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In October 2008, the Philippine government hosted the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) in Manila. Initially convened after a 2005 United Nations (UN) high-level dialogue on migration and development the GFMD, while not formally part of the UN process, is aimed at providing a venue for labor-receiving and labor-sending countries to trade strategies around instituting temporary labor migration programs (TMLPs). Pegged as a ‘win-win-win’ for both sets of governments and migrants themselves, temporary labor migration programs are being celebrated as the best solution to labor-receiving governments’ demand for cheap foreign workers to whom they are unwilling to extend full citizenship rights, to labor-sending governments’ need to address domestic unemployment, and to bolster foreign exchange reserves, and migrants' and their families’ need for livable wages.  


In addition to meetings of government officials, the GFMD instituted a series of civil-society meetings to putatively represent the concerns of migrants themselves. Grassroots migrant activists, however, claimed that the GFMD was in fact the ‘global forum on modern-day slavery’ and organized a parallel meeting, the International Assembly for Migrants and Refugees (IAMR), to counter the GFMD government meetings. Perhaps more importantly, grassroots migrant activists used the IAMR as a venue to also counter the GFMD official civil society meetings. Through the Assembly, activists claimed that migrants would come together to ‘speak for themselves.’ 


This chapter uses a case study of the struggles around the Manila GFMD to engage a broader critique of the role of officially recognized civil society actors as representatives of ostensibly broader publics in inter-governmental spaces. Here, I am interested in the ways in which particular civil society actors, academics, and NGOs are mobilized as migration ‘experts’ and the political ends to which this ‘expertise’ is used in the GFMD process. I am especially concerned about how non-state actors are implicated, wittingly and unwittingly, in legitimizing states’ neoliberal agendas. At the same time, I explore the sets of knowledge deployed by grassroots migrants and the radically different political ends to which they are mobilized. 

The GFMD and ‘Migration as Development’
In 2006, the UN held a High-Level Dialogue on the topic of International Migration and Development. The UN President declared, “[t]here was widespread support for incorporating international migration issues in national development plans, including poverty reduction strategies” in the Dialogue.
 Indeed, the UN’s move to hold the Dialogue is part of a resurgent trend amongst international organizations to promote migration from developing countries as a developmental strategy. The idea is that developing states benefit economically from migrants’ remittances as well as from the potential skills and technology transfers migrants offer upon their return home. Although not formally a UN body and therefore a purely voluntary endeavor, the GFMD nevertheless managed to assemble a wide range of countries from around the world to meet in Belgium in 2007, Manila in 2008, and Athens in 2009.


Temporary labor migration programs appear to be the policy initiative most favored by government participants of the GFMD. TLMPs are believed to best exemplify developmentally oriented migration policies. TLMPS are also said to “optimize benefits for migrant workers, employers, source countries and destination countries” (Government of Bangladesh and Government of Canada, 2008). In short, under TLMPs everyone supposedly wins.


Ziai and Schwenken’s (2009) research has documented that the notion of ‘migration as development,’ as embodied by TLMPs is being propagated widely by international organizations beyond simply the GFMD. They note, for instance, that the World Bank alone published ten books and numerous articles on the matter in recent years. Meanwhile, the International Organization for Migration has also jumped on the ‘migration as development’ bandwagon with its introduction of the International Migration and Development Initiative (IMDI) in 2006. Ziai and Schwenken argue that the TLMP must be understood as a neoliberal strategy that places the responsibility for ‘development’ squarely on the shoulders of migrants’ themselves. TLMPs at once allow employers to exploit foreign workers, absolve developing states from introducing truly redistributive developmental policies, and relieve labor-importing states from extending the full benefits of citizenship to immigrants. They argue that TLMPs serve

the interest of firms and service enterprises in industrial countries in a cheap and flexible labour force. As far as this interest is compatible with the interest of certain people in the periphery willing to migrate, the IMDI and the other initiatives surely are bound to have positive consequences for this group. It is clear, however, that the right to migrate will only be granted to those that can be employed or exploited in the market, and presumably only as long as their labour is needed in the countries of destination. (Ziai & Schwenken, 2009, p. 12) 

In other words, TLMPs might in fact offer a ‘win-win-win’ situation for employers, labor-receiving countries, and labor-sending countries. Ultimately, however, migrants and their families lose out. 

Migrants who work under TLMPs typically do not have a guarantee of stable employment as theirs are only short term contracts. Their livelihoods are characterized by a great degree of precariousness, especially when the reason for their overseas employment is because their employment options at home are already quite thin or their earnings are insufficient to support their families. As neoliberalizing developing states cut deeper into state programs and services including public education and health, families are forced to pay out of their own pockets for basic amenities. Moreover, the temporary nature of their jobs prevents migrants from being able to advance within a firm, to demand higher wages with more seniority, or to accumulate retirement savings. As foreigners, migrants’ rights are often severely limited. They are prevented from being able to join trade unions and thereby fighting for better working conditions. They suffer the daily indignities that often come with occupying the lowest rungs of the occupational ladder as racialized workers in their counties of employment. Meanwhile, migrants’ family members suffer from the long absences of their loved ones. 


In Manila, the GFMD focused especially on the Philippine TLMP ‘model’ for its putative rights-based approach to migration. According to one policy paper discussed among states at the meeting, 

The Philippine “life-cycle” approach to fostering and supporting the Overseas Filipino Worker programme is a useful model for “protection beginning at home,” which is then reinforced through negotiated, rights-oriented partnerships with both host countries and other non-governmental stakeholders. (Government of Philippines and Government of United Arab Emirates, 2008) 


Though a ‘rights-based’ approach to TLMPs may on the surface appear to resolve the problems inherent to a TLMP, any veneer of ‘protection’ that the Philippine model might offer was the result of hard-fought, militant, grassroots struggles by migrant workers and not by any foresight on the part of the Philippine state. 

Led by an international alliance of migrant workers, Migrante-International, Philippine migrants mobilized transnationally to protest the Philippine state’s failure to intervene in what many believed was the wrongful execution of Filipina domestic worker, Flor Contemplacion, by the Singaporean government in 1995. According to many accounts, these were amongst the biggest mobilizations by Philippine citizens (both in the Philippines and around the world) since ‘People Power’ brought down the Marcos dictatorship a decade earlier. These mobilizations forced the Philippine state to introduce the Republic Act (RA) 8042, The Migrant Workers and Overseas Filipinos Acts of 1995. As the GFMD policy paper cited above suggests, the Philippine state has instituted programs that are supposed to offer ‘protection beginning at home.’ Yet, my own research of these programs reveals that they are less about protecting migrants and more about disciplining them to be compliant workers (Rodriguez, 2010). 


A superficial reading of RA8042 might suggest that it does, in fact, offer much in terms of migrants’ protection – ‘at home’ and abroad.  In actuality the state generally fails to enforce these protections. On the rare occasion that it does, it does so only after migrants have mobilized to fight for them. Protests against, not ‘partnerships’ with labor-receiving governments or NGOs for that matter are what have led to migrants’ protections. 


Nevertheless, the formal policy statements of the Philippine state--not necessarily its practices--are being touted as a model to be emulated by other states. The Philippine state attempts to present its program as a rights-based, and therefore a modern and progressive one in its bid to earn a place of legitimacy in the world order. As scholars have long argued, recognition in the pecking order of nation-states is only given over to those states that appear to exhibit some evidence of rationality and governance by the rule of law.

 ‘Civil Society’ and the GFMD
The GFMD formally holds a civil society meeting alongside the official meeting to allow NGOs and other non-state actors to engage in the topics taken up by the government representatives in the GFMD proper. 


The GFMD Civil Society dialogue in Manila was particularly focused on the theme of ‘rights.’ As stated in its summary document, 

We see the challenge to develop global architecture for recognition, respect, rights and protections for migrants as the responsibility of the UN and no less urgent than the need for transparent global governance of the financial system or that required to reduce carbon emissions.

According to the organizers, 

220 delegates from all over the world, representing concerns for some 200 million migrants met at the second Global Forum on Migration and Development in Manila to consider the rights and protections of migrants, the expansion of legal avenues for migration and the challenge of coherence within nations and across borders.


To become a delegate and fully participate in discussions, groups and individuals were required to submit applications to the organizers. Others who were not accepted as delegates were assigned observer status. Yet several aspects of the delegate selection process raise questions about whether, in fact, migrants’ concerns were adequately represented.


To begin with, the very constitution of the Civil Society organizing committee was problematic as it was constituted predominantly by representatives from businesses that profit from international migration. One of the key forces behind the Civil Society committee was the Ayala Foundation, which had three members on the fifteen-member committee. According to its website, the Ayala Foundation, “is a nonstock, nonprofit organization that serves as the socio-cultural development arm of the Ayala Group of Companies (AGC).”
 Amongst the AGC’s most significant business holdings are Ayala Land, Inc., Bank of the Philippine Islands and Globe Telecom. Perhaps not surprisingly, migrant workers are a key market that Ayala Land, Inc., a real estate development company targets. The Bank of the Philippine Islands has branches around the world to handle migrants’ remittance sending
, while Globe Telecom sells phone cards for migrants wishing to call relatives in the Philippines.
 Migration has clearly been a ‘win’ for the Ayala Group of Companies. That its non-profit wing was such a central actor in the Civil Society coordinating body is suggestive of the sorts of interests ultimately being advanced in the Civil Society meeting. If the Ayala Foundation served the firm’s interests by proxy, other businesses profiting from migration had representatives serving on the Civil Society organizing committee without the same sort of pretense. These included one representative from SGV and Co. (a professional services company),
 two representatives of the Magsaysay Maritime Corporation (a labor recruitment firm),
 and one representative from the DCL Group of Companies (another major labor recruitment firm).
 In all, there were seven business representatives on the Civil Society organizing committee. 

The remaining three committee members were representatives from different church-based migrant-serving NGOs, a representative from the Alliance of Progressive Labor, a coalition of Philippine trade unions linked with the center-left Akbayan party, and a representative from Migrant Forum Asia, a regional network of NGOs. Finally, there was a representative from the Economic Resource Center for Overseas Filipinos which describes itself as a non-profit corporation that facilitates “alternative investment directions for remittances.”
 The broader international advisory committee included more conventionally defined ‘civil society’ actors including the International Trade Union Confederation. 


It is not entirely clear who may have comprised the delegate selection committee (although it was the Ayala Foundation which put out the invitations and to which applicants sent their applications). However, those who were permitted to participate in the Civil Society meetings were ultimately drawn from the ranks of NGOs, including migrant-serving organizations and diaspora groups. Representatives from trade unions and academics, including myself, were accepted as delegates. There was even a representative of financial services and communications corporation Western Union who served as a delegate. 


Notably, many of the NGOs with delegates to the Civil Society meetings like the International Foundation of Alternative Financial Institutions, and the Migrant Rights International, Global Alliance Against Traffic in Women are groups with official UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) status. ECOSOC status is conferred by the UN to select NGOs who are then granted the privilege of attending, observing, and in some cases participating in UN processes. These NGOs are a privileged set of actors who can enjoy an audience with government officials to some extent and are networked with officials in the UN system in ways that unaffiliated NGOs are not. The Civil Society meetings of the Manila GFMD, therefore, included NGOs who already enjoy considerable access to states. 


To what extent NGOs such as those that secure ECOSOC status can adequately represent migrants’ issues, however, is debatable. In her research of NGOs focused on women’s issues in Latin America, for instance, Sonia Alvarez (1999) finds that they operate as gender ‘experts’ to governments and multilateral organizations like the UN, rather than actually advocating for women’s rights. Representatives from these NGOs are believed to represent broader social constituencies though it is not always the case. Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink (2002) offer a definition of NGOs that attempts to distinguish them from grassroots, social movement oriented groups:

NGOs are private, voluntary, nonprofit groups whose primary aim is to influence some form of social change. Generally, NGOs are more formal and professional than domestic social movements, with legal status and paid personnel. (p. 5) 

Indeed, the critical difference between many NGOs and grassroots migrant organizations has to do with leadership, membership, and methods for engaging in social change.  NGOs are formally constituted and often officially recognized or registered by the governments where they operate, generally relying on donors (government and private) and staffed by professionals who then craft programs to service specific constituencies. Often funders can play a role in limiting the sorts of activities NGOs can engage in. Grassroots migrant organizations, however, are often led by the constituencies they also serve and are membership-based organizations. They may or may not depend on external funding but they are often tied to broader social movements engaged in struggles for large-scale structural change. 


Based on my observations, I would argue that Alvarez’ critique of NGOs could be made of the NGOs permitted to participate in the GFMD Civil Society meetings in Manila. These NGOs and other civil society actors have emerged as migration ‘experts’; the ‘expertise’ they offer actually appears to advocate states’ interests rather than the interests of migrants. Here, Jad’s (2007) cautionary approach to NGOs, based on research of women’s NGOs in Palestine is also important to heed: “While ‘NGO’ may be a synonym for ‘progressive’ and ‘participatory’ among the well-meaning supporters of well-known international NGOs, such associations are wishful thinking at best and illusory at worst” (p. 624). 


For example, International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) President Sharan Burrow, who presided over the Civil Society meetings, expressed support for the so-called ‘rights-based’ TLMPs being discussed by states participating in the GFMD discussions. Indeed, while the panel topics for the Civil Society meeting matched the panel topics for the government meeting ostensibly to generate direct (perhaps even critical) responses by non-state actors to the governments’ policy discussions, the papers put forward by civil society members appeared to make recommendations that were no different from the governments’. For instance, just as governments lauded the Philippine ‘model’ for its ‘rights-based’ approach, civil society participants did the same. One former Philippine official, Patricia Santo Tomas, who was once the government’s Secretary of the Department of Labor and Employment, served as an ‘expert’ for the Civil Society meeting. Her 2008 paper entitled “Protecting Migrant Workers: A Shared Responsibility” differed little from the paper produced by government officials. Similarly, she highlights the Philippines’ supposed regulatory framework for the protection of migrant workers. Though she purportedly aimed to point out the “gaps that must be addressed to ensure the improved welfare and working conditions of migrant workers,” (p. 1) she ultimately concluded that the gaps lie less with the fundamental problems with TLMPs, but rather, “are a function of circumstances which are often cultural rather than deliberately criminal” (p. 19).  She explains how, for example, “domestic helpers expect to work no longer than 10 hours and expect a day off once a week. These practices are not recognized in some societies” (p. 21).  In short, for her, long working hours are a consequence of different cultural understandings of the workday in different receiving countries rather than a violation of migrants’ rights. Santo Tomas’ former government experience makes her an ‘expert’ on migrant rights but the same status is not extended to the very people who have experienced terrible working and living conditions: migrants themselves. As I will discuss later, representatives from Philippine migrant organizations critical of the Philippines’ so-called ‘rights-based’ migration regime were excluded from the Civil Society meetings.


Furthermore, amongst the groups of ‘experts’ setting the terms of discussion in the panels of the ‘Civil Society’ meeting were not only former government officials, like Santo Tomas, but also representatives from other intergovernmental, multilateral institutions like the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) which have generally supported the global propagation of temporary labor migration programs. In addition, ‘experts’ were drawn from mainly U.S. and U.K.-based migration think-tanks. Only a small handful of ‘experts’ came from NGOs, and none represented grassroots migrant organizations. In effect, the terms of discussion for the ‘Civil Society’ meetings were delimited by actors already invested in TLMPs or by academics who, while not necessarily invested in these programs, were not scathingly critical of them either. TLMPs were not subject to any real debate. Moreover, voices of the very people who already struggle to live dignified transnational existences under temporary labor migration regimes--migrants themselves (in those cases when migrants actually served as delegates to the meeting)--were rendered marginal to the voices of experts. Instead, those who led and participated in the official Civil Society discussions were clearly ‘professional’ NGO staffers. During the workshop on “Voices from the Regions: Regional perspectives, essentials and recommendations in international migration and development”, the Chairperson facilitating the discussion, the Executive Director of the Center for Migrant Advocacy, Ellene Sana actually admonished workshop participants to limit their discussions to “doable” or “actionable” policy recommendations as opposed to sharing narratives about migrants’ experiences, or if they were in fact migrants themselves, from sharing their personal stories of migration. However, the notion of limiting discussion to ‘actionable’ policy is problematic because it fails recognize that ‘actionable’ policy is precisely the kind that is confined to the imperatives defined by GFMD states. NGO professionals foreclosed the possibility for participants to offer up more radical visions of change.


The most glaring absence amongst the Philippine representatives was a representative from Migrante-International, a group that perhaps has the most to say about the Philippine ‘model.’ It is a transnational alliance of grassroots Philippine migrant organizations with members in nearly every region of the world. Despite its long-history of championing migrants’ rights, contesting the Philippine government’s migration policies and its critical role in compelling the Philippine state to pass the very law that was held up as the rights-based model of the GFMD, Migrante was denied an opportunity to send a delegate. Its application, according to former chairperson Connie Bragahas Regalado, was rejected. The venue where the Civil Society dialogue was held was heavily guarded by the Philippine National Police and entry into the dialogue was strictly limited to those granted official delegate status. 


Interestingly, many of the groups who were admitted, had also participated in a pre-conference entitled, “People’s Global Action on Migration, Development and Human Rights.” The conference billed itself as a venue for expressing resistance, struggle, and opposition through which to “assert the migrants’ and people’s perspectives and human rights”
 against the GFMD. It was convened by the Philippine Working Group on GFMD and Migrants’ Rights International. Many of the organizations that convened this conference were also delegates to the Civil Society days and were actually well-placed as members of the Civil Society Philippine Organizing and International Advisory Committees, serving as resource persons and even chairing workshops. Arguably, those of the People’s Global Action who were simultaneously positioned in the official Civil Society meetings could have asserted the moral and representational authority of the pre-meeting to direct discussions in a genuinely critical direction. They did not. Those NGOs and other ‘experts’ who were incorporated into the process seemed to have merely served to legitimize states’ imperatives for the GFMD rather than using their access to fully give voice to migrants’ concerns or critiquing the official ‘migration as development’ framework. Nandita Sharma’s (2005) critique of the anti-trafficking discourse as articulated by some women’s movements, governments and the UN is applicable to the GFMD Civil Society process. She argues that, “[t]he ideology of anti-trafficking does not recognize that migrants have been displaced by practices that have resulted in the loss of their land and/or livelihoods through international trade liberalization policies, mega-development projects, the loss of employment in capitalist labor markets or war” (p. 94). Advocating a ‘rights-based’ approach to ‘migration as development’ as was done by the delegates of the GFMD Civil Society fails to challenge how structures of neoliberal globalization and the inequalities it produces between countries ultimately fuels international migration.  

GFMD: Global Forum on Modern Day Slavery?


At a hotel across the street from the official Civil Society venue that was quite modest by comparison with the posh Heritage Hotel which housed the Civil Society delegates, self-organized, grassroots migrant groups gathered in an alternative, counter meeting at the International Assembly of Migrants and Refugees (IAMR) through which “the genuine voice of the migrants could be heard.”
 Unlike most of those participating in the official meetings, they took a sharply critical stance of the GFMD, characterizing it as the Global Forum on Modern Day Slavery. 


Over a hundred delegates from around the world attended the IAMR. Testimonies featured prominently in the IAMR, as migrants and their family members were encouraged to share their struggles. The crowd of several hundred migrants was transfixed by Elvira Arellano’s harrowing account of her struggle to seek sanctuary in a Chicago church to evade agents of the Department of Homeland Security in a street demonstration organized by the IAMR. Elvira’s audience jeered at her experience of the brutal inhumanity of the U.S. immigration system which was ultimately successful at wresting her and her U.S.-born son from the church and deporting them to Mexico. At the close of her short speech, Elvira called on audience members to join together in the fight for migrants’ rights and roused people to chant, “Si se puede [yes we can]”, an immigrant rights anthem that long pre-dates Barack Obama’s most recent invocation. Elvira’s and other migrants’ stories shared at the demonstration were meant to raise consciousness to build relationships to galvanize and inspire people for collective action. Knowledge was harnessed here as a tool for social justice activism and mass mobilizations to make demands of governments, to demand their accountability. 


The centrality of public testimonials to the IAMR for the purpose of mobilizing migrants in collective action stood in stark contrast to the activities of NGOs and other civil society actors in the GFMD’s official Civil Society Days where testimonials were explicitly excluded from workshop discussions and where, when a migrant’s testimony was called for, it was deployed in what looked like a kind of publicity stunt. For instance, at the conclusion of the ‘civil society’ conference, in the closing plenary session, “The Interface Between Civil Society and Government” when recommendations from all the prior workshops were to be summed up and presented to government officials, ITUC President Sharan Burrow called upon a Filipina migrant woman employed as a nurse in Italy to offer her policy recommendations to officials. The move caused a bit of a stir because the woman was already making her way out of the conference venue. She had to run back to address the officials and delegates and was breathless from running. She clearly did not expect to be speaking and was unsure of what to say. She then proceeded to narrate her experiences of migration and her opinions about what government officials ought to address in terms of migration policy. Her recommendations were purely individual recommendations. They did not reflect the collective discussion of delegates that had take place over the course of the conference. It was later revealed that a group of pre-selected delegates (the selection process was concluded even before the Civil Society meetings) would address government officials in a private meeting, presumably to offer up the collective discussions of the Civil Society meetings, but away from the scrutiny of the larger body.


Indeed, if the IAMR was a venue through which migrants could share their stories not only to provide real-life testimonies of the violence of TLMPs as well as to cultivate collective identities as migrant workers, it was also a venue through which migrants could cultivate alternative forms of knowledge about the GFMD. As Eni Lestari, an Indonesian migrant domestic worker activist and secretary-general of the newly formed International Migrants Alliance (IMA) which helped organize the demonstration put it, “For many years, many have spoken on our behalf. This time, we will speak for ourselves.” For IMA, the street demonstration and the counter-GFMD conference that it organized was for the purpose of expressing migrants’ concerns more authentically. The street demonstration as well as the IAMR conference proper was a site for the production of alternative forms of knowledge about the GFMD to counter not only the knowledge produced by governments, but indeed that produced by mainstream, professional NGOs who were permitted to participate in the official ‘civil society’ meetings. 


Because it was organized outside of the framework of the official Civil Society framework, migrants could express analyses that were not constrained by the interests of those defining the Civil Society meetings’ framework. Knowledge production at the IAMR, whether occurring on the street or in more formalized conference settings becomes the site for “meaning work” (della Porta, Andretta, Mosca, & Reiter, 2006, p. 62).  

The call of the IAMR conveners was not for reforms of TLMPs but for their rescission. For them, development should not be addressed through migration policy but rather through initiatives that alleviate poverty and create decent employment at home. They argued 

Though it professes to not substitute migration for genuine development, it is evident in the GFMD agenda and process that what it does aims (sic) for is to utilize migration as a cover up for the destruction that neoliberal globalization has heaved to the people’s lives.

IAMR participants expressed an uncompromising stance on the neoliberal logic of the GFMD unlike their counterparts in the Civil Society meetings. Though many of those in the latter meeting were positioned to shape the discourse around the GFMD and had expressed a similar critique of the GFMD during the People’s Global Action, they remained silent on the issue when afforded the opportunity to face government representatives. Instead they oriented themselves toward reforming the GFMD through an agenda already sanctioned by states rather than struggling to alter the terms of discussion. 


Though the IAMR certainly attempted to give primary attention to migrants themselves, they also included ‘experts; in their meetings. Their use of ‘experts’ however, served different ends. Jorge Bustamante, a sociology professor who also serves as UN special rapporteur on migrants’ rights, addressed the IAMR and expressed his critique, as a migration scholar, of the notion ‘migration for development.’ He argued, similar to IAMR conveners, that it is the wrong approach as it makes migrants’ responsible for national development while absolving developing states’ from their responsibilities to working toward development for their citizens at home. Unlike the experts of the Civil Society process, the experts of the IAMR were drawn from those with mandates from self-organized, grassroots migrant groups. Bustamante’s participation in the IAMR was interesting because of his official UN role. Indeed, he repeatedly clarified that his participation in the IAMR was as a sociology professor and not in his official capacity. His participation, nevertheless, had the effect, as intended by IAMR organizers, of further exposing the ways in which migrant advocates, including the UN’s own designated representative for migrants’ concerns, were excluded from the Civil Society processes since he was not officially invited to participate in them.

Academic Knowledge and the Authorization of ‘Civil Society’: Concluding Thoughts


The civil society groups that constitute today’s transnational social movements include self-organized membership-based organizations as well as NGOs. Often, however, scholars fail to make the distinctions between these types of groupings clear. The relative privilege and disadvantage that these distinctions create for groups’ ability to engage in transnational struggles is therefore obscured. Indeed, sometimes it is unclear whether we fully understand these distinctions and their implications. 


Those of us engaged professionally in the work of research and writing, interested in documenting different forms of resistance to neoliberal globalization, but who rely too heavily on the Internet to locate anti-globalization actors, are likely to miss the work of grassroots, self-organized groups. We can be too readily taken in by the technological savvy of NGOs who can occupy significant space in the virtual, if not always in the sensate world. In the case of scholarship on transnational migrants’ political mobilizations, it can be all the more difficult to track the activisms of the self-organized in the virtual world. Migrants, particularly low-wage workers, as foreigners in their countries of employment may be unable to form formal organizations or apply for funding for their projects because they are not well-enough networked or worse because of their legal status as temporary or undocumented workers. There is a real class bias to virtuality that requires the basic hardware to access the Internet (which comes with costs) and the knowledgeability to write (in English) or time to post material. 


Unlike other activists, working class migrants can be incredibly immobile in spite of the transnationality of their daily existence. Without close attention to these distinctions, which can be due in part to an overreliance on virtual space for research, this oversight can be politically dangerous. These are not simply methodological concerns but have some significant political implications as we may, wittingly or unwittingly, confer a kind of authority on groups who do not necessarily represent the broader publics on whose behalf they claim to act. In so doing we may give license to governments to mobilize these groups in ways that legitimize states’ imperatives. As Nancy Naples (2009) argues, “we must hold the academy responsible for producing knowledge that reveals the complex relations of ruling that contour everyday life” (p. 17). To that end, it becomes necessary for scholars to be attentive to the limits and possibilities of different forms of transnational activisms and to be cautious about overly celebratory readings of these activisms. Indeed, it requires that we engage research that allows us insight into local contexts of struggle as it is in those sites where we might identify forms of resistance not immediately apparent in transnational spaces (virtual and otherwise). 


I make this point because the IAMR, for instance, would have been nearly invisible to scholars because the groups that convened it are groups that do not have the same kind of visibility on the Internet as its counterparts who organized the People’s Global Action on Migration and who were ultimately involved in the official GFMD Civil Society meetings. Their inability to participate in these meetings has to do, in part, with the fact that they are often less internationally networked and less visible on the Internet than their wealthier counterparts. It is also, however, a consequence of very different orientations to social change. The IAMR conveners prioritize the painstaking and grueling work of social movement building, which depends on face-to-face interactions for organizational growth. The Internet may be a tool to sustain interactions between social movement actors but it is often less important than cheaper and more accessible communications technologies like cellular and land line telephones. The Internet is not a primary mode of organizing. This is not to say that the IAMR conveners are not interested in making transnational linkages. The IAMR was organized precisely because its conveners are invested in them, yet their focus on social movement building on a more local level often leaves them out of different kinds of transnational networks populated by professional NGO activists. Indeed, IAMR’s conveners, many of whom are inspired by radical anti-capitalist politics, are actively excluded from these networks and indeed from sanctioned transnational political spaces. 


I hope that we as scholars can instead act as interlocutors for specific groups of self-organized migrants who are actively engaged in knowledge production but in less formal and accessible ways. Often, as is the case for many of the groups that comprise IMA, grassroots organizations are staffed mainly by volunteers who focus their limited time and resources on the work of organizing rather than web updates. The Asian Migrants Coordinating Body, one of the lead organizations behind the IAMR, for instance, has managed to organize tens of thousands of women for demonstrations against the Hong Kong government’s efforts to decrease the minimum wage for domestic workers, but one would be hard pressed to find up-to-the-minute information on the group online. Indeed, they do not even have their own website. This is equally true for Migrante-International, a transnational organization of Philippine migrant workers with a global scope and yet only thinly represented online. 


For those of us who are committed to locating alternative imaginings of a more just social order, it becomes vital to pay attention to the knowledge production of those excluded from official venues and who cannot participate in the circuits, virtual and otherwise, through which others in the ‘global justice movement’ traverse. In order to be able to document the kinds of struggles engaged in by migrant worker activists like Elvira Arellano or Eni Lestari requires some level of political investment and engagement on our part as scholars, for it is in spaces outside of the seats of power, like the space of the street, where migrants can come together not only to narrate their experiences but also to articulate radical alternatives to the contemporary global order. To share the knowledge of grassroots migrants through our academic writing as well as through other venues, which becomes only possible through our involvement with them, I believe, is therefore a vital task. Grassroots migrants often challenge us to expand our political imaginaries to demand not simply more rights within the existing paradigms of citizenship, but indeed, rights and citizenship of an entirely different order. 
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