trans-national—
occurring between the Republic of the Marshall Islands and the United States—
and intra-imperial, moving within the geographic entity of U.S. empire. COFA
migrants’ uniquely spatialized experience of rights and rightlessness speaks to
the need for a more multiscalar analysis of citizenship.
Also useful is the concept of second-class citizenship, which scholars in critical legal studies have used to examine the colonial modes of partial, conditional,
or statutory citizenship for residents of U.S. territories (Ramos 1996; Perez 2008).
Yet the framework of second-class citizenship, while highly attuned to the l egal
factors producing disparities of rights between groups, often requires a more
finely focused attention to the racialization of difference in citizenship. Aihwa
Ong’s (1996) work on cultural citizenship, which she defines as the processes by
which subjects are made in cultural, racial, and political registers, is highly
instructive in this regard. As Ong argues, populations are marked through their
differential racialization as eligible or ineligible for inclusion as national subjects.
This logic formed the basis of the 1901 Insular Cases, in which the U.S. Supreme
Court argued that Puerto Ricans were of an “alien race” and thus unfit for full
U.S. citizenship. The Insular Cases then laid the precedent for the construction
of citizenship in the U.S. territories for over a c entury (Burnett et al. 2001). As
such, race, racial categorizations, and racialized exclusions from formal legal citizenship are central to imperial citizenship and belonging.
Migration from the U.S. colonies to the mainland places in conflict the expansionist desires of U.S. policy abroad and the white supremacist, xenophobic
impulses of domestic policy-making in the U.S. mainland (Jacobson 2001; Briggs
2002; Ngai 2004). Imperial or postcolonial migrants expose the tension between
these two tendencies, caught as they are between the foreign and the domestic,
and they often cause profound irritation for local and federal policy-makers who
might prefer to keep “over there” over there. Mae Ngai (2004) has examined this
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dynamic in her study of Filipino migrants to the United States during the first
half of the twentieth century, arguing that they embodied the “corporeality of
contradictions that existed in American colonial policy and practice” (97). These
subjects w
 ere beneficiaries of the U.S. “benevolent assimilation” approach that
informed U.S. policy-making in the Philippines, yet became undesirables relegated to second-class status once they attempted to enter the U.S. mainland and
labor market. A similar dynamic is evident in contemporary political debates
about “compact impact,” or the economic impact of COFA migrants, in Hawai’i
and other U.S. states that have received large COFA migrant populations (GAO
2011). Such tensions speak to the contradictory spaces occupied by imperial subjects in the metropole and to their ambivalent or antagonistic reception in new
sites of resettlement.

Imperial Citizenship in the COFA Diaspora
Since the passage of the compacts in the mid-1980s,4 Marshall Islanders and
Micronesians have resettled in the U.S. Pacific islands of the CNMI, Guam,
and Hawai’i (Hezel 2013). In slightly smaller numbers, and in less geog raphi
cally concentrated patterns, Marshallese and Micronesian immigrants have
also resettled on the U.S. West Coast (Nero, Burton, and Hess 2001). Marshallese and Micronesian migration, like other Pacific Islander migration, has long
been shaped geog raphically by the territorial outlines of U.S. empire and
legally by U.S. policy-making. Due to both Marshall Islanders’ status as former
colonial subjects of the United States and their liminal legal belonging to that
country as citizens of a state in “free association” with it, they are legally able to
migrate to the United States with greater mobility than many other immigrant
groups.
The geography of the Marshallese diaspora has also shifted dramatically in
the past thirty years. Over time, resettlement sites in Pacific Islander diasporas
have become more dispersed, moving beyond “gateway sites,” like Guam, Hawai’i,
and cities on the West Coast, to towns in states like Utah, Arkansas, and Nevada.
While Marshallese migration to the United States has long roots (Hezel and
McGrath 1989; Hezel 2013), the migration of Marshallese and Micronesian communities to the U.S. Midwest and South is a more recent phenomenon (Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation 2013). Although not unprecedented before the
mid-1980s, Pacific Islander migration to the U.S. South has only materialized
in sizeable and proportionally significant communities within the past few
decades (U.S. Census Bureau 2010; Winthrop Rockefeller Foundation 2013).
Nevertheless, that population shift has been meteoric. As the diaspora spreads
geographically, new dimensions of COFA migrants’ imperial citizenship are produced in those new immigrant destinations. The materialization of imperial
citizenship, in other words, is at once political, geographical, and relational, as I
discuss below. I now highlight two key dimensions of that process.
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First, COFA migrants’ imperial citizenship, while originating in the policy
sphere, takes shape once COFA mig rants enter and resettle in the territorial
United States (the fifty states, the District of Columbia, and the U.S. territories).
Importantly, the forms that COFA status takes on vary somewhat depending
on where COFA mig rants resettle, due to state-specific legislation that determines access to benefits such as housing, health care, driver’s licenses, and other
social services (Hallgren, McElfish, and Rubon-Chutaro 2015). As a result, the
dynamics of immigrant incorporation, service provision, and immigration
enforcement—practices that shape migrants’ experiences of precarity—also vary
significantly by location. Such variations in the law reveal the complicated policy and legal landscapes which COFA migrants and public actors must negotiate as they move between sites in the wider diaspora. While this experience is
common to many immigrant populations moving within and across legal scales
(Coleman 2012), the l egal uniqueness of COFA migrants’ status and their eligibility (or ineligibility) for certain benefits and rights often makes them illegible,
or at least profoundly perplexing, to policy-makers at the local and state levels.
Second, COFA mig rants’ imperial citizenship is produced through their
encounters with public actors, long-term residents, and other immigrant groups
on the ground. In t hese encounters materialize the unique formulations of rights
and rightlessness that make up COFA status. In my larger research program, I
explore the production of COFA status through two kinds of processes or
encounters: one, as COFA migrants interact with other immigrants in the workplace, in schools, and in other spaces of encounter; and two, as public actors—
city officials, law enforcement actors, social service providers, and others—make
sense of t hese groups and their respective citizenship or legal statuses comparatively or relationally. As I contend, COFA status takes on form and meaning in
relation to the statuses held by other immigrant groups, and the citizenship of
other groups, in turn, is co-produced in relation to that of COFA migrants
(see De Genova and Ramos-Zayas 2003). While t hese relational experiences of
noncitizenship and precarity can produce antagonisms among different groups,
they also have the potential to generate powerful solidarities across lines of race,
class, and legal status, among others. As such, the study of COFA status and
COFA migration more broadly offers compelling insights into the nature of
noncitizenship, mobility, precarity, and belonging, both as they are constructed
in the law and as they emerge in everyday spaces of encounter.
To conclude, as many postcolonial scholars have argued (Behdad 1997; Mongia 1999; Hansen and Stepputat 2005), one must look to the production of the
nation-state through the figures of the immigrant, foreigner, and colonial subject because t hese interstitial figures, who are neither fully inside nor fully outside the nation, reveal the nation’s tenuous boundaries (Behdad 1997). Studies
of imperial citizenship and belonging, I contend, can also bring much-needed
light to scales beyond and within the nation-state where citizenship is produced.
An attention to imperial citizenship can also draw our attention to nonsovereign
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sites and populations often marginalized within scholarship on citizenship,
showing how the construction of citizenship at the margins of empire is informed
by larger imperial histories, power struggles, and contestations over rights and
belonging.

Notes
1 The United States also negotiated Compacts of Free Association with the Federated

States of Micronesia and Palau. In this chapter, I focus primarily on the U.S.-
Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) Compact.
2 With the exception of American Samoans, who are U.S. nationals but not U.S.
citizens by birth.
3 The Department of Interior (DOI) definition of U.S. insular areas also adds the
following clarification: “[U.S. insular area] is the current generic term to refer to
any commonwealth, freely associated state, possession or territory or Territory
and from July 18, 1947, u ntil October 1, 1994, the Trust Territory of the Pacific
Islands. Unmodified, it may refer not only to a jurisdiction which is u nder
United States sovereignty but also to one which is not, i.e., a freely associated
state or, 1947–94, the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands or one of the
districts of the Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands” (U.S. Department of
Interior 2016).
4 The U.S.-Republic of the Marshall Islands (RMI) and U.S.-Federated States of
Micronesia (FSM) Compacts of Free Association w
 ere passed in 1986, while the
U.S.-Palau Compact was passed in 1994.
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Afterword
The Politics of Precarity and
Noncitizenship u nder Global
Capitalism
TANYA GOLASH-B OZA
Chris was born in 1952 in rural Jamaica to a woman who sold fruit at the market. His m
 other decided it would be best if he moved to Kingston to be raised
by his aunt where he could attend good public schools. When Chris was in secondary school, his aunt obtained a visa to move to the United States, and Chris
went along with her.
In 1969, with a temporary visa, Chris boarded a plane to Brooklyn, New York,
where he enrolled in high school. He attended high school for three years and
graduated. Shortly after graduation, Chris married a woman from Honduras, and
they started a family. His wife is a U.S. citizen, and their marriage enabled Chris
to attain legal permanent residency. They eventually had three children—the
youngest of whom was over thirty years old when we spoke.
Chris and his wife remained in Brooklyn after their children had moved out
on their own. With two low-income jobs, they w
 ere able to get by, even as life
presented its challenges. One evening, Chris returned to his apartment after work
and found that his television and stereo were missing. Chris suspected the thief
might have been his upstairs neighbor as he was aware of his neighbor’s drug
addiction. Chris thus went upstairs to confront him. As they were arguing, his
neighbor pulled a knife on him. They strugg led and Chris wrestled the knife
from him and cut his neighbor. Law enforcement charged Chris with assault in
266
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the third degree for this offense. When Chris went to court, the judge sentenced
him to one year in prison.
Since Chris had been convicted of a violent crime that carries a sentence of
one year, he faced deportation; had he been sentenced to 364 days, he could have
avoided deportation. He served eight months of his sentence and was released
from the notorious Rikers Island jail in New York City, only to be taken directly
to immigration detention. He spent five months in a detention facility in Texas
appealing his case. He was unsuccessful and subsequently deported. The deep
ties Chris had to the United States—a resident for thirty-eight years eventually
acquiring legal permanent residency, husband to a U.S. citizen, and the f ather
to three U.S.-born children—did not matter in his deportation case.
He also had few ties to Jamaica. Chris had not been back to visit Jamaica the
entire time he was in the United States. Even though his mother lives in Jamaica,
his aunt and grandparents who had raised Chris live in the United States. His
mother lives in the countryside in Jamaica, and he headed there a fter his
deportation. Accustomed to working and living in New York City, it was hard
for Chris to adjust to life in a small village, with no work and nothing to do. He
soon moved back to Kingston, where he found a room to share with an old friend
in the inner-city neighborhood where he grew up. At fifty-seven years old, with
few job skills, Chris has not been able to find work and depends on the benevolence of others for his survival.
Back in Brooklyn, his wife struggles to pay the bills with the loss of her husband’s income. Chris was a legal permanent resident in the United States, which
did not protect him from deportation. Had he secured citizenship, which he was
eligible to do for decades, he would not have been deported. Had his sentence
been one day shorter, he would not have been deported. Were the laws less stringent, his wife would have her husband by her side, and his children would have
their father close by.
The threat and reality of deportation has exacerbated the precarious circumstances of denizens worldwide. Deportation affects family members left behind
as well as t hose who are deported; each deportation is a reminder of the possibility of deportation for all denizens (Parker 2001; Bosniak 2006). Deportation
can affect anyone on the spectrum of belonging—from undocumented migrants
to refugees to Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) recipients to
legal permanent residents—except for citizens. Although legal permanent residents have more rights than undocumented migrants, they share in their lack of
formal rights to territorial belonging due to their shared lack of U.S. citizenship.
This lack of territorial rights creates a perpetual state of vulnerability and precarity for all denizens.
Deportations have been on the rise in countries such as the United States, the
United Kingdom, France, Australia, and the Netherlands—as a result of what
Matthew Gibney (2008) has called the “deportation turn.” In the United States,
the rise in deportations began in 1996, when the U.S. Congress passed two laws
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that fundamentally changed the rights of all foreign-born people in the United
States—the Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA) and the
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA). These
laws eliminated judicial review of several kinds of deportation o rders, including
those involving legal permanent residents. Since the passage of these laws, tens
of thousands of denizens like Chris have been torn from their homes in the
United States—often with little or no opportunity to have their cases heard by
a judge. The period since 1996 is exceptional insofar as there has never previously
been a time when so many people were deported from the United States (Golash-
Boza 2015).
Citizenship is defined by both its inclusive and exclusive aspects (Bosniak
2006). Citizenship signifies a political relationship between a person and the government (Román 2010) and guarantees territorial rights in the country of citizenship. For the status of citizenship to have meaning, it requires the existence
of noncitizenship. Citizenship is inclusive insofar as it defines membership in a
polity yet is exclusive insofar as it functions as a barrier to territorial and other
rights for noncitizens and prevents noncitizens from making claims on the polity. Citizenship is meaningful to citizens because it is an exclusive right.
People in the United States exist on what the editors of this volume call a spectrum of belonging. Along this spectrum—which runs from citizens to undocumented mig rants—the binary between citizen and noncitizen is oftentimes
blurred. We can see this in many of the chapters in this volume as well as in
Chris’s life prior to his deportation. When Chris, a l egal permanent resident, was
living in the United States, he lived a precarious existence due to his low-wage
work. His wife and c hildren—a ll U.S. citizens—shared in this precarity—
experiencing bouts of unemployment, evictions, and a general sense of insecurity. Their struggles were due to their reliance on low-wage work and are similar
to t hose struggles outlined by Shannon Gleeson in chapter 8. The workers Gleeson discusses are undocumented mig rants, yet, as Gleeson explains, the vast
majority of low-wage workers experience precarity. Citizens, l egal permanent residents, and undocumented migrants can all experience precarity. Only noncitizens, however, can experience deportation.1 Chris’s deportation brings the binary
between citizen and noncitizen into sharp relief.
Chris was a noncitizen in the United States who had fully integrated into the
fabric of life in New York. The primary differentiating f actor between Chris and
those p eople in his social and f amily circles who have citizenship is that Chris
could be deported, and they could not. In this sense, deportation is the physical
manifestation of noncitizenship. Deportation affects those who are deported,
yet it also structures the lives of all t hose who are deportable, rendering their lives
more precarious.
As Shannon Gleeson explains in her contribution, undocumented workers
in the United States share many of the same formal protections as do their noncitizen counterparts. In addition to some legal protections, undocumented
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migrants can also feel deeply engaged in their communities (Buff 2008). L
 egal
permanent residents have access to a broader set of rights and protections than
undocumented immigrants and also can feel deeply embedded in their
communities—especially when their f amily members are U.S. citizens and the
United States is the only home they have ever known. Chris’s story is just one
example among thousands of deported denizens whose deportation makes crystal clear the hard line between citizenship and denizenship.
The prevalence of precarity among workers around the world is an inherent
part of global capitalism. This precarity is due both to the existence and
enforcement of borders as well as to the forms of inequality that are integral
to capitalism. The overarching economic system under which we live is global
capitalism—a system of oppression and economic exploitation designed to maximize profit for capitalists. U
 nder this system of economic exploitation, the
primary way capitalists make profit is by extracting surplus value from their
employees. Capitalists pay employees the minimum the market will allow.
Any value employees produce beyond their wages goes to the capitalist. It is thus
in the interest of capitalists to keep wages as low as possible (Marx 1977). Precarity is inherent in the nature of capitalism. This pressure to drive wages down
creates a situation where precarity is pervasive for denizens and citizens alike.
Global capitalism is dependent upon the existence and enforcement of borders. Wages in the Global South are far lower than wages in the Global North.
As technology has made it both feasible and profitable for goods to be produced
in the Global South and sold in the Global North, capitalists have moved the
production of goods from high-income countries in the Global North to low-
income countries in the Global South where they can pay lower wages and thereby
earn more profits.
When capitalists outsource the production of goods to countries in the Global
South, they bring the workers in t hese countries more firmly into the global cap
italist economy. The linkages created between countries in the Global South
and the Global North have translated into migration flows. This has happened
in two ways. Firstly, foreign direct investment in countries in the Global South
has led to increased migration from rural to urban areas and thereby the inclusion of more laborers into the global economy, which has created more potential migrants. Secondly, when companies in the Global North outsource their
manufacturing to countries in the Global South, countries in the Global North
undergo a process called deindustrialization—which involves a shift from an
economy based on manufacturing to one based on services. Deindustrialization
thus leads to both a loss of jobs in the manufacturing sector and an increase in
jobs in the service sector—jobs which migrants from the Global South are well
positioned to fill (Sassen 1989).
In chapter 9, Parreñas and Kantachote discuss the prevalence of Filipina
migrants in Singapore. The outmigration of Filipinos from the Philippines to
destinations around the world happened alongside the incorporation of the
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Philippines into the global economy. As foreign direct investment grew in the
1980s in the Philippines, migrants began to leave the country in large numbers
(Tsai and Tsay 2004).
We can see these trends clearly in Chris’s birth country of Jamaica, where
migration flows are closely related to economic transformations. In 1950,
80 percent of the Jamaican population was rural. Jamaicans in rural communities
lived off of subsistence and small-scale farming and had limited participation in
the global economy. This would change dramatically over the course of the next
few decades as Jamaica began to import large amounts of foodstuffs from abroad,
driving small-scale farmers out of business (Clarke and Howard 2006).
The transformation of Jamaica’s economy happened in stages. In the 1950s and
1960s, Jamaican leaders made the decision to invest in bauxite mining in order
to bring in more foreign currency. They w
 ere successful at attracting North
American investors to invest in bauxite mining. Soon, Jamaica was the lead
producer of bauxite in the world. At the same time, these investments opened
Jamaica up to the vicissitudes of the global economy. Other countries began to
mine bauxite, which put downward pressure on the price of this commodity. And
then Jamaica was hit hard when oil costs skyrocketed in the 1970s.
With these changes in global markets, Jamaica soon found itself deeply
indebted and facing an economic crisis. In 1977, the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) offered to lend Jamaica money to get itself through this crisis. The
IMF also demanded that Jamaica make a series of economic changes that would
facilitate its incorporation into the global economy. Through this agreement,
Jamaica would produce goods at low prices for consumption in the Global North.
Jamaica would benefit through access to increased amounts of foreign investment, foreign goods, and foreign currency, and the Global North would benefit
through the availability of cheap goods produced in Jamaica as well as by selling
consumer items to Jamaica. Jamaica’s enhanced access to foreign currency also
meant that Jamaicans would be able to purchase goods from abroad.
As a result of the IMF conditions, by the end of the 1980s, Jamaica had
become dependent on cheap, subsidized foreign imports for most of its food.
The combination of the elimination of tariffs and the importation of milk
from subsidized dairy farms in the United States, for example, meant that
domestic milk production fell by one-third between 1992 and 2000 in Jamaica,
due to consumers opting for cheaper, imported, powdered milk. Many of these
out-of-work farmers moved to Kingston, looking for work. By 2010, the majority of Jamaicans (60 percent) lived in urban areas (Weis 2004; Clarke and
Howard 2006).
Jamaica’s economic transformation also affected the economy of its capital city
and largest urban area, Kingston. The IMF obliged the Jamaican government
to make cutbacks, which led to the loss of large numbers of jobs. In 1977,
28 percent of women employed in Kingston were in government and service jobs,
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and this dropped to 18 percent by 1989. For men, these figures dropped from
24 to 14 percent, leaving large numbers of Kingston residents unemployed
(Clarke and Howard 2006).
There was some growth in employment due to manufacturing in F
 ree Trade
Zones near Kingston in the 1980s, but most of t hese factories closed in the 1990s,
as the foreign o wners left for other countries with even lower wages for workers.
Again, opening up to the global economy means there is global competition.
And, in this case, the competition led to greater precarity for Jamaican workers
as investors fled to countries with lower-wage labor and more favorable conditions for investors.
These economic and social changes in Jamaica have led to increasing numbers of internal mig rants and international emigrants. Moving to Kingston
brought opportunities for some Jamaicans, but many Jamaicans opted to emigrate to the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada. Some Jamaicans
emigrated directly from the countryside to other countries, but many others first
moved to Kingston, where they gained the cultural, social, and economic capital
necessary to leave the country. Chris’s aunt followed a similar path—moving
from the countryside to Kingston and eventually emigrating to the United States
in search of more opportunities. As Biao Xiang shows in chapter 10, this pro
cess of two-stage migration is common across the globe—peasants first move to
cities where they work for a while and then emigrate abroad (Sassen 1989; Louie
2001). And, as Juan Poblete explains in chapter 13, many Latin American countries underwent a process of urbanization during this time period—which has
eventually led to international migration in many cases.
Although Jamaica was pressured by the IMF to take loans u nder unfavorable
conditions, it did not experience the military interventions that Central Amer
ica did—as Leisy J. Abrego and Alejandro Villalpando describe in chapter 3.
When Central Americans fought back against the incursion of capitalists and
neoliberal capitalism in their countries, the United States responded with a show
of force that led to countless atrocities in the region. This violence has translated
into thousands of Central Americans fleeing the region—traveling north to
Mexico, the United States, and Canada. The violence of global capitalism takes
many forms—and many of these permutations have become root causes of international migration.
Global capitalism depends on a large pool of cheap and exploitable labor. As
Marcel Paret explains in chapter 7, “the regulation of human mobility reinforces
the trend of growing insecurity for workers across the globe.” Whereas capital
ists are able to negotiate with several countries to determine where they are g oing
to build their factories, workers rarely have the ability to negotiate their wages
across borders in this way. Most workers have no choice but to offer their labor
in the local or national labor market. Peasants can move from rural communities to the capital city in search of higher wages but have fewer options in terms
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of moving across borders to secure higher wages. And local labor markets vary
tremendously in terms of wages. The minimum wage in Australia is over $28,000
a year, as compared to $224 a year in Bangladesh.
In the current system of global capitalism, countries can be roughly divided
into the high-income countries of the Global North like Australia and the low-
income countries of the Global South like Bangladesh. Although leaders around
the world profess an interest in developing the countries of the Global South and
pulling them out of poverty, the reality is that the powerf ul countries of the
Global North have a strong vested interest in maintaining the inequality between
the North and the South. And countries in the Global North control the
resources and military power that can and do preserve this inequality.
Residents of the Global North benefit from this global inequality. Capital
ists based in the Global North benefit because of the profits they are able to earn
by producing goods for rock-bottom wages in the Global South. Consumers in
the Global North benefit b ecause they are able to purchase cheap goods produced
in the Global South. Residents of the Global North benefit from an inequitable
distribution of fossil fuel consumption, which enables a high standard of living
for many residents of the Global North. Insofar as citizens of the Global South
manufacture goods and provide services to the Global North at rock-bottom
rates, the high standard of living in the Global North is dependent on the low
standard of living in the Global South. Think for a moment about how much
blenders, coffee makers, and other common h
 ousehold items would cost if the
people who made them w
 ere paid the Australian minimum wage of $28,200 a
year.
Capitalists worldwide benefit from the existence of borders. Employers in the
Global South are able to pay workers in their countries a low wage b ecause it is
very difficult for their workers to leave their countries of birth in an attempt to
earn higher wages. When workers from the Global South do attempt to emigrate,
they encounter tremendous barriers. Th
 ese barriers prevent most—but importantly not all—workers from moving across borders. Th
 ose workers who do move
across borders do not have access to the full suite of political, legal, social, and
cultural rights that citizens of the destination country have. This lack of rights
makes them vulnerable to exploitation. Their exploitability, vulnerability, and
deportability are beneficial to employers who can pay them lower wages and
oblige them to work harder and faster.
Citizenship is often an accident of birth. Those of us born in wealthy countries are not forced to emigrate to foreign lands to achieve basic human rights
such as shelter, food, and safety. Th
 ere are of course alarming rates of poverty in
the Global North. Workers in the Global North experience low wages, poor
working conditions, and inadequate living conditions. As the editors of this volume point out, precarity is a worldwide problem. At the same time, people
experience precarity to different degrees and along different dimensions. Adjunct
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professors at universities in the Global North often do not know if their contracts will be renewed from one semester to the next. Migrant factory workers in
China live in crowded conditions and work extended hours. Indian kefala workers in Qatar have no hope of a path to citizenship. Quechua street vendors in
Cuzco depend on selling their goods daily for their sustenance. Forty percent of
the working population of low-income countries lives in extreme poverty.2 Worldwide, the l abor force participation rate is 60 percent—meaning 40 percent of the
working-age population in the world is not working.3 For some this is a m
 atter of
choice, but for many people, there simply are no jobs available and no foreseeable
way to support themselves.
Every day, thousands of residents of the Global South make the difficult decision to leave their countries of birth in search of a better life. Th
 ere are many
other reasons for migration: war, insecurity, violence, and f amily reunification.
Nevertheless, as Alejandro Grimson explains in chapter 4, we would see far less
international migration w
 ere it not for global inequality. Those of us who think
about migration, citizenship, precarity, and deservingness thus have to grapple
with the reality of global capitalism and global inequality.
There are at least one billion p eople in the world working and living in extreme
poverty. For many of these p eople, migration to a higher-income country would
be an avenue out of extreme poverty. There are many success stories of people
who have escaped extreme deprivation through international migration. However, there are real limits to international migration as a solution to poverty. Nevertheless, so long as global inequality exists, international migration w
 ill be
perceived of as a solution, at least by some individual mig rants or would-be
migrants. This means that p eople will cross borders, often at g reat peril to their
lives and limbs.
Migration scholars tend to think narrowly about policy solutions. The reinstatement of DACA, assurance of l abor rights for noncitizens, f amily reunification policies, closure of detention facilities, and restoration of due process to
deportation proceedings are all policy proposals that would benefit migrants
and their families. Nevertheless, there is no variation of “comprehensive immigration reform” that addresses the fundamental underlying problem of global
inequality.
Although global inequality is a tough question to grapple with, it is not one
we can ignore. So long as there is global inequality, t here will be international
migration. So long as countries in the Global North benefit from the unequal
distribution of resources around the globe, these countries w
 ill continue to build
walls, fences, and cages to preserve their position in the global order. So long as
there is global capitalism, there will be precarity, poverty, deprivation, and global
inequality.
Global capitalism thus both shapes the binary between deportable and nondeportable p eople through the existence and enforcement of borders and blurs
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the distinctions along the spectrum of belonging for all workers who must live
under conditions of precarity through widespread inequality.

Notes
1	Under U.S. law, only noncitizens can be deported. Nevertheless, there have been

cases of Black and Latinx U.S. citizens being mistaken for noncitizens who have
been deported. The lack of procedural protections in deportation processes
combined with racial profiling of nonwhite p eople has led to thousands of U.S.
citizens being placed in detention and many actually being deported. https://w ww
.truthdig.com/articles/thousands-of-u-s-citizens-have-been-mistakenly-detained-or
-deported/.
2 United Nations, https://w ww.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/world
-economic-situation-and-prospects-february-2018-briefing-no-111/.
3 World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.T LF.CACT. Z S.
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