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CHAPTER THIRTY

Migration

EFFIE YIANNOPOULOU

Feminism and migration are terms referring to sets of embodied thought and lived experi-
ence whose histories have crosscut and impacted each other. For years, the migratory
flows of women and feminist theories across regional and transnational borders have
served to forge links between women in different sites within an increasingly globalized
economy. At the same time, contact between women’s varied experiences of being in
the world, which resulted from this migratory activiry, has also contributed to Western
feminism’s “legitimation crisis” (Kaplan 6) and helped diversify its predominantly white,
middle-class and heterosexual political agenda. Postcolonial, black, and transnational
feminisms in particular have consistently critiqued Western feminism’s racialized gender
underpinnings and its privileged collusion with imperialist, neoliberal and heteronormative
positions. These newer trends in feminism have thus prompted feminist theorizing and
activism to face up to their exclusionary practices and reinvent themselves as heteroge-
neous and internally differentiated political formations, “multiple, contradictory, wedged
ambivalently and precariously between diverse sets of subject positions and subjectivities”
(Brah 13).

Today, most contemporary feminisms have issues of multiplicity and diversity high on
their agendas and are hard at work seeking to articulate a contingent politics of diffe-
rence that will allow them to encounter and decode multiple and mobile differences (of
class, race, sexual orientation, age, ability, or species) in non-appropriative and inclusive
ways. It is perhaps no accident that, being so informed by the tensions inscribing women’s
multiply located, migratory experience, feminist theory and research have emerged as
promising sites especially suited to addressing the complex and multidimensional prob-
lematic of migrancy. As [ suggest in this chapter, with its attentiveness to the gendered
dynamics of migration, feminist thought has worked toward defetishizing the figure of the
migrant—unpacking and diversifying the unitary character of a conceptual category that
has allowed “different forms of displacement to be gathered together in the singularity of
a given name” (Ahmed, Strange Encounters S). It achieves this by bringing into sharper
focus the embodied, historically and culturally embedded, and power-bound character
of migrant mobilities (Blunt 691), by reconfiguring home in terms of movement (Fortier,
“Coming Home”; Brah; Ahmed et al) and foregrounding representation and its contin-
gencies as crucial to how borders, movement, and spaces of belonging and unbelonging
are made intelligible and inhabited. '

Migration can be understood as referring to material acts of individual or communal
relocation, involving leaving what is perceived as home and moving to a different place,
and at once as a metaphor that is used to theorize the mobility of identity in a world
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entitled A World Not Ours and organized by the Schwarz Foundation on the Greek island
of Samos,? Boukal’s artwork accords visibility to the power-inflected character of migrang
mobility. It reflects on the reality of a tourist island—turned refugee detention camp as
a result of uncontrolled migrarory activity by visually juxtaposing tourist and migrant
mobilities as interlocking and yet fundamentally distinct ways of crossing the narrow sea
strip between Samos and Turkey. Advertising a day cruise to the Turkish town of Kusadasi
on the shore opposite, the tourist poster at the collage’s center promises cheap enter-
tainment to those in possession of leisure time, money, and passports. Surrounding it
are scattered photographs of torn life vests, discarded milk bortles, baby shoes, and pink
ribbons, witnesses to the perilous migrant passage from Asia to Europe that costs over
3,000 Euros and does not guarantee an arrival.

Mae Henderson’s observation that “Border crossings move in different directions and
from different locations, some from positions of centrality and dominance, others from
positions of marginality and powerlessness” (26) clearly has a special resonance here. If,
as Henderson aptly notes, “power relations and positionality shape the consequences
and possible inequities” resulting from such events, Boukal’s collage openly puts forth
the claim that tourists and refugees sail across the Aegean border having set off from
diverse positions on the map of power hierarchies. As subjects, they are interpellated
through their mobilities by being accorded distinctive subject positions in discourses,
which are normatively associated with particular means and styles of moving (Cresswell
and Merriman 7). In a global economy of capitalist social relations and policed territorial
sovereignty, tourists travel freely, consume commodities, energize economies, and figure
as vital components in the construction of transnational culture while refugees move in
clandestine and enforced ways that demand to be policed and contained.

Boukal, however, does more than expose the power dynamics—and indirectly
engage the histories of cultural and social determination—that control who can move
and how. She brings into focus the relational character of mobilities in all their material
manifestations. Countering dominant public discourses that stage migration as a threat
inherently from the “outside,” Boukal’s work proposes a framework that identifies a
relationship of interdependence connecting privileged and marginal mobilities. Encoded
here through their representation as ruins, the synecdochic signs of migration encircle
what is represented as a “fenced in” system of Western cultural and economic hegemony,
rupturing its borders partly by means of resignifying its spaces. The same beaches that
act as holiday resorts for the affluent Westerners are identified as sites of dispossession,
death, and burial when their postcard-type photographs are strategically placed among
the visual traces of missing migrant bodies. Migrant ruination is shown thus to haunt
Europe with a vision of its own finitude and constructedness, suggesting that, as an idea
and an institution, “it hasn’t always been there” and “it will not always be there, it is
finite” (Derrida 44). At once, it also confronts the West with the very precariousness that
is lodged, even if foreclosed, at the heart of its self-perception and which migration itself
embodies—migrancy posited here, in all its unpredictability, as a constituent element in
Western ontological structures and histories.

FEMINIST MIGRATIONS

Feminists have been instrumental in uncovering the extent to which migration is
imbricated in the production of power and relations of domination. In that sense, they
have contributed to exposing migration as not only producing ruins but also being itself
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structured by the logic of the ruin, never being completely one as a concept but rather
multifaceted and multidimensional. Indeed, the growing body of feminist research into
the gendered politics animating migration has called attention to gendered mobilities
as being deeply political (Massey) and unevenly enacted in processes that reflect and
reinforce social organization along the lines of race, class, nation, sexuality, caste, and
religion (Silvey 138; Sheller, “Gendered Mobilities” 257).

Accordingly, it is constructions of gender as iterable performance and an engagement
with intersectional materialist politics that inform those contemporary feminist responses
to migration which seek to understand gendered mobilities as performed in specific
contexts, allowing for differences among women to be analytically focused upon and
generating differential (and contingent) understandings of displacement and relocation.
Reworking “unmarked masculinist assumptions about the migrant” (Silvey 142), such
theoretical approaches draw their energy from the need to situate and historicize the
meanings invested in migratory patterns by highlighting their construction as embodied,
socially embedded, and materially grounded processes. Their concern with the embodied
materialities of women’s migrant mobilities has proved vital in unmasking the vested
interests served by the abstraction normatively surrounding the concept of movement.
Additionally, it has also helped reassess the histories of its connection with women’s
lives and the frequent celebratory deployment of the idea of migration as a metaphor
for liberation in women’s worldly relations and writings as well as first-world feminist
epistemologies.

To appreciate the political import of admitting to the material conditions (histor-
ical, geographical, cultural) that produce varied experiences of migratory mobility for
feminist politics, it is important to remember that, in Western modernity, discourses of
mobility (physical and discursive) have been actively enlisted to challenge structures of
gender inequality often in universalizing ways that mystify and erase the histories of
social relations. As it is by now well documented, gender categories have been historically
articulated in terms of the spatial division of public and private that maps on to masculine
and feminine (Cresswell and Uteng 2). According to this essentializing oppositional struc-
ture, the masculine is firmly placed on the side of progress and unimpeded movement
forward while the feminine is associated with a sedentary, home-bound existence, often
identified with domesticity, tradition, and the past (Parkins 3).*

Moving out of, across or between firmly bounded social, racial, cultural, or sexual
spaces has been unsurprisingly construed by Western feminists as a sign of women’s
struggle against patriarchal control and has been accorded the status of an emanci-
patory gesture crucial to reimagining women’s subjective and social positions, self-
representations, and futures. When Antiguan-American writer Jamaica Kincaid admits,
for example, that “[o]ne of the reasons why I left home was that I was a victim of trad-
ition. I was on the verge of being a dead person because of tradition, and I think women
especially have to be very careful of these traditions” (82), she speaks for many, fictional
or real-life, women who identify in leaving home a means of survival and a strategy of
resistance to hegemonic gender conventions by refusing to inhabit a particular space.
“Travel,” ro quote Trinh T. Minh-ha, “allows one to see things differently,” the “itinerary
displaces the foundation™ (23) and so offers women the promise of self-reinvention. In
some feminist epistemologies, migration becomes, for this reason, embraced as a theoret-
ical mechanism which, next to engaging physical movement, is employed as a metaphor
that reconceptualizes women’s gender identities as open to previously denied possibilities
because predicated on movement. Migration, along with its cognate mobile metaphors of






MIGRATION 431

of abuse, and provides only slim chances of occupational mobility” (141). In both these
examples, women’s migration patterns reproduce patriarchal gender spaces, install trans-
national women workers as “emblematic figures of contemporary regimes of accumula-
tion” (Brah 179) and reveal their cooption into nationalist projects.’

In other words, what is suggested is that there is nothing essentially transgressive abour
migratory mobilities that can both resist and lend support to hegemonic gender norms.
Their meanings and concrete effects are impossible to grasp in the present (Ahmed,
Strange Encounters 9), hence to stabilize, but must be decided upon in terms of the his-
tories of determination that form the social, cultural, and bodily spaces within which
they marerialize and the futures they potentially gesture toward. Reconfiguring migration
politics as historically grounded, hence differential, contradictory, and incomplete, has an
immediate effect, as | argue next, on how the place of home within the context of trans-
national networks of connection is rearticulated by intersectional, materialist feminists
who reconceptualize spaces of inhabitance as embodied, diasporized, and internally
ruptured.

(MIGRANT) HOMES

Home, migration and belonging relate to each other in multiple ways. An object of strong
affective investments, home has become in today’s globally connected world a political
question enmeshed with struggles around the formation of familial, communal, national,
and transnational identities and boundaries. Whether referencing a familial environment,
a national homeland, or just the lived experience of a locality, home oscillates between
different modes of articulation that are dependent for their meanings and effects on dis-
tinet configurations of migration.

In sedentarist thought, for example, home is valued as a place of roots and spatial and
social order while migration is regarded as morally and ideologically suspect (Cresswell,
On the Move 26). Such a construction of home as a seamless site of belonging, origin,
familiarity, and comfort is fundamentally gendered, racialized, and “intrinsically linked
with the way in which processes of inclusion and exclusion operate” (Brah 192) within
communities. It is at work in masculinist geographies of home as the space of feminine
domesticity and in exclusionary nationalist discourses that imagine the national body as a
sealed cultural system that casts migrants as alien bodies.

In the context of migration, the desire to defend a bounded conception of home,
culture, and identity is perhaps best exemplified by the “refugee camp,” this politically
contentious “zone of exception” (Agamben 174), which stabilizes the borders of the
nation-state by incorporating what lies “outside” the homeland into the sovereign order
in the form of a perfectly conrainable and fixed space of exclusion. Nomadic epistemolo-
gies, by contrast, have historically privileged migratory mobiljty at the expense of notions
of attachment to a place and a dwelling which are duly represented as confining, static,
and often politically reactionary. In this narrative about movement, home is posited as
what needs to be “overcome” (Ahmed Strange Encounters 87) and repudiated in order
for progressive, forward-moving thinking and action to materialize in the world. It is
no accident that feminist nomadic politics and theorizing have made moving away from
a symbolically feminized and devalued concept of home into a pivotal ideological ges-
ture in the struggle against essentialist gender discourses. In suggesting, however, that
homeless migrancy is the key to destabilizing identities, much of this research continues
to construct home as a stable, unitary conceptual category—even if delegitimized by
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