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Borderscapes of differential inclusion
The research hypothesis that we call border as method (Mezzadra – Neilson 2008) can from many points of view be productive in order to test the potentiality and the limits of the topological approach. In this paper we will basically address three questions. 1. How is it possible to think, or maybe rethink, the topological approach in a heterogeneous space, which is beyond the dialectic between inclusion and exclusion? 2. Is the topological approach neutral? Mapping a space of flows and porous borders, the topological approach must be itself grasped in its ambivalence: it can become a tool for control as well as a tool for the expansion of freedom and equality. 3. Precisely from this point of view, it is useful, maybe necessary, to locate the topological approach on the border, looking at concrete practices of border crossing that challenge the very possibility of a neutral mapping.

Whether or not it is possible to define our age “the age of migration” (Castles – Miller 20033), it is a matter of fact that migration posits fundamental challenges to our age. And let us add that this is particularly urgent in a situation as the one we are living in, which is shaped by the global economic crisis. The inquiry into the multifarious ways in which migration has contributed to the genealogy of the crisis, into the ways the crisis is affecting the condition of migrants worldwide, and into the ways in which migrants are reacting to the crisis seems to us one of the most urgent task we are confronted with.
Many of us have analyzed in the last decade movements across borders and border struggles that are profoundly changing both the labor market and the shape and composition of citizenship across diverse global spaces. “Precarious Employment”, “Differential Inclusion” and the “Proliferation of Borders” are some of the keywords that have been crucial to our own individual and collective research and political engagement with migration. Focusing on movements across borders and border struggles opens up an original and productive perspective on the debate on “precarity”, which has been particularly virulent especially in continental Europe in the last decade. These movements and these struggles highlight the tensions, the subjective claims and the conflictive dynamics that crisscross the field of precarity, contrasting the tendency to provide anodyne and neutral sociological descriptions of processes of “neo-liberal” flexibilization of the labor market and the disarticulation of citizenship.
In a general sense, “precarity” means the explosion of the dyad citizen-worker that after World War 2 assumed dominance, whether in the Stakhanov moment of the USSR, the heyday of US industrial towns such as Flint, Michigan, or the disciplined working subject of the Nehru plans in India. Soon after World War 2, T.H. Marshall (1950) provided a kind of formal conceptualization of this dyadic schema, conceiving the social rights of citizenship to be intimately connected to the dynamics of the national labor market. It is not that now this connection has been fully ruptured. There is still undeniably a nexus of citizenship and labor, whether manifest in paths to citizenship that pass coercively through the labor contract, regular forms of collective bargaining practiced through nationally organized trade union systems, or the newer forms of Anglo-Saxon ‘mutual obligation’ that mandate third-way schemes such as ‘work for the dole’.

What has changed is that this citizenship-labor nexus can no longer be fully captured by the dyadic subject citizen-worker and the gendered division of labor that sustained its reproduction. Both citizen and worker have been invested by diffuse processes of division and multiplication. Consequently, the subjective positions of both citizens and workers need to be rethought outside the dyadic structure of citizen-worker that can no longer be taken for granted and which underlies the construct of the national labor market.
The processes of proliferation of borders and multiplication of labor that we analyze in our work are crucial to this disarticulation of the dyad citizen-worker and to the production of new, flexible and mobile assemblages of labor market and citizenship. Contrary to the dominant tendency in border studies, even more pronounced after September 11, to stress dynamics of exclusion, we focus on the changing shape of inclusion that can be analyzed assuming the perspective of the border. To be more precise, we are trying to move beyond the very binary inclusion/exclusion, pointing to the proliferation of subject positions that are neither fully included nor fully excluded from the space of citizenship and from labor markets, to subjectivities that are neither fully insiders nor fully outsiders. We see the analysis of the production of such subjectivities as strategic. On the one hand, it provides a different angle on the mechanisms of exclusion. On the other hand, it facilitates a critical approach to programs of social inclusion, which are almost always seen as unambiguously benevolent but which also function as devices of hierarchization and control.
What we need is a new theoretical framework capable of coming to terms with the shifting modalities of this elusiveness and the myriad systems of differential inclusion that we see taking shape in various borderscapes across the globe. Contrary for instance to Chantal Mouffe (2005) and Ernesto Laclau (2005), who argue that it is only through exclusion that a society can construct itself as a totality, the analysis of the multifarious mechanisms that filter and stratify subjects in motion leads us to rethink the political on the border between inclusion and exclusion. This is the framework of our concern about the necessity to rethink the topological approach.

The concept of differential inclusion has been developed in an attempt to move beyond the blind spots in the widespread notion of Fortress Europe, which fails to account for the prodigious and increasing presence of migrants in the European space. This concept was introduced to account for the actual operation of the migration regime in the making in Europe. Quite interestingly, an important point of reference in the forging of this concept was ethnographic analyses of the ways in which the U.S.-Mexican border is managed. In both the European and U.S. instances, there is a legal production of illegality and a corresponding process of migrant inclusion through illegalization that creates the conditions under which a racial divide is inscribed within the composition of labor and citizenship. In this perspective, the devices and practices of border reinforcing shape the conditions under which border crossing is possible and actually practiced and experienced.

This is a point of view that emerges from the angle of subjects in motion and an attempt to point out the multifarious tensions that crisscross contemporary practices of mobility far beyond the so-called global North. The analysis of the hukou system of household registration in contemporary China, the investigation of the complex systems of bordering that internally divide the Indian labor market as well as of the vast panoply of South-South migration allow to highlight similar devices and regimes of selective filtering of labor mobilities. In all of these cases, despite the many differences that must be taken into account, the border provides a nodal point of crystallization where tensions of labor and capital as well as transformations of citizenship and the potentialities inherent in them become visible.

To fully understand the processes of differential inclusion, however, it is useful to mention a couple of technical devices of changing border and migration regimes that make the selective filtering of mobility possible. The first of these is externalization, which involves the displacement of border control and its technologies beyond the territorial edges of formally unified political spaces. This is evident in the management of the ‘external frontiers of Europe’ as well as in Australia’s ‘Pacific Solution’. In both cases, third countries are involved in the border regime, whether this implies the offshore outsourcing of detention facilities, cooperation in deportation procedures, visa policing or the surveillance of routes and so-called carriers of migration. What tends to emerge are different degrees of internality and externality, which substitute and blur the clear cut distinction between inside and outside that was produced by the traditional border of the nation-state. These techniques and measures of externalization facilitate the processes of filtering and differential inclusion by creating waiting zones through which the timing and tempo of migration can be more precisely regulated. They also channel migratory and refugee movements through holding zones and funnels, in which the procedures of selection can be exercised, whether in entirely technocratic ways or through violent interventions.

These complex transformations of border regimes correspond to the dream of a ‘just-in-time’ and ‘to-the-point’ migration that is increasingly shaping migratory policies across diverse geographic scales. Confronted with the unpredictability and ‘turbulence’ of contemporary migratory movements, this dream is compelled to come to terms with the impossibility of its full realization: a fact attested by the continuous but often unreported deaths that occur across borderscapes worldwide. Nevertheless, the fantasy of eliminating this gap between dream and reality continues to spur innovations in migration policies that attempt to react to the crisis of traditional quota systems, which are increasingly recognized as inadequate to the new flexibility and interpenetration of labor markets and economic systems. Although points-based-systems of migration control have been present since the 1970s in former settler colonies such as Canada and Australia, their current diffusion to European countries such as Britain and Germany exhibits the growing desire to attune ever more finely flows of migrants to the real or imaginary economic and social needs of ‘countries of destination’. Particularly in the context of international competition for skilled labor, there is a tendency for countries to borrow and imitate the taxonomies and calibrations that compose such migration systems. These are highly technocratic but also quite arbitrary means of instituting differential inclusion, multiplying and increasingly stratifying the legal statuses of subjects inhabiting the same political space, while at the same time allowing an effective policing of the borders and boundaries between these different subject positions.

Despite this multiplication of control devices, there appear tensions and contradictions within points-based migration systems not least due to the increasingly complicated landscape of transnational migration. These fault lines within such migration regimes are opened up not only by the inventiveness of migrants themselves, who continuously find tactics to negotiate and move through the hierarchized terms of these systems, but also by a myriad of other actors including labor brokers, migration agencies and middlemen working along the boundaries between legality and illegality. The question of what counts as skill is one particularly pressed by these actors, who engage in practices of reverse engineering migration policies, often anticipating and prompting actual developments within these regimes themselves. In particular, they draw upon the elusiveness of the very concept of skill within contemporary forms of flexible production, particularly in the service and cognitive sectors. This is increasingly recognized as a problem within policy making debates. As Bridget Anderson and Martin Ruhs (2008) note in a recent report prepared for the Migration Advisory Committee of the UK, ‘the term ‘skills’ is a very vague term both conceptually and empirically’, since it can refer to ‘technical competencies’ but also ‘to generic ‘soft skills’ (such as ‘team-working skills’) that are difficult to measure’. ‘Demeanor, accent, style and even physical appearance’ as well as ‘personal characteristics and attitudes’ possessed by workers ‘who will be compliant and easy to discipline and control’ become qualities that can be figured as ‘skills’ (4). This clearly establishes a grey area in which the very barrier between skilled and unskilled labor becomes porous and mobile, opening up new spaces of negotiation and paths for migrants and those who facilitate (and often contribute to exploit) their movement.

This introduces a two-way mobility between the categories of skilled and unskilled migrant labor. Not only are those who are traditionally viewed as unskilled able to find gaps through which to negotiate systems of differential inclusion, but also new techniques and forms of exploitation and labor market manipulation force those traditionally viewed as skilled workers into unskilled labor positions. For skilled and qualified workers, cross-border mobility often spells a radical devaluation of their competences. Even in cases where skilled workers move to access higher wages or citizenship entitlements, however, the boundary between skilled and unskilled labor is easily blurred. For instance, in the system of international mobility management for Indian IT laborers known as ‘body shopping’, workers are frequently ‘benched’ or artificially removed from the labor supply to create a ‘virtual shortage’ which forces up the cost of their labor services. During these periods of ‘benching’, IT workers fritter away but also constantly update their expensively acquired cognitive skills while performing unskilled tasks such as taxi driving or shop assistance (Xiang 2008).

But the logics of differential inclusion embodied in technologies such as points systems come to bear not only on forms of mobility that work the boundary between skilled and unskilled labor but also have their effect upon migratory regimes that address labor sectors viewed as traditionally unskilled. In programs for the preparation of Indonesian domestic workers as well as Sri Lankan care-givers for work in regional and intercontinental markets or the recruitment of temporary migrants for agricultural, construction and catering jobs in EU countries, we can see diverse instantiations of ‘just-in-time’ and ‘to-the-point’ migration practices. Needless to say, the illegalization of unskilled migrant workers is frequently an element that comes to play in the operation of these regimes.

The blurring of patterns of internality and externality implicit in the increasingly prevalent migration regimes of differential inclusion also has important ramifications for the issues surrounding political subjectivity, not least the changing nature and forms of citizenship. A key feature of the fast-growing worldwide competition for skilled migrants is the construction of policy schemes that allow a preferential path to permanent residency and eventually to citizenship for subjects who perform appropriately in the intricate obstacle race of skilled-based migration systems. Ayelet Shachar discusses the spread of such ‘talent-for-citizenship exchange’ as well as its ‘mirror image’ in emigrant-sending countries, which increasingly encourage dual citizenship, investments in the national economy and return migration. This involves manifold processes of flexibilization of citizenship as well as the overlapping and alteration of the traditional nation-state logic of political membership and identity with a ‘more market-oriented and calculated rationale’ (2006, 199 ff.).

Here we see another manifestation of the multiplication of citizenship statuses, but it is important to note that its effects are not merely restricted to an elite of globally mobile talented workers. Citizenship, under these circumstances, is not only a site of multiplicity but also of conflict. Unskilled workers too have a multiplicity of citizenship and residency statuses, among them the condition of being undocumented or clandestine. Taken together these transformations exhibit a disarticulation of the space of citizenship. ‘Who is the citizen?’ becomes an increasingly problematic question for contemporary theories of citizenship. Under these conditions, Saskia Sassen (2006) argues, a full understanding of the tensions and conflicts that mark contemporary citizenship can emerge only from an analysis that works from the edges of the space of citizenship and not from one that operates from the legal plenitude of its center. That political subject who is ‘unauthorized yet recognized’ (294) or, in other words, the illegal migrant, is not only subject to exclusion but also becomes a key actor in reshaping, contesting and redefining the borders of citizenship. The multitudinous claims articulated by movements of undocumented migrants, including the sans papiers in Europe and an important element of the U.S. Latinos movement of 2006, attest the potentialities of these kind of citizenship conflicts and practices. Contrary to the usual tendency in migration studies to place a firm border between analyses of skilled and undocumented migration, however, we contend it is now necessary to take account of both of these, as well as of the overlappings and grey zones between them, to arrive at an adequate analysis of the contemporary contours of citizenship. Such borders struggles as the ones we have been evoking in this paper are to be understood as a flipside of the processes of flexibilization of migration management and citizenship we have been briefly describing. And they challenge our imagination to invent new models of political action and a new theoretical language beyond the dyad citizen-worker.

To conclude: the image of the wall could not possibly explain the new processes of border construction. But the breaking down of the wall does not mean the disappearing of the processes of hierarchization and control. On the contrary, it means in some ways the multiplication of walls and borders of various kind, not merely to mark the distinction between internal and external spaces, but within the space and time of global capital, as borders of differential inclusion. In this context, the problem to rethink the topology as mapping tool of control or of liberty practices is particularly urgent.
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