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Synopsis
This Special Issue focuses on the relationship between migrants and categories of
migration in the Global South. Categories and processes of classification, while intrinsic to
the structure of human societies, are unstable and permeable, shifting according to the
socio-cultural context through which they are inflected and as humans live and interact
with them. Typical frames of the migrant and of migration (e.g. irregular, labour, privileged),
while on the surface seemingly fixed, become evermore blurred when seen through the
quotidian experiences of many migrants. The papers in this issue capture the dynamics of
how such categories are implicitly and explicitly (re)produced, appropriated, and
contested, making use of empirical cases outside Europe and North America and offering
new conceptual grounding for ways in which categories might be more equitably and
inclusively assigned and operationalized. This focus on the South seeks to draw attention
to the Northern bias often implicit in the framing of migration, which in turn influences how
many migration practices and processes at the global level are often understood.
Background
Categories and processes of categorization structured as markers of difference and
similarity are intrinsic to how both the human mind and human societies work. Humans
categorize for many reasons: to control, to change, to understand, to emulate, to organize,
to help, or simply to appreciate and admire. At a conceptual level and in de jure contexts,
categories are often clearly defined and delimited. However, in practice, they are anything
but static, and in everyday life are malleable and given to shifting typologies as we live and
interact with them. Both the logics of human classificatory processes and categories
themselves are porous entities, changing according to the socio-cultural context through
which they are inflected and through interactive processes of self-identification and
attribution (Ásta 2018; Hacking 1999). When understood through the lens of migrants’
everyday lives, common categories of the migrant and migration categories –– such as
irregular, labour, forced, privileged –– become increasingly blurred.
As recent crises in Euro-American migration policy poignantly show, people seeking
mobility do not neatly fit into the categories intended to manage and control migration.
Throughout their lives, migrants may move between seemingly clearly defined categories
and as such can experience a spectrum of categorical identification and intersections. For
example, migrants can move in and out of irregularity; low-skilled workers can acquire
skills; exiles may become naturalized. Moreover, each group of migrants and type of
migration not only interacts with others but has subtleties and distinctions within.
Aims and scope
A close look at the ways in which categories of people are created and experienced
demonstrates that they are neither coherent nor universal. Categories of migrants and
forms of contemporary migration –– indeed even the category ‘migrant’ itself –– are no
different. This Special Issue considers the lived, phenomenological and theoretical
implications of categorizing and describing migrants and forms of migration in specific
ways and the dilemmas that emerge — from the perspective of migrants and non-migrants
in the Global South. The aim here is to bring new understandings both to the structural,
affective, individual and collective experiences of migrants as they navigate and contest
categories and categorizations, and to what these can mean for society more broadly.
Research on categories in migration has discussed, for example, how they are (mis)used
and typologized (Dahinden, et al. 2021; Elrick and Farah Schwartzman 2015) how they are
deployed at multiple levels by various actors (Raghuram 2021), how states use them to
manage migrants (Crawley and Skleparis 2018), and how they are co-opted to mobilize
(Cantat 2016) and to lobby (Allen, et al. 2018), among other important aspects. This Special
Issue seeks to distinguish itself by focusing on how migration categories are experienced by
migrants in the South in particular. Papers will pay specific attention to how migration in
the South can be distinct from Northern contexts in how categories are used, reproduced
and contested by migrants in particular ways, and at times what the actual categories are
that are used to describe migrants and migration. Indeed, migration practices of
categorisation in the South contest ‘final vocabularies’ of migration (re)produced in the
North (Rorty 1989).
Migration policies typically produce bureaucratic categories of people that shape their
differentiated access to rights. While seemingly based on skill or labour needs, in fact,
bureaucratic categorisations are deeply influenced by a number of critical factors, including
citizenship (Sharma 2020), postcolonial relationships (Bonjour and Chauvin 2018) and
racial necropolitics (Mbembe 2019). The very descriptions of migrants can influence how
they are seen and treated even outside purely bureaucratic realms. For instance, being
labelled under a seemingly innocuous category, such as the ‘voluntary returnee’, can
deeply influence a given migrant’s psychological well-being (Erdal and Oeppen 2017),
affecting their (own sense of) agency and contributing to vulnerabilities (Mahar 2020; Mahar
2023). Other categories, such as 'exile’ or ‘refugee’, when wielded by the State, can have
more far-reaching effects (Norum, et al. 2016). Moreover, the binary categories we often see
in migration (e.g. skilled/unskilled, refugee/economic, privileged/unskilled) are rarely so
black and white in the lived realities of people subjected to such categories. For example,
migrants are often categorized in blanket fashion as forced or voluntary based on their
nationality or ethnicity, without scrutiny to important issues of gender, class and other
defining of their background or situation forms that play a role in their reason for migrating.
How then do migrants make sense of the categories that are applied to them by states, and
which they, their peers and other actors then re-apply (in similar or distinct ways)? If
categories such as lifestyle, labour or circular migration have emerged from policy meeting
rooms and national departments of migration in Northern nation-states, what might these
categories look like when applied to social-cultural contexts and to people who are neither
from nor migrating to the North? How do migrants work through, work with and work
against classifications of who they are and what they do? What novel types of categories
and what nominations for them are produced in the Global South? The papers in this
Special Issue build on calls for both demigranticization (Dahinden 2016) and decolonization
(Mayblin and Turner 2021) in migration studies by questioning how categories which are
often created in Northern contexts are lived and contested in the South – and by showing
how migranticization is (re)produced and challenged in the South. A focus on the making
and unmaking of migration categories with a focus on the South becomes a valuable
reflexive exercise in how to “problematize the problem of migration” across multiple
contexts (Anderson 2017:1535).
In addition to providing a counterpoint to the Eurocentric focus of much work thus far on
migration categories, this proposed focus on Southern contexts requires consideration of
new terms, new nominations, and new ideas of how people might be classified and
categorized. Elena Fiddian-Qasmiyeh (2020) has shown how displaced peoples in the South
often remain invisible to European and North American states. Even recent frameworks that
espouse being and thinking ‘globally’ such as the ‘Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and
Regular Migration (GCM)’ lack truly global understandings of how categories of migration
function across the globe, with little attention paid to the diversity of structures,
conceptions and lived realities of migration categories in the Global South. Indeed, given
that the vast amount of mobility and settlement occurs in the South (Awad and Natarajan
2018), legal and policy frameworks developed in and enforced by Northern states need to
be balanced by non-Western perspectives,
A ‘Northern optic’ in this realm leads to the (re)production of categories of migration rooted
in a Euro-American methodological nationalism (Samaddar 2020; van Liempt, et al. 2023).
State-imposed categories and notional infrastructure do not merely technically govern
movement but also lead to the generation of the very label ‘migration’ or ‘migrant’
(Dahinden 2016:2209). What would Dahinden’s call for demigranticization of the field look
like taking into account non-Western perspectives? Importantly for migration studies,
Northern-skewed categories are often reproduced in both public discourse and academic
work, which can no longer ignore heterodox categories and distinct forms of classifying that
exist in other contexts.
Most categories of migration and migrants, as they are understood globally, have emerged
from the Euro-American context (Talleraas 2022). Amongst others, these include labour
migration (high-skilled migrants and low-skilled migrants), family migration (transnational
families and migrant spouses), and humanitarian migration (refugees, asylum seekers,
internally displaced people, victims of trafficking and unaccompanied minors). Binaries
such as external/internal, voluntary/forced, privileged/precarious, economic
migrant/refugee coming out of the mostly Northern and rather sedentary understanding of
particularly human mobility not only inform how we make sense of migration but also how
we record various facets of migration. While such labels and taxonomies do not fully reflect
who people are, how they identify and what they do, they are nevertheless used by
practitioners, policymakers, and researchers to fix people into frames, structures and
programmes, and in doing so manage to deny people of having plural (and often
conflicting) identities (cf. Sökefeld 1999). When migration from/to the Global South is
studied, it is often done with notions such as ‘drivers of migration’ or functional theories
more broadly that come out of the Global North (Castelli 2018; de Haas 2021; de Haas, et al.
2020). While much scholarship and policy on migration in the Global South follows the
logics of methodological nationalism from Northern-based approaches (and scholars) (see
Samaddar 2020), it is critical to investigate the complex and diverse field of categories
beyond this limited scope.
The focus on the South has two aims. first, it seeks to respond to critiques of migration
studies that contribute to the problematisation of the ‘migrant subject’ and to the notion
that migration disrupts ostensibly stable receiving societies (Anderson 2019a; Anderson
2019b; Dahinden 2016). This will encourage a shift away from the imperial imaginaries and
Western-centred vocabularies that have dominated scholarship on categories of migration.
Second, it seeks to draw attention to how notions about migrants and migration at the
global level often stem from categories which have been created in the context of migration
to and from the Global North. In such a crowded field, this Special Issue will innovatively
investigate a diversity of ways of making sense of and categorising migration-related
phenomena, which help to challenge the hegemonic conception and understanding of
migration rooted in a Northern bias.
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Proposed table of contents
Roger Norum and Usman Mahar
Introduction: Categories in Southern migration
This framing article presents a background on categories in migration and on relevant
debates about classification and typologies in migration studies. It will outline how turning
attention to South-South migration and its contextual categories can be epistemologically
fruitful not just for migration scholars and their disciplines, but for various other actors,
including most importantly migrants themselves.
1. Marta Bivand Erdal, Anu Abraham and Karen Liao
Un-categorising ‘the migrant’ to interrogate the roles of migration in social mobility
in four Asian cities
Relying on mixed-methods research among middle-class residents of Hanoi (Vietnam),
Karachi (Pakistan), Manila (the Philippines) and Mumbai (India) this article grips with the
limitations of migrant categorisation in research. Taking overly rigid categorisation of
migrants and migration as a point of departure, it shows how migration categories are in
practice negotiated, constructed or rejected. Theorising from Asian vantage points it argues
for the value of un-categorising ‘the migrant’ in migration research.
2. Ravit Talmi-Cohn
Dynamic of ‘limited hybridity’ in migration: The case of Zera Beita Israel in Ethiopia
This article investigates the challenges posed by the interaction between bureaucratic
migration categorizations and the lived experiences of migrants. It focuses on the case of
Zera Beita Israel, descendants of Ethiopian Jews who converted to Christianity in the
nineteenth century and returned to Judaism in the 20th century. Building on ethnographic
studies it analyzes their migration at various stages from their villages, transit camps in
Ethiopia and reception centers (where some of them wait for more than a decade) to their
eventual permanent dwelling in Israel.
3. Janine Dahinden
Categorization as a means of technologies of migranticization
This contribution fundamentally problematizes and theorizes categories and
categorizations by demonstrating that they are crucial forms of what I call ‘technologies of
migranticization’: It do so in two ways. First, it discusses four fundamental properties of
categorization: a) Their perspectival, historical and performative character; b)
categorization as part of governmentality and micropolitics, c) categorization and their
relation to group un/making projects and social divisions, d) categorization as a tool in and
for boundary work. Second, it elucidates the complicity of scholars when it comes to the
‘work’ of migration-related categories.
4. Ulrike Schultz
Beyond categories: Mobility and displacement in (the) Sudan(s)
This article discusses how conventional binary categories of international/internal and
forced/voluntary migration are inverted in the case of South Sudanese, many of whom lost
their citizenship after the bifurcation of Sudan into North and South following the peace
agreement of 2005, becoming foreigners in their home country. The author shows how
categories of returnee, IDP or refugee are fluid, and how shifting patterns of mobility relate
to new forms of belonging that transcend common categories and discourses.
5. Siqi Tu and Biao Xiang
‘Rùn’ as an analytical lens: Quasi-exile mentality in post-Covid China
Through a discursive analysis of interviews conducted with individuals departing China
after the spring of 2022, this article delves into the concept of ‘Rùn’, a Chinese term that
gained popularity as an alternative to ‘emigrate’ in the wake of the coercive lockdowns.
The article draws attention to the emerging groups of migrants who are leaving China and
the factors that influence their quasi-exile mentality (perceived political threats, erosion of
personal freedoms, loss of control, significant value disparities etc.). In doing so, it argues
that unlike the relatively distinct categories of forced migrants, refugees, or asylum
seekers, those who identify as ‘Rùn’-ers offer a vital perspective for comprehending the
motivations and agentic behaviours of mobile subjects.
6. Timothy Anderson
Reimagining ‘Estonianness’: Borders, belonging, and national narrative in an Estonian
asylum center
Estonia is commonly analyzed as a ‘post-Soviet’ space at the European periphery: not quite
‘Western’, yet not quite ‘Other’. Scholars have thus tended to fixate on the country’s
ethnonational categories, reproducing normative depictions of ‘Estonianness’ and the
Estonian-Russian binary. This text offers a different perspective by reflecting on the
narratives and political claims of refugees in Estonia’s largest asylum center. It argues that
an ethnographic analysis of refugee experience reveals the absurdity and unsustainability
of Estonian ethnonational categories, elucidating a more cosmopolitan, human rightscentered
understanding of ‘Estonianness’ that eschews the cultural essentialism
embedded within national migration policy.
7. Ben Page
What is the ‘human’ in ‘human migration’?
The field of Migration Studies pays limited attention to the adjective ‘human’ in ‘human
migration.’ Elsewhere however, this is a category that has had a revival -- albeit from a
decolonial perspective. Sylvia Wynter (drawing on Fanon's sociogenic principle and on
phenomenological traditions) resists defining ‘a human being’ but explores what work the
category ‘human’ has done in the past and what being human might mean in the future.
This theoretical article argues that the field of Migration Studies would benefit from
attending to Wynter’s work as a way of exploring the frequently unspoken assumptions
about the ‘human’ in ‘human migration.’
8. Laavanya Kathiravelu
The migrant as continuum not category
Looking at historical and contemporary intra-Asian migrations, this article will interrogate
the category of the migrant. Taking a boundary-making approach (Wimmer 2013) and
utilizing “Asia as Method” (Chen 2010), it will unpack how migrant/citizen and
local/foreigner oppositional dichotomies function. It will probe whether such dichotomies
can be dismantled by taking into account the non-linear, temporary and circular migration
trajectories in much of Asian mobility.
9. Moslem Ghomashlouyan
‘Breadwinning men’ and ‘stay-put women’: Categories of (im)mobility in a Kurdish
village
Through ethnographic research in a Kurdish village in Iran this article asserts that global
migration systems with necroviolent bordering practices reinforce categories of
‘breadwinning men’ and ‘stay-put women’ in the Global South. The understanding of
mobility in the village, which governs who can move, reproduces gendered power relations
that afford mobilities and are partly afforded by mobilities. Conjunctively it probes how
women are often deprived of mobility outside the framework of marriage.
10. Sarah Kunz
‘I am not an expat’: Rejecting categories of migration
This paper discusses migrants’ rejection of categories others have ascribed to them, such
as expatriate and migrant. Just as easily as some people are keen to take on identity
categories such as ‘expat’, others vehemently reject them. As this piece argues, such
rejection can tell us as much about the experience and politics of migration as identities
embraced by migrants. Through a discussion of the politics of rejection, the piece looks at
how people negotiate their social position and the relations they are embedded in, and how
they defend, or explain their relative privileges but also precarity they face. Empirically, the
paper draws on ethnographic research conducted in Kenya's capital Nairobi with privileged
migrants from the Global South and North.
Background and state of the project
The proposed Special Issue is based on a multi-panel workshop conducted during the EASA
Belfast conference, held 26-29 July 2022. The workshop titled ‘Much is in a name:
Categorisations in Migration Policy and Management’ brought together established and
early career researchers from working on migration in different countries and/or in
transnational contexts. During the workshop, the contributors presented first drafts of their
articles, which were discussed amongst the panelists and the audience. Roger Norum,
Melanie Griffiths and Martin Sökefeld acted as discussants, whilst Usman Mahar co-chaired
the panel with Roger Norum in addition to co-convening it. In subsequent discussions, the
notion of categorising migrants and the double binds of categorising in migration research
employing a focus beyond the Euro-American context was put forth as an innovative take
on understandings of the category in migration work. This frame was further honed at the
recent IMISCOE 2023 in Warsaw and discussed through with several colleagues from a range
of disciplines who joined an initial pool of contributors. The development of the Special
Issue will be guided by two workshops – one on Zoom and one in-person just before the
IMISCOE conference next summer in Lisbon, aimed at discussing, workshopping and
refining papers. These discussions will also help the overall framing, guiding the
development of a honed, coherent analytical focus that will make a unique contribution to
migration studies.
Proposed schedule
February 2024: Online (Zoom) workshop with contributors
June 2024: In-person workshop with contributors to finalize drafts (preceding IMISCOE
conference)
August 2024: Submission of final drafts to SI editors
September 2024: Feedback and suggestions on drafts by SI editors
November 2024: Final draft papers due
November 2024: Final article manuscripts sent out for peer review
April 2025: Submission of revised versions to SI editors
June 2025: Submission of entire SI manuscript to JEMS for final review
