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Presentation

This publication is the product of the confluence between three 
institutional and intellectual impulses. The first is the project 
“Disappeared/Desapariciones. A Transnational Study of a Cate-
gory for Managing, Inhabiting, and Analyzing Social Catastro-
phe and Loss”, a research project directed by Gabriel Gatti at the 
University of the Basque Country.1 In a team formed by col-
leagues based in Europe and Latin America, this collective en-
deavor has been exploring the possibilities and consequences of 
expanding both conceptually and transregionally the uses of the 
category of the disappeared. The project continues the work 
started by the preceding research project, “Worlds of Victims”, 
and builds upon this group’s year-long experience into the in-
quiry about the worlds of life and meaning constructed by per-
sons living in situations of social catastrophe.

The inspiration for expanding this inquiry towards the 
East of Europe came out of the intersection of this project with 
the regional focus of the European University Viadrina Frankfurt 
(Oder), where Estela Schindel conducts her own research and 
coordinates the academic activities of the Viadrina Institute for 
European Studies (IFES). As part of the IFES’ agenda of includ-
ing transregional and global entanglements into the field of 
European studies, and in line with the Viadrina University’s 
mandate of building bridges with the Central and Eastern 
European cultural and political space, the idea was to put this 
region in dialogue with the Latin American and Iberian worlds 
over the questions addressed in the “Desapariciones/

1   This project is sponsored by Spain’s Ministry of Science National Plan for  
Scientific Research, Development and Technological Innovation, (CSO 
CSO2015-66318-P).
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Disappearances” project. The exploration of the validity of a 
conceptual framework that crystallized in the American South 
together with colleagues focusing on the European East pro-
vided us with a unique opportunity for a conversation beyond 
the South-North and East-West divides.   

This initiative could not have found a better setting than 
the one offered by the Forum Transregionale Studien with its 
aim of promoting internationalization and cross-border coop-
eration between scholars with different backgrounds and per-
spectives.

The format of the Explorative Workshops of the Forum 
and the Max Weber Foundation, aimed to probe and generate 
ideas and research questions, fit perfectly with our objective of 
testing the circulation of a conceptual category beyond the con-
text and the languages in which it emerged, opening avenues of 
reciprocal learning between two regions that have seldom been 
in direct exchange with each other. The Explorative Workshops 
were part of a joint project of the Forum and the Max Weber 
Foundation to support transregional studies.2 The workshop’s 
call for ideas on the relation between society, mobility and 
knowledge motivated us to reflect additionally not only on the 
role of spatial deployments, migrations, and mobilities in the 
case studies we investigate, but also about the circulation of 
knowledge, categories and concepts as they travel across re-
gions and historical periods.  

The Explorative Workshop “Social Disappearance: Ex-
plorations Around a Travelling Concept from Latin America to 
Eastern Europe” took place at the Forum Transregionale Studien, 
Berlin, on the 7th and the 8th of February 2019. The contributions 

2   The project was funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research (BMBF).
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gathered in the second part of this volume are based on the im-
pulse papers discussed during the meeting and present a diverse 
array of case studies across Latin America and Southern, Central, 
and Eastern Europe. The essays included in the first part of the 
book offer a conceptual framing for the conversation.  

We are grateful to the Forum Transregionale Studien for 
their support in organizing the workshop and for the publication 
of this volume, as well as to all participants and authors for their 
involvement in this exchange.  

Estela Schindel and Gabriel Gatti
Frankfurt (Oder) & Bilbao, September 2020





Travelling Disappearances: 
A Transregional Encounter
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Mobility and Disappearance: 
Transregional Threads, Historical 
Resonances

Estela Schindel

Migrants lost in the Mexican desert en route to the US or 
drowned in the Mediterranean Sea trying to reach Europe; vic-
tims of state violence in Colombia; Ukrainians displaced in their 
own country or enduring the war in the Donbass; Eastern 
European women trafficked to the tourist towns of Spain; HIV-
positive Polish men and women living clandestinely in Berlin; 
combatants ‘disappeared’ in Bosnia; sick migrants going under-
ground; persons missing for reasons unknown. What do all 
these cases have in common and why are they included together 
in this volume? Why are we inquiring about them under the 
prism of social disappearances? 

Across their diversity and geographical dispersion, the 
question that runs through the case studies presented in this 
publication – as it did in the workshop that is at its origin – is 
whether and to what extent they all present common features 
and how can they testify to a shift in the deployment of violence 
and in the current configurations of exclusion and precarious-
ness. The aim of the meeting was to explore these questions 
from a transregional perspective between Latin America and 
Europe focusing on Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe.1

1   The workshop “Social Disappearance: Explorations Around a Travelling 
Concept from Latin America to Eastern Europe” took place at the Forum 
Transregionale Studien, Berlin, on the 7th and the 8th of February 2019. Michał 
Buchowski (Europa-Universität Viadrina Frankfurt (Oder)/Unywersytet im. 
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The point of departure for this exchange across conti-
nents and beyond regional and historical differences was the 
category of social disappearance as put forward by Gabriel 
Gatti.2 This category is an attempt to conceptually account for a 
series of emergent forms of exclusion, precariousness, or invis-
ibility that seem to be difficult to grasp using conventional ap-
proaches of the social sciences. In the Explorative Workshop 
that brought us together in Berlin in February 2019, we wanted 
to use this concept as a tool to discuss both empirical aspects 
and theoretical-conceptual approaches in our own research. The 
invitation was essentially an inquiry into the use and validity of 
this category with researchers from or working in or on Eastern 
and Central Europe. The dialogue aimed to contrast both the 
empirical cases under study and our theoretical-conceptual 
frameworks in order to identify regional specific traces and/or 
transregional commonalities. We wanted to find out whether 
and to what extent the South American desaparecido, a category 
shaped in the Global South that has already had an intense 
transregional reception, along with the set of conceptual tools 
developed around this figure, may be further applied to other 
current social phenomena through the notion of social disap-
pearance. By doing this, a parallel goal was thus to stimulate the 
transregional exchange between Latin America and Eastern and 
Central Europe, two regions that have seldom been in direct 
intellectual contact with each other. 

Adama Mickiewicza w Poznanin), Botakoz Kassymbekova (Forum Trans-
regionale Studien) and Anton Nikolotov (Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin) 
participated in the workshop together with the authors of this volume, and 
contributed valuable insights to the discussion.

2   Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 
(Possible) Uses of a Category for Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 25-43. A 
shortened version of this article is included in this volume.
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The goal of the meeting was thus threefold. We wanted to 
1) explore the possible transnational uses of the category of “so-
cial disappearance” for what we consider to be new forms of ex-
clusion, precariousness, or invisibility, especially those that
emerge in relation to global mobilities; 2) contrast and compare
the case studies along our main research questions in order to
identify specificities, commonalities, and possible shared con-
cerns; and 3) open paths for mutual learning and knowledge ex-
change among researchers working on related cases in Europe
and Latin America.

Many questions discussed during the workshop had been 
addressed by Gatti and me, together with researchers from seven 
different countries, in the project “Disappeared/Desapariciones. 
A Transnational Study of a Category for Managing, Inhabiting, 
and Analyzing Social Catastrophe and Loss”, directed by Gatti at 
the University of the Basque Country.3 This joint research project 
was aimed at testing the category of disappearance as a tool for a 
theoretical and methodological analysis of social worlds marked 
by intense processes of de-structuring, de-institutionalizing, and 
rupturing of meaning. The working hypothesis was that a possi-
ble characterization of the figure of the disappeared (those clan-
destinely abducted and murdered under Latin American dictator-
ships in the 1970s) has not only travelled globally and became a 
productive category transnationally, but it can furthermore pro-
vide a conceptual and analytical instrumentarium capable of ac-
counting for those other contemporary forms of existence that are 
even beyond what can be encompassed by the vocabularies of 
marginalization or exclusion.

3   “Desapariciones. Estudio en perspectiva transnacional de una categoría para 
gestionar, habitar y analizar la catástrofe social y la pérdida” (Spain’s Ministry 
of Science National Plan for Scientific Research Development and Technolog-
ical Innovation, CSO2015-66318-P).
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Social Disappearance: A Key to Accessing Broken 
Life-Worlds?

In the interpretation suggested by Gatti, as opposed to ‘older’ 
forms of marginalization like poverty or homelessness, we now 
seem to be facing radically new forms of exclusion that require 
new tools to be understood and that could be framed as social 
disappearances.4 In contrast to social groups that were consid-
ered part of the organic structure of a given society in spite of 
their marginalization, such as refugees (who might one day be 
re-integrated into a nation-state) or the poor (who are marginal, 
yet part of the social fabric),5 these contemporary forms of exist-
ence are fundamentally deprived of all social inscription and 
civil protection, with little or no hope of future inclusion. Across 
the globe, largely invisible, uncharted forms of social existence 
that often remain below the radar of public policies could be 
thus inquired into through the conceptual lens of social disap-
pearance. 

These cases appear to be less the result of an exceptional 
situation than the outcome of a systematic and permanent con-
dition. Precarious lives, social waste, interned refugees, the ab-
jected or the expelled are different but convergent interpreta-
tions of these deprived social existences.6 “Expulsed” from the 

4   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”.
5   Eleni Varikas, Les rebuts du monde: figures du paria, Paris: Éditions Stock, 

2007; Georg Simmel, “The Poor”, Social Problems 13/2, 1965, 118-140.
6   Respectively in Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Vi-

olence, London/NY: Verso, 2004; Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives: Modernity 
and its Outcasts, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004; Michel Agier, Managing the 
Undesirables: Refugee Camps and Humanitarian Government, Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2011; Imogen Tyler, Revolting Subjects: Social Abjection and Resistance 
in Neoliberal Britain, London: Zed Books, 2013; Saskia Sassen, Expulsions: 
Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy, Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2014.
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possibility of reintegrating into social life, for Saskia Sassen 
their broken social worlds are linked to the “emergence of new 
logics of expulsion” as the multi-sited manifestation of a deeper 
systemic dynamic.7 The long-term unemployed, displaced per-
sons with no perspective of return, the nomadic homeless, or 
stateless individuals, are some of such emerging social figures 
in the context of a global order that seems to systematically 
abandon them. This category may apply to a range of cases in-
cluding undocumented, invisibilized, clandestine, or trafficked 
populations. All these are often difficult to map and therefore to 
approach.8 They are often underrepresented in official records 
and thus pose a challenge both to policy makers and to re-
searchers.

In Gatti’s characterization, social disappearance is not a 
direct consequence of state persecution as in enforced 
disappearances,9 but rather a consequence of abandonment or 
under-registration by the authorities.10 Although they are differ-
ent in nature and cause, social disappearance may produce 
similar effects in terms of unaccountability and of the invisibil-

7   Sassen, Expulsions, 1-5.
8   Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach to 

the Study of Hidden Populations”, Social Problems 44/2, 1997, 11-34; Matthew 
J. Salganik and Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Sampling and Estimation in Hidden
Populations Using Respondent-Driven Sampling”, Sociological Methodology
34, 2004,193-239; Marinus Spreen, “Rare Populations, Hidden Populations,
and Link-Tracing Designs: What and Why?”, BMS: Bulletin of Sociological
Methodology 36, 1992, 34-58.

9   United Nations, “International Convention for the Protection of All Persons
from Enforced Disappearance”, United Nations, 2006, http://www.ohchr.org/
Documents/ProfessionalInterest/disappearance-convention.pdf [accessed:
02.09.2020].

10   Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1998; Barak Kalir and Wilem van Schendel,
“Introduction: Nonrecording States between Legibility and Looking Away”,  
 Focaa: Journal of Global and Historical Anthropology 77, 2017, 1-7.

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/disappearance-convention.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/disappearance-convention.pdf
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ity of the groups affected, thus giving rise to existences that are 
detached from legal inscription and civil protection.11 These 
cases bring about the conjunction of absence from state records 
and from its obligations, invisibility from mainstream society, 
and pervasiveness of modes of existence in which people often 
navigate between legality and illegality and mostly endure ex-
treme material conditions. As it will be later argued, these phe-
nomena are often related to specific mobile configurations of 
the globalized present.

The expansion of the category of disappearances for situ-
ations so distant and distinct from those that prompted the 
category of enforced disappearance may initially seem inade-
quate or of little use. Most cases of enforced disappearance in-
deed take place in contexts of political oppression or systematic 
persecution of political dissidents, as was the case in Latin 
America in the 1970s where the category of desaparecido first 
took root. Those situations are very distant from the geopolitical 
configurations that produce the forms of existence explored 
here under the perspective of social disappearances. However, 
according to the thesis advanced by Gatti, the evidence that in-
creasing numbers of lives are not being accounted for requires a 
new interpretation and possibly a more elastic understanding of 
the definition and reach of the category of disappearance. 

Enforced disappearances target clearly defined individu-

11   Gabriel Gatti, “Prolegómeno. Para un concepto científico de desaparición.”, 
in: Gabriel Gatti (ed.), Desapariciones. Usos locales, circulaciones globales, 
Bogotá: Siglo del Hombre Editores and Universidad de los Andes, 2017; Jana 
Králová, “What is Social Death?”, Contemporary Social Science 10:3, 2015, 
235-248; Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study, 
Harvard: Harvard University Press, 1982; Étienne Tassin, “La desaparición 
en las sociedades liberales”, in: Gabriel Gatti (ed.), Desapariciones. Usos 
locales, circulaciones globales, Bogotá: Siglo del Hombre Editores and Uni-
versidad de los Andes, 2017.
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als who are mostly objects of persecution for their political or 
social activism. In these cases power operates upon their indi-
vidualized bodies and often aims to extract a confession from 
them through the use of torture. In the current configurations, 
governmentality strategies are targeted at populations or larger 
groups that are instead viewed as an undifferentiated mass, so 
that the individual and their personal information becomes ir-
relevant. Following Foucault’s analytical vocabulary, anato-
mopolitics (the intervention upon the bodies) gives place to bi-
opolitics, an operation over the population at large. In this con-
text, the new disappearances would be less the product of a 
positive action than the result of omission and abandonment; 
not a direct consequence of state persecution as in enforced 
disappearances, but the effect of structural abandonment, un-
der-registration or expulsion that does not necessarily take 
place under authoritarian rule but also under liberal regimes.12

These are not the product of volitional acts of deliberately 
making people disappear, but of the exclusion from frameworks 
of belonging and protection, such as the case of the marginal 
population first socially disappeared, then later murdered by 
state forces analyzed by Juan Pablo Aranguren or the trafficked 
women in the study of María Martínez, both presented in this 
volume. They may not be forcefully made to disappear through 
a paramilitary commando, but denied the protection of the state 
through other means, or by mere inaction. Such cases express 
the dynamics interpreted by Rob Nixon as a form of “slow vio-
lence”, namely “a violence that occurs gradually and out of 
sight,” and is “dispersed across time and space;” an “attritional 
violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all.”13 In this 

12   Tassin, “La desaparición en las sociedades liberales”.
13   Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, Cambridge: 
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configuration, the agency of violence may not be open and direct 
but displaced, externalized and concealed, for instance expos-
ing people to the elements as it happens with the migrants 
forced to cross deserts and seas on their journeys, analyzed in 
the contributions by Ignacio Irazuzta and myself.

Although they differ from enforced disappearance in na-
ture and cause, social disappearances may produce similar ef-
fects in terms of unaccountability, invisibility of the groups af-
fected, and detachment from legal inscription and civil protec-
tion, which can often be intensified by their transitional or no-
madic living conditions. They may also present the researcher 
with analogous difficulties concerning the challenges of finding 
adequate methods and languages. 

In the cases discussed in the workshop and documented 
here, colleagues from or working in or about Latin America and 
Central and Eastern Europe were invited to reflect on their own 
research through the perspective of ‘social disappearance’. They 
were asked to provide a closer look at their empirical material 
and the particularities emerging from their engagement with 
social worlds of extreme deprivation and instability. This in-
cludes the specific methodological challenges raised when do-
ing fieldwork with such unstable research objects, like those 
associated with difficulty of access to, or lack of continuity with 
the informants. The issues also addressed the question of 
whether and how these forms of existence are being registered, 
accounted for, and managed, either by state or non-state agents, 
and what problems of under-registration, social invisibility, and 
abandonment they observe. 

The workshop was conceived and organized along certain 
lines of discussion that were also meant to structure the essays 

Harvard University Press, 2013, 2.
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gathered in this volume. For the discussion in Berlin, as for 
these contributions, participants were invited to reflect on and 
answer the following questions in relation to their research:

1. What is your research object and what are the main
features of the social phenomena you have been studying?

2. To what extent does the category of social disappearance
apply to your own object of study?

3. Who is in charge of registering people affected by the
social phenomena you are studying, and how is this being
done? What methodological challenges does this case
present and how have you tackled or are you tackling them
in your research?

4. How is this social phenomenon affected by (new) mobilities
in Europe and/or across the globe?

5. How do the subjects of your study make sense of their own
living situation? What forms of agency, voice, resistance or
survival strategies do they develop, if they do?

Like the conversations held in Berlin, the contributions 
gathered in this publication aim to use these questions as an 
opportunity for exchange. The goal is to offer and obtain insight 
into the methods and strategies applied to engage with such 
diverse research fieldwork and to learn from their empirical 
density. To what extent can the cases studied by the workshop 
participants be analyzed as ‘social disappearances’? Does this 
category apply to their existences, even though they might not 
have been categorized as such before? How can we apprehend 
their unstable social worlds conceptually and methodologically?
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Lives on the Edge: How to Approach Unstable Social 
Worlds  

From their diverse geographical and socio-political contexts, the 
case studies discussed in this volume cover a wide range of ex-
istences in extreme conditions, and relate to some form of 
South-North or East-West mobility, under-registration, aban-
donment by the state, or social invisibility. They include the 
migrants ‘disappeared’ in Mexico, researched by Ignacio 
Irazuzta, and the HIV-positive men and women from Poland 
living underground, often homeless, in Berlin in the study of 
Paweł Lewicki; those disappeared twice (the first time ‘socially’) 
as in the case of the ‘false positives’ of Colombia analyzed in the 
contribution of Juan Pablo Aranguren, and the African and 
Eastern European women trafficked to Spain, studied by María 
Martínez. They comprise of those mysteriously ‘disappeared’ 
across the West-East European axis present in Anna Matyska’s 
contribution as well as the sick migrants who prefer to abandon 
health care for the sake of their own mobility in the research of 
Karolina Follis, Luca Follis and Nicola Bearns.  They range from 
the Bosnian war combatants to the present day migrants who 
disappear in the analysis of Laura Huttunen. They may encom-
pass extensive zones of non-citizenship, such as in the case of 
the Ukrainians displaced in the east of their own country or 
living in the Donbass, which are the object of Oksana Mikheieva’s 
investigation, or in the exposure to the elements faced by mi-
grants camping around the Spanish exclave of Melilla, or those 
seeking to reach the Greek islands by boat, whose practices are 
discussed in my own essay.
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 Approaching subjects living under unstable and volatile 
conditions poses a challenge, not only because establishing 
conversations with them can be difficult, but also because there 
are cases in which it is precisely a certain invisibility that allows 
them to manage their existences. Research strategies and the 
ethics of ethnography belong intrinsically to our inquiry: What 
does it mean for individuals living under extreme conditions to 
become visible for the research? Is the use of the category social 
disappearance already a situation in which we are speaking on 
their behalf? Is the practice of writing about the ‘social disap-
peared’ in fact a way of making them appear? How can silence 
be interpreted?

Altogether, the introduction of the category social disap-
pearance proved to be productive in fueling the workshop’s de-
bate on these problems. It became an avenue for mutually learn-
ing about geographically remote cases that are lesser known for 
those not well acquainted either with Latin America or with 
Eastern Europe. However, when applied to specific cases, opin-
ions on the validity of the category were mixed among the work-
shop participants and still are in the essays published here. 
While authors such as Ignacio Irazuzta and María Martínez 
support and substantiate its productivity, other authors discuss 
the notion critically and point out its shortcomings. The collec-
tive contribution by Karolina Follis, Luca Follis and Nicola 
Bearns poses questions regarding the conditions for becoming 
either visible or invisible, in which the terms for the visibility of 
the populations under study are seen as contingent and rela-
tional rather than as a permanent and univocal state. Also 
Paweł Lewicki and Anna Matyska emphasize in their essays the 
strategic uses of clandestine living deployed by the subjects in 
their research, namely Polish migrants going underground, 
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often voluntarily, in Western Europe. Therefore, the terms in 
which the alleged socially disappeared go missing cannot be 
seen as an absolute condition: it takes place on the threshold 
between law and exception, or between mobility and institu-
tional barriers, alternately inhabiting the legal and illegal 
spheres. Certain ‘social disappearances’ may be thusly related to 
certain conditions of appearance towards certain agents and in 
fact may not be really invisible, but included and visible in cer-
tain conditions and for certain networks. 

Concerning the life worlds analyzed in their respective 
research, most participants in the workshop emphasized the 
relevance of agency and of resources for survival on the side of 
the subjects they observe (as do several essays in this volume). 
Factors such as religion, a plan for migration and hard work 
abroad for a better future, activist engagement, interstices of 
leisure and pleasure (which may include the routines of addic-
tion), and the attachment of happiness to narratives of care, 
self-sacrifice, or altruism were identified as elements that can 
organize and provide meaning or a sense of purpose to lives 
lived on the edge. Such practices were mentioned among the 
strategies for daily survival and for managing everyday logistics 
and infrastructures when lives are made of ‘ordinary catastro-
phes’.14 These practices may include conscious navigation be-
tween the spheres of legality/visibility and illegality/invisibility. 
For instance, people can go missing ‘voluntarily’ when they feel 
that they have ‘failed’ as migrants, as in the work of Anna 
Matyska. They make choices, even if these contradict or oppose 
the normative ideals of political and medical welfare regimes – 
like the patients going underground and f leeing networks of 
humanitarian care in the case studied by Karolina Follis and her 

14    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”.
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colleagues. Situations experienced by the populations studied 
may reveal unusual or even paradoxical forms of agency, like the 
tactics deployed by migrants at sea analyzed in my own text. 
The question of how to live or endure extreme living conditions 
haunts Oksana Mikheieva’s portrait of those displaced or living 
in war zones in Ukraine. Ultimately, this question leads to the 
difficulty of finding universal criteria for deciding what a ‘good’ 
or a ‘bad’ life is and under what criteria this can be deter-
mined.15 In this context, the Andean concept of buenvivir (sumak 
kawsay) was put forward during the workshop discussions as an 
alternative orientation for defining a good life.16 In the end, it 
was claimed, there can be no absolutes in terms of the defini-
tion of good or bad lives since all social facts are relational and 
history has repeatedly proved that life conditions can always be 
worsened. Even under such extreme conditions, however, social 
relations are developed and social worlds emerge. Amidst catas-
trophe and abandonment, life, agency, and voices can be articu-
lated and strategies of solidarity, survival and mutual care are 
reinvented and renewed.

In the debates on the validity and the uses of ‘social dis-
appearance’, this category was discussed in contrast to other 
concepts that, as it was argued by some workshop participants, 
may have a more universal or anthropologically generalizable 
reach, such as abandonment, precariousness, invisibilization, 

15   Some of these questions were addressed in María Martínez, Ignacio Irazuzta 
and Estela Schindel, “Desaparición. La vida en sus límites”, Oñati Socio-legal 
Series 9/2, 2019, 222-236, Special Issue “La desaparición forzada de perso-
nas: circulación transnacional y usos sociales de una categoría del derecho 
humanitario”, Oñati International Institute for the Sociology of Law. 

16   sumak kawsay is a quechua word often translated as “good living”. It conveys 
the cosmovision of Andean communities in Latin America of a full life in har-
mony with other people and nature. This notion has evolved and it has been 
put forward as an alternative conception to Western notions of development.
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vulnerability, or social death. It was also suggested that the nu-
anced context of the practices observed may be better captured 
by the concept of differential inclusion.17 Yet even if they are not 
named under a common category, and if finding such a label 
that fits all of them may be an impossible task, the cases pre-
sented here reveal certain common features that were deemed to 
be characteristic to neoliberal globalization, and that are transre-
gional and therefore present in both of the regions under scrutiny.

Mobile Disappearances: Destabilizing Established 
Geographies of Power

In addition to the characteristics previously mentioned, a re-
markable feature shared by the case studies presented in this 
volume is the extent to which they reveal existences permeated 
by transitional, mobile, or nomadic conditions. In contrast to 
earlier figurations of disappearance, in which subjects were 
usually tied to and enclosed in fixed places, a range of figures 
now exists whose detachment from the social structures and 
mechanisms of protection of the state often takes place in 
movement: the homeless, stateless, migrants, refugees, traf-
ficked persons, and other precarious existences cannot be easily 
mapped into stable cartographies, but need to be analyzed in 
their mobile trajectories. 

17   This notion contains the “conviction that figures who inhabit the world’s 
borderscapes are not marginal subjects that subsist on the edges of society 
but central protagonists in the drama of composing the space, time, and ma-
teriality of the social itself.” Sandro Mezzadra and Brett Neilson, Border as 
Method, or the Multiplication of Labor, Durham and London: Duke University 
Press, 2013, 159. 
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These trends can be read in relation to the new deploy-
ments of governmentality under neoliberalism that, as with 
social disappearances, rely less on active repression than on 
abandonment. As anticipated by Gilles Deleuze,18 such forms of 
exercising power do not readily fix the populations to stable and 
compartmented spaces, which would make them the object of 
policies and statistics, but rather abandon them to a continuous 
drifting, monitoring them instead through an undulating, free-
floating control that operates as a continuous network over 
open spaces. 

Many of the existences under study in the second part of 
this book are directly or indirectly affected by global (South-
North) and trans-European (East-West) mobilities. In Europe, 
they may have been brought about both by the Schengen regime 
– the softening of inner-European borders and the simultaneous
tightening of external borders – and its consequences on the
emergence of new refugee and migratory movements. While the
essays by Ignacio Irazuzta, Laura Huttunen, Follis and col-
leagues, and myself focus on migratory transits from the Global
South to North, the eastern enlargement of the EU, and the
consequent increase in migration and human trafficking that
accompanied it, underlies the cases studies of Oksana Mikheieva, 
Anna Matyska and Paweł Lewicki. Both movements, from the
East to the West and from South to North, converge in the case
of trafficked women analyzed by María Martínez in her essay.
The case of the Colombian ‘false positives’ discussed by Juan
Pablo Aranguren in his contribution cannot be exscinded from
the dramatic displacement of population that has been taking
place in that country through the last decades. The exclusionary

18   Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control”, October 59 (Winter), 
1992, 3-7.
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dynamics explored here are therefore entangled with global pro-
cesses and should be thought of in relation to wider changes in 
transnational mobilities and considering that under the neolib-
eral regime the governmentality strategies are in transforma-
tion as well. 

The focus on mobility and circulation has implications 
for our rather static analytical categories and methods. In a con-
text of cultural-political hegemony of the sedentary and the set-
tled, movement is seen as an aberration. Analyzing lifeworlds 
which are unstable and mobile thus allows us to overcome the 
nation-state container model and methodological national-
isms.19 This is necessary, not only because the movements of 
populations and contested sovereignties inside the territorial 
limits of some nation states destabilize those units, such as in 
Ukraine and Colombia (tackled by Oksana Mikheieva and Juan 
Pablo Aranguren in their essays), but also in order to question 
the very stability of the nation state as a construct. Instead of 
prioritizing the role of such stable geopolitical units, and thus 
further consolidating this static view, the focus may produc-
tively be placed on the conditions and materiality of circulation 
and mobility. 

In this new dynamic, the spatialities of exclusion, pre-
cariousness or (social) disappearance are not always fixed and 
related to places of enclosure, nor are they aimed at immobiliz-
ing, but may increasingly rely on producing forced displacement 
and abandonment in the open.20 In spite of the methodological 

19   Nina Glick Schiller and Andreas Wimmer, “Methodological Nationalism and 
Beyond: Nation-State Building, Migration and the Social Sciences”, Global 
Networks 2/4, 2002, 301-334.

20   Estela Schindel, “Desiertos, mares, islas: geografías de intemperie como 
espacios de desaparición en contextos migratorios” (Deserts, Seas, Islands: 
Geographies of Disappearance in the Context of Migration), Papeles del CEIC, 
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challenges derived from studying populations on the move, pay-
ing attention to the mobility variable becomes crucial. 

Our discussions were also permeated by questions of 
mobility in another way, namely the very circulation and travel 
of the category of the disappeared. The South American desa-
parecido, along with the set of conceptual tools developed 
around this figure, has been the object of an intense transre-
gional journey, from its emergence in South America’s Southern 
Cone in the 1970s, and through its reception and re-appropria-
tion in other contexts, as in Spain.21 As a category shaped in the 
Global South, the conversation documented in this book may 
provide an additional contribution for challenging the usual 
task division in the transnational circulation of knowledge, 
where the South provides the case studies and the North the 
theories and concepts to be applied to them. 

This allows us to deepen channels of exchange that are not 
dependent on the North Atlantic space, with the North America-
Western Europe hegemonic position in the production and circu-
lation of knowledge. Such hegemony is part of the global division 
of labour that Manuela Boatcă addresses in her contribution to 
this volume. This division, she claims, “places theory, together 
with civilization and culture, in the core, while consigning the 
periphery to an object of study of the former and thus to the sta-
tus of ‘silenced societies’.”22 There are traditions and practices of 
knowledge silenced, and thus “epistemic disappearances, long 
before, and as a prerequisite of, social disappearances”.23 

International Journal on Collective Identity Research 1/1, papel 228, 2020, 
1-16. 

21    Gatti, “Prolegómeno”.
22    See Manuela Boatcă, this volume.
23    Ibid.
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The transformations underlying our research themes 
have been largely studied in non-Western European contexts,24 
but they have seldom been put in relation to one another or 
compared along the South-North or East-West axes. Moreover, 
they have not been explored in their transregional entangle-
ments. Neither have they been mapped into those larger mobile 
trends that increasingly shape societal transformation and de-
mand the inclusion of mobility as a central key for social inves-
tigation.25 First with the workshop and now with this publica-
tion, we aim to expand the mutual knowledge and foster ex-
change between two world regions that have rarely been in dia-
logue with each other beyond the international centres of aca-
demic production and the concomitant hegemony of the English 
language. In this way, we hope to enhance the circulation and 
transfer of ideas as well as the reception of scholarly production 
that is often unavailable from one to the other. Among other 
things, this volume is thus a testimony to the possibility of pro-
ducing and exchanging knowledge beyond the North-South and 
East-West divides.

24   João Biehl, Vita: Life in a Zone of Social Abandonment, Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2013; Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Death Without Weeping: The 
Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil, Berkeley & Los Angeles: California Univer-
sity Press, 1992; Veena Das, Sujetos del dolor, agentes de dignidad, Bogotá: 
Pontificia Universidad Javeriana, 2008; Stephan Lessenich, Neben uns die 
Sintf lut. Die Externalisierungsgesellschaft und ihr Preis, Berlin: Hanser, 2016; 
Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics”, Public Culture 15/1, 2003, 11-40.

25   John Urry, Mobilities, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007; Tim Cresswell, On the 
Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World, New York: Routledge, 2006; Paul 
Virilio, Vitesse et politique. Essai de dromologie, Paris: Gallimard, 1977.
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Travelling Concepts and Translations 

How do conceptual categories actually travel? And what hap-
pens to them when they move across regions, cultures and 
continents? The significance of the context of emergence, circu-
lation, and reception of concepts was emphasized in the discus-
sions and is being debated here, especially, in the essay of 
Zuzanna Dziuban. She poses Mieke Bal’s conceptualization of a 
travelling concept as a useful perspective, since it claims that 
concepts are not univocal but multilayered, in f lux, and con-
tested, precisely because they do not have the same meaning for 
everyone.26

Concepts do not travel easily and the challenge started for 
us with the diversity of uses and meanings attached to the word 
‘disappeared’ across continents and languages. In the Latin 
American context, where the category ‘disappeared’ first crys-
tallized, the term has undergone a process of grammatical and 
semantic transformation, from being a participle form to be-
coming a subject, from denoting an intransitive verb (to vanish) 
into one denoting an action (to make someone disappear). 
While in English a series of terms open up a space of semantic 
ambiguity (missing, lost, vanished), Polish native speakers pre-
sent at the workshop explained how in their language two dif-
ferent words can be used to translate disappearance, with the 
meaning shifting if using either zniknąć (to disappear in myste-
rious circumstances, to vanish) and zagniąć (a term closer to ‘go 
missing’ and mostly used for ‘enforced disappearance’ as 
wymuszonezaginięcie’, but not actually fitting precisely into its 
meaning). Testing the novelty of social disappearance for con-

26   Mieke Bal, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide, Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2002.
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texts where there is no such popularly generalized understand-
ing of the ‘originary’ term disappearance thus posed a challenge 
and proved that no category can be universally valid and ‘clean’. 
Throughout the workshop, the discussions navigated the ten-
sion between the need for precision when referring to the local 
manifestations of the social phenomena that can be assimilated 
to social disappearances, while also exploring the reach of the 
applicability of transregionally circulating concepts. Even if the 
concept of the disappeared travelled globally through interna-
tional human rights law, the contexts in which it may be applied 
have their own historical and cultural specificities, as is the 
case in the Central and Eastern European region.

Latin America and Eastern Europe have both experienced 
dictatorial rule and massive state violence. From a larger his-
torical perspective, according to Manuela Boatcă in her essay, 
they can be seen as the first regions which were transformed 
into laboratories of capitalist modernity by peripheral capitalist 
expansion. In both regions new types of governance were ex-
perimented with for the first time, together with modern ways 
of extracting value from (forced) labor. Slaves, as another ‘disap-
peared’ population that ‘does not count’, thus emerge as a his-
torical connector between the two. Parallel cultural tropes can 
be attached to the legacy of slavery, like the figure of the zombie 
in the Latin American and Caribbean imaginaries and, in the 
Slavic cultural-historical tradition, that of the robot: two cases 
of animated but soulless creatures associated with forced labor. 
At the same time, the practice of disappearing political oppo-
nents and alleged enemies under the dictatorship that ruled 
Argentina in the 1970s, for instance, cannot be detached from 
the blueprint provided by the Nacht-und-Nebel-Erlaß, imple-
mented by the Nazi regime in the 1940s with the purpose of 
having undesired citizens ‘disappeared beyond the border’.
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As Michał Buchowski pointed out in the workshop dis-
cussions, phenomena that could be associated with disappear-
ance have long been present in Central and Eastern Europe, at 
least since the Holocaust and the disappearance of Polish sol-
diers after WWII. They concern the massive uncertainty with 
regards to the whereabouts of disappeared individuals – either 
by Stalinist repression or the Nazi genocide – under totalitarian 
regimes. However, the framing of such cases has differed sig-
nificantly from that of the Latin American disappearances, 
which imply the emergence of a new, ambiguous status sus-
pended between life and death. Under Soviet oppression, sub-
jects were violently ‘absented’ by the action of the state, but this 
did not result in the production of a new ontological condition, 
which occurred in the Southern Cone in the 1970s.27 People 
would be taken away and vanish, but through the secrecy and 
silence there was something categorical, absolute, and irrefuta-
ble about their absence. Political repression, assassination, or 
genocide were thus deemed better terms for framing those state 
crimes than disappearance by the workshop participants from 
regions that had undergone Soviet rule. Botakoz Kassymbekova 
provided insightful ref lections on such clandestine kidnappings 
by state forces that, interestingly enough, were never character-
ized as disappearances. Unlike the responses to the kidnap-
pings under the dictatorships in South America that gave rise to 
a space for contestation and reclamation to the state, these 
cases would rather imply an open secret and an absolute: they 
are gone. The word used to name those situations at that time 
was categorical (they were ‘taken’) and left no place for doubt or 
contestation. In contrast to the Latin American context, as 

27   Gabriel Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina and Uruguay: Iden-
tity and Meaning, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.
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Kassymbekova claimed, the somewhat ‘dialogical’ condition al-
ready implied in the use of the euphemism ‘disappeared’ does not 
exist, for the term disappearance contains a euphemism and 
within it a question and an interpellation to the state: no one just 
disappears, so where are they? This thin margin in which contes-
tation is possible would open a possibility of resistance that did 
not exist in contexts of oppression by Soviet-backed regimes.

The invitation to consider social disappearance transre-
gionally proved to be extremely suggestive not only (or not as 
much) in terms of the effective applicability of the concept in 
itself, but especially because of the resonances, associations, 
and narratives that it stimulated in relation to the participants’ 
own research work. Historical experiences that took place at 
distant geographical and historical coordinates may be helpful 
to illuminate and better understand the more familiar contexts: 
in her essay, Zuzanna Dziuban narrates the experience of hav-
ing gained new insights into past and present Polish antisemi-
tism through her contact with theories of the haunting applied 
to the Argentinean ‘disappeared’. As in her case, our transre-
gional encounter highlighted the potential of the term (social) 
disappearance due to its origin as a form of popular claim in the 
South, and due to its further expansion across the globe. At the 
same time, it became clear that the category needs to be histori-
cized, situating its reception in specific historical, cultural, and 
linguistic frames. In certain (post-)Soviet contexts, social disap-
pearance may apply and become particularly useful in relation 
to those groups that may be ostracized from society, such as 
homosexuals or the elderly, who according to some workshop 
participants, are not perceived to socially exist. The category 
proved thus to be productive for thinking collectively about situ-
ations of social erasure, social inexistence, or ostracism such as 
contemporary forms of civil or social death. 
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The exchange during the workshop also revealed the ex-
tent to which the notion of (social) disappearance is always de-
fined against the background of a certain definition of citizen-
ship: this not only implies a certain assumption in terms of 
what a qualified life is, but also a specific relation to the state. 
In the context in which disappearance as a figure crystallized, 
in the Latin America of the 1970s, the ‘good life’ was that of the 
liberal citizen. However, as it became clear during the workshop 
conversation, political regimes and definitions of citizenship or 
even individuality differ greatly across and between the two re-
gions under discussion. Almost all the case studies discussed in 
the workshop imply forms of deviation from modern liberal 
citizenship, but the production of individuals-citizens is not the 
same everywhere. The category of social disappearance seems 
to apply and work if and insomuch as the object of disappear-
ance is a subject conceived as an individual and a rights-holder. 
Therefore, it assumes and demands two typically modern pil-
lars for subjectivity, namely, the ideas of individual and citizen, 
which are attached to the liberal conception of (good) life and, 
as was remarked in relation to the gender variable, are neatly 
defined as male. The definition of the individual-citizen as a 
figure of fulfilled identity, however, is not universal and in cer-
tain contexts the background against which the (social) disap-
peared is produced can thus be blurred. Indeed, as Botakoz 
Kassymbekova pointed out in the workshop, in (post-)Soviet 
contexts such as Central Asia accountability for individual ex-
istences cannot take place as in the West – or in the Western 
influenced Latin America – with their modern liberal idea of the 
citizen, since there the individual as such does not exist with 
equal weight and singular biographies are not as highly valued. 
These considerations that were raised tentatively in the meeting 
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deserve further investigation and should inspire more transre-
gional comparisons and dialogues.

This publication aims to document and expand the reach 
of the encounter of 2019. Our explorative conversations in 
Berlin have opened a productive path that will be worth follow-
ing, and have proven that there was and will still be much to 
learn mutually between the European East and the American 
South along the way of future conversations, across global im-
balances in the circulation of knowledge, and in fruitful transre-
gional exchange. The workshop revealed how fertile transre-
gional travelling concepts can become, precisely, as it is sug-
gested in the following pages,28 if they are not meant to define, 
equate, or simplify, but to complicate and inquire.
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The Social Disappeared

Gabriel Gatti1 

Understanding the conversion of nonsense into sense. That is 
how Michel Foucault2 once described the task faced by the gene-
alogist in analyzing the transformation of something uncertain 
into a shared obviousness. With the category of disappeared one 
can play with the brilliance of the definition and argue that it 
has gradually been turning into a shared obviousness, and, as 
such, it indeed orders the reality it denotes. But it does so con-
ceiving it, precisely, as nonsensical. Absurdity, absence, para-
dox, void, senselessness, decivilization, uncertainty, impossi-
bility, unrepresentability are certainly some of the terms that 
currently accompany the most accepted meanings of the phe-
nomenon of disappearance and its corollary, the disappeared. A 
nondead/nonliving, an absent/present. An absurd.

If we apply a conceptual history approach to the detained-
disappeared, we find that a complex effort unfolded alongside it, 
which has ultimately raised a “new state of being” – a strange 
and disconcerting state of being – to the status of evidence.3 
That effort has four major milestones: (1) the establishment of 
the category itself as the experience of those who were direct 
victims of forced disappearance when there were still no terms 

1   This text is a shortened version of Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: 
Genealogy, Global Circulations, and (Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad 
Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 25-43.

2   Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, in: John Richardson and 
Brian Leiter (eds.), Nietzsche, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1978, 139-164. 

3   Gabriel Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina and Uruguay: Iden-
tity and Meaning, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.
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with which to name it, (2) the elevation of that category to a le-
gal-criminal status in international human rights law, and (3) 
and (4) its widespread circulation and expansion.4

From Bewilderment to a Category: The Invention of the 
Original Disappeared

Many would dispute the claim that Argentina’s Dirty War 
(1976–83) was the only – or even the most devastating – sce-
nario of the form of extermination now known as the forced 
disappearance of persons. There have certainly been many other 
places that suffered similar forms of repression, some during 
that same period (Chile, Brazil, Uruguay, Paraguay), and others 
later (Pakistan, Guatemala, Afghanistan, Bosnia, Syria). What 
became known as the National Security Doctrine in Latin 
America was applied across the continent throughout the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century with the sustained aim of the 
systematic annihilation of political enemies. In that process, the 
1970s were unique in that they introduced a new method of 
extermination: forced disappearance.5 And while it was used in 
most of the continent, in Argentina it took on special charac-
teristics, including its massive scale, the foundational and 
highly performative statement by Jorge Rafael Videla in 1979 
(“They are neither alive nor dead. They are disappeared”), and, 
above all, the reaction of the relatives of the victims, which 
was translated into the social invention of a category – the 

4   These are the main questions we have been working with in the research 
project “Disappeared/Desapariciones. A Transnational Study of a Category for 
Managing, Inhabiting, and Analyzing Social Catastrophe and Loss”. 

5   Pilar Calveiro, Poder y desaparición, Buenos Aires: Colihue, 1998.
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detained-disappeared – and the construction of a social field 
around it that is socially dense and institutionally very robust. 
And lasting. This first milestone involves that process of social 
invention of a category for thinking the unthinkable, for manag-
ing it, and inhabiting it.

Thus, the 1970s brought a form of human rights violation 
so unprecedented that none of the categories available seemed 
suitable to describe it: Were they kidnapped? Were they being 
tortured? Had they died in combat? Were they locked up in a 
prison somewhere? None of the terms used to form these ques-
tions could cover every dimension of what was happening; they 
all fell short and, at best, offered approximated and partial ap-
proaches (long-term kidnapping, permanent kidnapping, ongo-
ing torture...). Over time, what happened (the disappearance) 
and what it produced (the disappeared) were approached through 
ideas such as rupture, fracture, void, invisibility, inexistence, 
absence, paradox, unrepresentability. This occurred in the field 
of culture6 and also in the field of law.7 But more importantly, it 
was in the everyday lives of those affected – both in their collec-
tive8 and their personal lives9  – where such ideas were forged. 
In all of them, the disappeared is often imagined as negation: as 
a crime, it negates evidence – of identity, of a body, of the fact, of 
the whereabouts; as a state of being, the identity of the disap-
peared is that of a subject negated as such, a truncated indi-
vidual, a body separated from its name, a name cut off from its 

6   Nelly Richard, Fracturas de memoria, Buenos Aires: Paidós, 2007.
7   David Baigún and Luis Moreno Ocampo, La desaparición, Buenos Aires: APDH, 

1987.
8   Ludmila Da Silva, No habrá f lores en la tumba del pasado, La Plata: Al Margen, 

2001.
9   Diana Kordon and Lucila Edelman, Memoria e identidad, trauma social y 

psiquismo, Buenos Aires: EATIP, 1999.
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history, and stripped of its citizenship papers. To describe it, in 
1987, in his prologue to the “Never Again” report, the writer 
Ernesto Sábato described it as a “dismal and ghostly”10 figure.

What is relevant in this process is not so much the more 
or less deliberate, correct, or effective construction of an intel-
lectually, artistically, or academically precise category with 
which to describe a novel phenomenon. Neither is it the fact that 
literature, psychoanalysis, law, cinema, archival sciences, soci-
ology, or anthropology are full of allusions to absence, silence, 
rupture, fracture, and void. What is relevant is that all of those 
allusions gradually filtered into ordinary, everyday language, 
eventually becoming part of it. It became laden with paradoxes 
(‘permanent mourning’, the ‘nonabsent’, the ‘perpetually dying 
living’); it accommodated unique ways of understanding death 
and loss; it normalized expressions for thinking of existence 
under conditions that made it impossible (‘living in a hole’, ‘liv-
ing outside the laws of gravity’); and it shaped forms of social 
protest activated by individuals placed firmly in a situation 
where there was a breakdown of the ordinary, and in particular 
the breakdown of kinship ties (the mothers, grandmothers, chil-
dren, siblings of the disappeared).

Dense, lasting, and highly structured life worlds emerged 
around a reality with an uncertain, difficult consistency charac-
terized by rendering impossible what is normally understood by 
identity and meaning in the West. These lifeworlds developed 
their own languages, their own recognizable political expres-
sions, their own differences, and their own internal structures, 
and, much later, but only in Argentina, a strong institutional 
component. They are inhabited by a very broad sector of the 

10   Ernesto Sábato, “1986: Nunca Mas, Argentina: Never Again (The Political 
Terror during the 1970s)”, Index on Censorship 31/2, 1992, 166–67, 167.
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population, which constructs meaning within them, despite the 
fact that, according to the classic social theory concerning ques-
tions such as identity, collective action, and even law, neither 
meaning nor life is possible in them.

From the Original Disappeared to the Transnational 
Disappeared: The Disappeared as an Ideal-Type

The second milestone involves the international establishment 
of the category of the disappeared. The figure was quickly con-
solidated in Argentina and in the Southern Cone of Latin 
America, then across the continent, and finally, through an in-
tense effort of mobilization and denunciation, in the world.11 It 
was certainly a swift process, in which certain major milestones 
can be identified, including: the forming of FEDEFAM (the Latin 
American Federation of Associations for Relatives of the 
Detained-Disappeared) in 1981; the first commemoration of the 
International Day of the Disappeared in 1983; several regional 
and international conventions, starting with the 1998 Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court and ending with the 
International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from 
Enforced Disappearance (which was adopted in December 2006 
and opened for signature in February 2007). The convention is 
the culmination of a long effort of legal construction of the cat-
egory, and, while it delocalizes and universalizes the concepts 
of forced disappearance and the detained-disappeared, it re-
tains much of the original Argentine model.12 

11   Francesca Lessa, Memory and Transitional Justice in Argentina and Uruguay: 
Against Impunity, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

12   Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance.
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Thus, its second article states:

For the purposes of this Convention, ‘enforced disappear-
ance’ is considered to be the arrest, detention, abduction 
or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the 
State or by persons or groups of persons acting with the 
authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, fol-
lowed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of lib-
erty or by concealment of the fate or whereabouts of the 
disappeared person, which place such a person outside 
the protection of the law.13

According to its legal definition – which is currently 
firmly in effect – disappearance is an action committed by the 
state or by para-state agents against a subject who is an indi-
vidual, and which as a result produces the detained-disap-
peared, a subject removed from the rule of law and plunged into 
a space where laws do not apply. This definition is precise, clear, 
and neat. And because it is precise, clear, and neat, it is therefore 
effective. But this definition contains hidden traps: both the 
subject that is disappeared and the disappearing agent, as well 
as the context in which the disappearance occurs, are conceived 
based on a legally grounded definition of subjectivity, politics, 
and existence, and it is that definition that ultimately makes it 
possible for a subject to be seen as a disappeared. But what is 
the status of individuals who are disappeared without ever hav-
ing been conceived as subjects under a legal definition of sub-
jectivity, politics, and existence? Perhaps it is unfair to use the 

13   United Nations, “International Convention for the Protection of All Persons 
from Enforced Disappearance”, www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/
Pages/IntConventionEnforcedDisappearance.aspx [accessed: 07.08.2020].

www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/IntConventionEnforcedDisappearance.aspx
www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/IntConventionEnforcedDisappearance.aspx
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word traps, but it is fair to say that the development and subse-
quent success of the legal codification of the disappeared had 
unintentional consequences and that such consequences are 
significant: those who do not exist or are not recognized under 
that legally grounded definition – which we could call “liberal” 
along with Judith Butler14 – of subject and disappearance, are 
not considered by the legal definition, established in 2006, as 
subjects nor as disappeared. 

In any event, this definition has been successful, and, 
having been established and typified as a legal-criminal cate-
gory, it operates today as a yardstick for any other practices of 
forced disappearance practices. In other words, it colonized 
everything. It succeeded in terms of recognition: the category 
contributed to give political visibility to individuals affected by 
a very broad and diverse range of historical and social circum-
stances and who had in many cases been completely invisible 
until then. And it also had a nominative success: the category 
circulated, it spread, it was used, and it traveled across conti-
nents and time. Based on that success, the ideal type becomes 
not just a criminal-legal type but also an aesthetic, psychoclini-
cal, sociopolitical, and historical type.

From the Transnational Disappeared to the Local 
Disappeared: The First Expansion of the Category

The detained-disappeared now roams the globe: it was born in 
Argentina’s clandestine detention centers, its lager, from which 
the original disappeared emerged. It experienced two additional 

14   Judith Butler, Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015, 47.
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transformations: first, through an intense effort of legal transla-
tion, in which it retained its complexity but lost certain nuances, 
it became the transnational disappeared; then, in a second 
movement it turned into the standard used for thinking about, 
measuring, and, when possible, bringing to trial the multiple 
cases of the local disappeared already incorporated in the trans-
national type. Original and transnational thus refer to two mo-
ments in an evolution but also to two levels in the category’s 
capacity for shedding light on the reality it describes: the first is 
local, while the second is global. It has the powerful capacity of 
naming a great number of situations, but at the cost of simplify-
ing the original category. The third milestone in the genealogy I 
am describing refers precisely to this last movement: the use of 
the categories disappeared and disappearance in situations of 
human rights abuses that are sometimes distant from the origi-
nal type.

Elevating the disappeared to the status of universal type 
made it possible to shed light on very diverse situations. Some 
of those situations are historically and socially comparable to 
the situations that shaped the original disappeared. Many oth-
ers occurred under conditions that were not necessarily the 
same as, or even similar to, those of the original disappeared 
and to what the convention describes as characteristic of the 
criminal-legal type. In this sense, cases of forced disappear-
ances emerge in other histories, including the ethnic genocides 
perpetrated in Guatemala in the 1980s, or Bosnia in the 1990s; 
the children of Portugal’s colonial wars; and situations of great 
weakness of the rule of law, such as the ‘war on terror’ in 
Afghanistan or Pakistan and armed conflicts in Chechnya or 
Ingushetia. These are just a few examples. There are also 
misnamed or unnamed cases: situations in which the terms 



Gabriel Gatti53

previously used to name certain abuses are replaced by the cat-
egories detained-disappeared and forced disappearance, better 
understood and also politically and legally more efficient (Spain 
and the victims of its Civil War, the Cambodian genocide); or 
situations in which there was no name for the victims until the 
term detained-disappeared was applied to them (the victims in 
Mexico’s drug-trafficking wars, some lateral figures of several 
decades of violence in Colombia, forms of femicide). In sum, the 
successful construction of the transnational type expanded the 
category’s field of application to such an extent that an interna-
tional scenario of forced disappearance became conceivable. 
Only then could the comparing, counting, statistical monitor-
ing, and other operations typical of the management of popula-
tions become possible.15

Toward the Social Disappeared: Second Expansion of the 
Category

The transnational disappeared inherits the features of the origi-
nal disappeared, and the category is applied to situations involv-
ing serious human rights violations, situations in which an ex-
traordinary, terrible inflection of history occurs. The fourth 
milestone gathers the force of the movements that expanded the 
category’s radius of action, and it takes it beyond. Far beyond, 
until a great number of situations for which disappeared seems 
an apt name, but none of them fits the definition officialized by 

15   Elisabeth Anstett, “Comparación no es razón: a propósito de la exportación 
de las nociones de ‘desaparición forzada’ y ‘detenidos-desaparecidos’”, in: 
Gabriel Gatti (ed.), Desapariciones: usos locales, circulaciones globales, Bogotá: 
Siglo del Hombre-Uniandes, 2017, 33-47.
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the United Nations in 2006. In these disappearances, the disap-
pearing agent extends far beyond the limits of the state; in all of 
them it transcends the territories of the rule of law; and in many 
of them it affects modes of subjectivity that are vastly different 
from the powerful – although not universal – subjectivity of the 
liberal individual. None of them can be reduced to that, no. And 
still, for the proponents of these non savant uses the category 
seems appropriate.

The term disappeared – born through an intense effort of 
the imagination which invented languages, institutions, and 
meanings where none of those things seemed possible – has in a 
short time been elevated to the status of a legal-criminal, aes-
thetic, psychoclinical, political, and historical type that operates 
universally. A term that has expanded its uses, applying them 
first to other situations of human rights abuses that were not 
necessarily comparable to the original type, and now to social 
situations and figures that are difficult to classify but have one 
thing in common in that they refer to life when it occurs in a situ-
ation that becomes an ordinary catastrophe. With the expansion 
of the scope of application of the original category of the disap-
peared, a second shift proposes it as an analytical tool for social 
situations and figures associated with ordinary social catastro-
phes. The time has now come to turn it into a scientific category.
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Disappearance as a Concept for Understanding Life under 
Catastrophes? The New Disappeared and a Scientific 
Concept of Disappearance

The figure of the disappeared has grown, it has traveled; it has 
not, however, lost the essence of its origins: senselessness, ab-
surdity, absence, paradox, void, impossibility, unrepresentabil-
ity. It is now a mature category, a powerful category that helps 
us understand social life when it is impacted by a strong break-
down of meaning. Based on that – on the great similarity in 
form and substance between disappeared and social life when it 
is estranged from itself – I posit that the category can be used as 
a tool with which to imagine and analyze life in a situation of 
catastrophe.

There is thus a certain underutilization of the effort that 
built a dynamic and circulating category, which is theoretically, 
methodologically, ethically, and aesthetically complex, and 
which today, besides making visible the situations described as 
disappearances in the 2006 convention, illuminates other situ-
ations that are historically and socially very different. That is, it 
enables us to imagine, name, and think about such diverse situ-
ations. In them we find soldiers who died on the frontlines leav-
ing no traces; radically excluded individuals; kidnapped men 
and women whose fate is unknown; zombies, in the figurative 
and not so figurative sense; other living dead; migrants who are 
never heard of again, lost in a freezing sea or a scorching-hot 
desert; refugees or escapees; women trapped in trafficking nets; 
stolen children; femicide victims; the excluded; homeless indi-
viduals or people living precariously; and nameless individuals. 
For them, disappeared is a concept that the workings of the so-
cial imagination have turned into an explanans. We can call 
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these situations social disappearances and the individuals who 
suffer them the social disappeared.

The social disappeared owes a debt to its predecessors. 
From the original disappeared it inherited its features: absence, 
invisibility, lack of representation, the impossibility of being put 
into words or being named. The social disappeared is broken 
identity and exclusion; it is dissociated body, bad death and bad 
life. From the original disappeared it also inherited its univer-
sality. Like the previous types, its mere mention entails an on-
tological problem, which is also methodological and even ethi-
cal and theoretical: disappearance is lack, loss, fracture. It is the 
impossibility of putting the world right side up. Like someone I 
interviewed in my fieldwork in Argentina told me: it is a new 
“state of being”. With it, no identity is possible; nor is there any 
way of seeing or representing reality, of making things right. 
There is no way of making the world function properly. In the 
first two types of disappearances all of this existed, or rather it 
exists, but there is also machinery, apparatuses, and organiza-
tions, dispositifs that bring order to that catastrophe, that put 
the world right side up. In the third type, the social disappeared, 
there are none: the world remains bent out of shape, and there 
are no instruments to recognize it or represent it, not even sci-
entifically.

The social disappeared is also a political disappeared, but 
that is in a sense very different from the original disappear-
ances, in which the political was at the heart of the perpetrator’s 
intention, the nature of the victim’s actions, and the field of 
struggle, where battles were waged in defense of rights and citi-
zenship. In social disappearances, the political lies in the organ-
ized ways of perceiving reality, in the place occupied by what is 
visible and what is not, what exists and what does not.16

16   Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, 
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The social disappeared inhabits catastrophes, places 
where life is impossible. In that too, the social disappeared pays 
tribute to its predecessors: the original disappearances resulted 
from moments, events, or periods that were devastating and 
unprecedented in history, catastrophes of identity, of language, 
and of meaning17. These disappearances have also settled into 
the nonsensical, the rupture, and the fracture. But theirs is a 
catastrophe at another level: they unfold in situations of greater 
deafness; lasting situations that are ordinary because they are 
structural but at the same time brutal, because they affect mil-
lions of beings who have been radically expelled from the very 
notion of being, of subject, of identity and meaning, and from 
the normative frameworks that define them. Both their contexts 
are catastrophic, if by catastrophic we understand something 
that can be neither understood nor experienced with the instru-
ments of the structure affected by that catastrophe.18 If, in the 
original disappearances the catastrophe was managed, then 
now the catastrophe paradoxically takes on an everyday quality: 
in it, that which renders existence impossible becomes struc-
tural.

And if the original disappeared was a figure to be ex-
plained, an unknown to be revealed, the social disappeared is 
the opposite: it is the explanatory variable, the principle of intel-
lection for thinking about uncomfortable, unformed places of 
social life.

London: Continuum, 2004. 
17   Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance.
18   Ibid. See also: Veena Das, Critical Events, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1996, and Ignacio Lewkowicz and Mariana Cantarelli, Del fragmento a la 
situación, Buenos Aires: Altamira, 2003.
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Invisible,19 subhuman,20 residual humanity,21 expulsion,22 
vulnerable or precarious subjects23; these are some of the pow-
erful categories for understanding these cases and our present. 
They have in common the way they refer to subjects that, while 
existing, have been left out of our “distribution of the sensible”,24 
beyond our counting and narrating, “missing from our 
account”.25 They are disappeared, then, with respect to our most 
elementary solidarities. Orlando Patterson26 has referred to the 
radical exteriority of the excluded in terms of “social death,” a 
living status shared with slaves: alive but outside the notion of 
life, subjects unmoored from the structures that allow us to 
conceive the subject. Judith Butler,27 taking up an old dictum by 
Theodor Adorno – “Wrong life cannot be lived rightly” – has 
challenged us to propose categories for understanding how life 
is when life is not possible. Do these dispensable beings have 
life? What is the empirical status of these abandoned lives? How 
can we conceive the existence of these lives when “life is already 
treated as a form of death”?28 For her part, Saskia Sassen29 calls 
for a conceptual recognition of those expelled by the dynamics 

19  Guillaume Le Blanc, L’invisibilité sociale, Paris: PUF, 2009.
20   Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing Assemblages, Biopolitics, and 

Black Feminist Theories of the Human, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2014.

21   Zygmunt Bauman, Wasted Lives, London: Polity, 2004.
22   Saskia Sassen, Expulsions, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014.
23   Judith Butler, Precarious Life, London: Verso, 2006.
24   Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics.
25   Jenny Edkins, Missing: Persons and Politics, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 2011, 6.
26   Orlando Patterson, Slavery and Social Death, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press, 1982.
27   Butler, Notes toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, 193.
28   Ibid., 201.
29   Sassen, Expulsions.
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that constitute us. In response to that call, I firmly propose the 
category social disappeared. This text is merely an initial at-
tempt to provide the basics to give shape to it.
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Disappearance as a Travelling 
Concept: The Politics and Aesthetics 
of a Transregional Exchange

Zuzanna Dziuban

I begin engaging with the politics and aesthetics of transna-
tional and transregional uses of the category of (social) disap-
pearance, and their empirical and theoretical implications, by 
referencing Mieke Bal. It was her category of travelling concepts 
that framed our exploratory workshop, where we discussed the 
global journeys of the notion of disappearance.1 In “Travelling 
Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide”, Bal initiated a 
debate on the methodological underpinnings of cultural stud-
ies, locating at the centre of metatheoretical ref lection, not 
theories or methodologies, but concepts.2 A theory-driven in-
vestigation was to give way to concept-based close reading and 
theoretical framing, a process in which both the object of analy-
sis and its interpretation are subject to continuous reconceptu-
alization. This shift was considered a critical response to the 
ideological character and hegemonic (that is, one-directional) 
travels of existing theoretical frameworks, all too often conceal-
ing rather than illuminating analyzed realities, especially when 

1   The workshop was held in February 2019 at the Forum Transregionale Stu-
dien, Berlin, titled “Social Disappearance: Explorations Around a Travelling 
Concept from Latin America to Eastern Europe”.

2   Mieke Bal, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide, Toronto/
Buffalo/London: University of Toronto Press, 2002. See also: Birgit Neumann 
and Ansgar Nünning (eds.), Travelling Concepts for the Study of Culture, Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 2012.
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projected onto other empirical contexts. But it was, too, the re-
sult of a realization that concepts themselves “offer miniature 
theories”,3 they are potent means of fathoming and framing, 
they sensitize, focus and direct interest, they are productive and 
performative. 

Crucial for Bal’s understanding of concepts is that they 
differ from words – they are not meant to correspond to the 
world, they are meant, instead, to help us see the world differ-
ently. As tools structuring and organizing our perception and 
interpretation of objects and phenomena, concepts are, there-
fore, by no means univocal, they are in constant f lux, they are 
multilayered; they are ambiguous, repeatedly reinterpreted cul-
tural ideas, and provisional but inevitable analytical tools. They 
have complex and laden histories, sometimes dating back cen-
turies. And concepts travel: between ordinary and theoretical 
languages, between people, between theories and disciplines, 
between historical periods and geographical continents, as does 
the eponymous concept of disappearance. Moreover, it is pre-
cisely because concepts travel that they can be, and, indeed, are 
social, they have the ability to open fora of dispute and become 
contact zones for scholars working with and in different empiri-
cal realities. That is why Bal constructs concepts as intersubjec-
tive: concepts “are the sites of debate, awareness of difference, 
and tentative exchange . . . . Not because they mean the same 
thing for everyone, but because they don’t.”4 For exactly this 
reason, every work on/with a concept ought to start with a dis-
cussion of the concept: with the unpacking of its historical, 
cultural, disciplinary, and epistemological provenance; with 
a historicisation of the various contexts of its (previous and 

3   Bal, Travelling Concepts, 22.
4   Ibid., 13, 11.
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contemporary) operationalization across fields of knowledge 
and social and political realms; with critical attentiveness to its 
functions in the processes of knowledge production, and cul-
tural self-understanding. 

The Trajectories of Disappearance 

The perspective of travelling concepts seems highly productive 
for conveying the directionality of the exploratory workshop on 
the transregional travels of the notion of (social) disappearance 
and its outcomes published in this volume, but also the very 
trajectory of the disappearance/disappeared, which over the last 
few decades has journeyed across various empirical and concep-
tual realities. The notion has entered the stage as an affectively 
charged word coined to convey the despair and uncertainty of 
the relatives of the (often alleged) political opponents forcefully 
disappeared by the state during the last civil-military dictator-
ship in 1970s’ to 1980s’ Argentina.5 While the term was infa-
mously used by a perpetrator, Argentinian dictator Jorge Rafael 
Videla, who cynically denied the crime and renounced account-
ability for the whereabouts of ten to thirty thousand Argentinian 
citizens, claiming that “They are neither alive nor dead. They 
are disappeared”,6 the relatives of the disappeared reclaimed it 

5   See, for instance: Gabriel Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina 
and Uruguay: Identity and Meaning, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014; Es-
tela Schindel and Rosario Figari Layus, “Verschwindenlassen”, in: Christian 
Gudehus and Michaela Christ (eds.), Gewalt. Ein interdisziplinäres Handbuch, 
Stuttgart/Weimar: J.B. Metzler, 2013.

6   Quoted in: Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circula-
tions, and the (Possible) Uses of a Category for Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 
2020, 25-43, 29.
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to fill it with meaning. Disappeared/disappearance came to 
convey the troubling ontological and epistemological status of 
those neither alive nor dead, suspended between absence and 
presence. It, too, became a means to think through the “rupture, 
fracture, void, invisibility, inexistence . . ., paradox, unrepres-
entability”7 brought about by the forced disappearance of peo-
ple, trapping those left behind in a state of indefinite mourning. 

The notion of disappearance/disappeared has also been 
transformed into a potent catchphrase for political activism ori-
ented towards reinstating accountability for this modality of 
political violence. It was famously the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo 
who refused to consider their abducted children dead and, in-
stead, requested their return alive and demanded knowledge 
about their whereabouts from the state. Unlike death, they rea-
soned, disappearance casts the state as an agent behind the 
abductions and imposes on it the obligation to account for its 
citizens.8 No-one just disappears unless they are made to disap-
pear or are disappeared – the word used in a transitive sense, now 
also accepted in English. In Argentina, and, more broadly, in 
Latin America of the 1970s and 1980s, the term disappearance/
disappeared, therefore, took on an explicitly political meaning, 
associated with a quest for justice and truth. This dimension has 
been further explored by scholars tying the concept of disappear-
ance with those of modernity, the modern nation state, state vio-
lence, and citizenship. To disappear someone means to create 
“sheared individuals . . ., bodies separated from their names”,9 
bodies deprived of basic rights, expelled and excluded from social 
and political communities. 

7   Ibid., 30.
8   See Estela Schindel, “Deaths and Disappearances in Migration to Europe: 

Exploring the Uses of a Transnationalized Category”, American Behavioral 
Scientist 64/4, 2019, 392-393.

9   Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance, 29.
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From there, the notion of disappearance travelled to the 
discursive realm of international law, and it was a consequential 
journey. In 2006, the word was coded in the International 
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance and, in this way, became a legal category whose 
applicability expanded from the Southern Hemisphere to in-
clude global experiences of enforced disappearance: of abduc-
tion and detention, accompanied by a refusal of the actors be-
hind the disappearance to admit to the crime, and to disclose 
information on the whereabouts of the victims.10 In Gabriel 
Gatti’s words, the convention, which entered into force in 2010, 
constructs the disappeared as “a subject removed from under 
the rule of law and plunged into a place where laws do not 
apply”.11 This legal framing has “delocalized and universalized”12 
– or centralized (in the hands of law) and transnationalized – the
notion of disappearance, transforming it into an effective legal-
political tool, but it was also then that the term was for the first
time defined – and definition always entails a hegemonic clo-
sure of the meaning of a concept.13

10   United Nations, “International Convention for the Protection of All Persons 
from Enforced Disappearance”, Office of the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, 2006, https://www.ohchr.org/en/hrbodies/ced/pages/con-
ventionced.aspx [accessed: 10.05.2020].

11   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 32.
12   Ibid., 31.
13   This could, indeed, be considered a travel of disappearance/disappeared 

between category and concept, where the former is a means to name a group 
of phenomena based on their shared qualities, and the latter, in turn, in Bal’s 
words, “involves the redefining of categories and meanings” that produces 
“the effective organization of the phenomena”, defining “relevant questions 
to be addressed to them” and their meanings. Although Gatti casts disap-
pearance/disappeared as a category, it is in this sense that I understand his 
question: “Can the categories disappeared and disappearance be turned into 
tools for understanding (that is, thinking about, managing, operating on) 
a universe filled with places that are outside the norm . . . ?” It is about a 
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But concepts do not like, and often resist, hegemonic clo-
sure; they travel further. They journey to and through realms of 
activism and conventional politics, literature and art, and also 
to and through academia, where they change, shift their mean-
ings, and transform.14 Concepts change their meaning with 
every instance of travel. Every time a concept travels, the mean-
ing changes. This could be considered to result in the disowning 
or disinheritance of concepts and the detachment from their 
‘original’ meaning – it is in these terms that Gatti writes of the 
notion of disappearance coined in Argentina, as the “original 
disappeared.”15 I am not in favour of this framing, however, 
since searching for ‘origins’ all too often ends up imposing can-
ons. Again, following Bal, I prefer to dwell instead on the result-
ing multivocality and layering of concepts. After all, while we 
often use concepts to simplify, define and delineate their mean-
ings, and to equate and reduce one to another, they actually al-
low us to complexify: all the meanings acquired during their 
travels resonate in a concept, without excluding any other 
meanings.16 This complexity is only enhanced when concepts 
travel unbound by theories, because theories tend to travel 
along hegemonic roots,17 ‘from the West to the rest’ being the 

transformation of a word/category into a concept, which already took place in 
post-dictatorship Argentina and gained a new incentive after disappearance/
disappeared entered the discursive realm of international law. Bal, Travelling 
Concepts, 30-31; Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 28.

14   Gatti identifies several realms in which the notion of disappeared, following 
its codification in international law, has become a prominent figure, an ideal 
type of sorts, in dealings with political violence: aesthetics, psychology, 
memory work, historiography and humanitarian interventions. Gatti, “The 
Social Disappeared”, 32-34.  

15   Ibid., 34.
16   Bal, Travelling Concepts.
17   Edward Said, “Travelling Theory”, in: Edward Said, The World, the Text, and 

the Critic, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1983; James Clifford, “Trav-
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privileged trajectory. At times, it is precisely the travels that al-
low us to illuminate concepts’ previously unnoticed or obscured 
meanings and dimensions.

The trajectory of the disappeared/disappearance conveyed 
in this volume locates the notion on the axis between Latin 
America and Eastern Europe and, in this way, instantiates an 
unobvious, but potentially highly constructive dialogue. It creates 
a contact zone beyond the epistemological dictate of the Western 
Hemisphere and one cannot stress enough the importance of 
such an exchange as it engages the visible and veiled inequalities 
embedded in trajectories of knowledge production. This, unques-
tionably, speaks to its political dimension (and it has many). But 
there is also an aesthetic aspect to this exchange – aesthetics 
understood here in the broad, Rancièrian, sense as a specific 
construction and distribution of the sensible, a distribution de-
termining what can be felt, thought, sensed and seen.18 This ex-
change, in other words, is about forging an academic community 
of sense around a concept, and the multiplicity of divergent expe-
riences it could possibly name and frame, but about allowing, too, 
the concept to help us see differently, to work against normalized 
invisibilities and exclusions (in our fields), to rearrange what is 
thought and seen, and to elaborate the problematic with and of 
the concept: What does the concept of disappeared /disappear-
ance occlude and what does it unveil? Where do/should its travels 
end? What are the limits to its applicability? What can be gained 
(or lost) when expanding its reach and influence across geogra-
phies, empirical realities, and scholarly disciplines?

elling Cultures”, in: Lawrence Grossberg, Cary Nelson and Paula Treichler 
(eds.), Cultural Studies, New York: Routledge, 1992.

18   Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics: The Distribution of the Sensible, 
London: Continuum, 2004.
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Productive Encounters 

As a native Polish speaker and representative of cultural studies 
working on the afterlives of the Holocaust and on Polish anti-
semitism, I became attuned to the concept of disappearance 
relatively late. In 2011, I got acquainted with the work of schol-
ars investigating how contemporary Argentinian culture en-
gages with the experience of political violence and the role 
played in this context by fantastic and haunting narratives.19 
Their research pointed to a structural correspondence between 
the reality of state terror in 1970s’ to 1980s’ Argentina, respon-
sible for the production of the figure of the disappeared, and the 
uncanniness inscribed in every effort to translate this experi-
ence into realistic representation.20 The disappeared I learned 
about conveyed an ontological uncertainty, spoke of a complex 
traffic between life and death – it was a ghostly figure haunting 
cultural and political imagination in post-dictatorship Argentina. 
It is through the encounter with the Argentinian concept of the 
disappeared that I first started seeing such figures in my field, 
whom I had overlooked until then, and which were abundant: 
Jewish ghosts roaming literature, cultural production and art. 
This encounter instantiated an important shift in my research.    

But soon enough I realized that Jewish ghosts in Poland 
are nothing like the figure of the disappeared and its ghostly 

19   I am referring to the ERC project hosted at the Universität Konstanz, “Nar-
ratives of Terror and Disappearance: The Fantastic Dimensions of Collective 
Memory of the Last Dictatorship in Argentina (1976-1983)”, headed by 
Kirsten Mahlke, of which Estela Schindel was a part.

20   See for instance: Kirsten Mahlke, “A Fantastic Tale of Terror”, in: Michael C. 
Frank (ed.), Literature and Terrorism: Comparative Perspectives, Amsterdam 
and New York: Rodopi, 2012; Estela Schindel, “Ghosts and Compañeros: 
Haunting Stories and the Quest for Justice around Argentina’s Former Terror 
Sites”, Rethinking History 18/2, 2014, 244-264.
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incarnations in Argentinian literature and art: they do not speak 
to and about mourning and a perpetuated lack of closure, they 
do not offer “a category for thinking the unthinkable”,21 for ne-
gotiating the irreversible damage brought about the violent 
separation of a body and a name. Instead, they articulate an 
unacknowledged continuity of (and structural correspondence 
with) hegemonic violence against Jews in Poland, which for cen-
turies operated through unequal access to rights, social spaces 
and resources, direct and indirect discrimination, and, finally, 
Polish complicity in the Holocaust.22 Jewish ghosts in Poland 
originate in, and sustain, the persistent presence of frames and 
sensibilities, and the lingering power structures between the 
Poles and Jews, both living and dead, which are based on other-
ing, violence and exclusion. The excluded living return as dis-
posable and/or comforting ghosts.23 I am recounting this to 
make two simple points: sometimes the travels of a concept lead 
to unforeseen directions, and not all ghosts (and not all disap-
peared) are the same. And yet, those travels have the ability to 
unsettle deeply instilled cultural epistemologies and analytical 
frameworks, especially when different kinds of ghosts, and dis-
appeared, are thought alongside and/or thought through one 
another as much in their similarities as in their dissimilarities.

This also holds true, in my view, for the concept of social 
disappeared introduced and expanded upon by Gatti, derived 
from his engagement with the ‘original’, Argentinian detainee-
disappeared, and the legally coded, transnationalized enforced 

21   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 30. 
22   Konrad Matyjaszek, Produkcja przestrzeni żydowskiej w dawnej i współczesnej 

Polsce, Kraków: Universitas, 2019.
23   Zuzanna Dziuban, “Introduction”, in: Zuzanna Dziuban (ed.), The ‘Spectral 

Turn’: Jewish Ghosts in the Polish Post-Holocaust Imaginaire, Bielefeld: tran-
script, 2019.
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disappearance.24 These notions differ. While the (enforced) dis-
appearance is made to speak of geographically and historically 
specific experiences of a particular modality of political violence 
in which the state itself is involved, the social disappearance is 
coined as a tool “for situations and figures associated with ordi-
nary social catastrophes”, for thinking about “a universe of dis-
located identities, of sufferers, of escapees, of abandonment, of 
waste, of pariahs, of precarious identities, of the vulnerable”.25 
the homeless, refugees, undocumented people, the victims of 
normalized and invisibilized femicide. “Not a direct conse-
quence of state persecution as enforced disappearances, social 
disappearing would rather be an effect of structural abandon-
ment, under registration or expulsion”, writes Estela Schindel in 
her contribution to this volume. Social disappearance is, then, a 
concept intended to inform the analysis of the normative cate-
gories of the living (and dead) subjected to exclusion, rendered 
bare, deemed expandable, and denied access to the legalities of 
formal citizenship or not protected by citizen status, made to 
disappear structurally. 

It is in other contributions to this volume that the concept 
of social disappearance is discussed in detail and tested against 
the background of a multiplicity of phenomena, both from Latin 
America and Eastern Europe. It is there, too, that the applicabil-
ity and relevance of, and even the need for, the notion of social 
disappearance, alongside other concepts already present in the 
field, is put under scrutiny. Here, I am more interested in the 
implications of dwelling on the trajectory between the concepts 
of ‘ordinary’ or enforced disappearance and social disappear-
ance, and the forms and modalities of violence that they name: 

24   I am referring to Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”. 
25   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 36-37 and 28.
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the direct, repressive political violence and the less visible or, 
indeed, effectively invisibilized, structural and/or infrastruc-
tural violence; the violence of policing and the violence of aban-
donment.26 What I posit is that perhaps the travel from enforced 
to social disappearance, and back, and the thinking of one 
through the other, can render visible their previously obscure 
aspects, but also act as an incentive to think about our concep-
tualizations of violence by and large.

The distinction drawn by Gatti between these two forms 
of violence rests in his understanding of the political that under-
lies them. The (original) disappeared are victims to political vio-
lence and a result of political oppression, often due to their own 
political stance because “the political was at the heart of the 
perpetrator’s intention, the nature of the victim’s action, and the 
field of struggle, where battles were waged in defence of rights 
and citizenship”.27 Gatti’s understanding of the political shifts 
when he engages with the concept of social disappearance. The 
political in the social disappearance, he writes, “lies in the or-
ganized ways of perceiving reality, in the place occupied by what 
is visible and what is not, what exists and what does not”.28 This 
conceptual distinction, therefore, does not only reflect the shift-
ing patterns of governance (between the direct repression of 
enforced disappearance and the structural abandonment of the 
social) but articulates, too, the difference between the narrow and 
the ontological understanding of the political, whereas the latter, 
exactly as an “organized way of perceiving reality”, structures and 
organizes the former, being its condition of possibility – it is, 

26   I borrow this distinction from Graham Denyer Willis, “The Potter’s Field”, 
Comparative Studies in Society and History 60/3, 2018, 539–568.

27   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 38. 
28   Ibid.
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again, the Rancièrian distribution of the sensible. At stake are, 
therefore, the very codes of citizenship in which some bodies 
belong and some do not; the normative frames that fragment 
people into multiple identities and work through hierarchical 
structures that privilege some and dispossess others; the onto-
logical claims that define what counts as reality, whose life is 
real and whose is not, that set the scene for a differential valua-
tion of human life, for exclusion and dehumanization, that cre-
ate the ghostly or spectrally human,29 the disappeared, as much 
social as enforced. 

What distinguishes those discrete and structurally dif-
ferent (though interdependent) forms of disappearance, I would 
suggest, is the differing scale of their epistemological, political, 
ethical, and juridical visibility: the enforced disappeared, even if 
physically absent, are discursively present in activism and in 
legal realms; the socially disappeared are normalized into invis-
ibility by and through symbolic and social structures, through 
normative categories of the living, allowing for the responsibil-
ity for their abandonment and suffering to be dispersed or in-
terred elsewhere (often on the disappeared themselves). The vio-
lence of social disappearance is frequently not even recognized 
as violence, or “misrecognized [as violence] because its every-
dayness and its familiarity render it invisible”.30 The violence 
itself is disappeared, precluding questions about responsibility. It 
is perhaps here where the social disappearance most produc-
tively draws from the notion reclaimed by their relatives from 
the perpetrators in 1970s’ to 1980s’ Argentina, not so much as 

29   The notion of spectrally human comes from Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The 
Powers of Mourning and Violence, London and New York: Verso, 2004, 33-34.

30   Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois, “Introduction”, in: Nancy 
Scheper-Hughes and Philippe Bourgois (eds.), Violence in War and Peace: An 
Anthology, Malden: Blackwell, 2004, 21.
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a scholarly concept, but as a means to reinstate their demands 
of accountability and to formulate a political claim: No-one just 
disappears unless they are made to disappear. In this case, nev-
ertheless, accountability is much more difficult to locate as it 
dwells in our social fabric, in the logic of global capitalism and 
neoliberal labour markets, in political ideologies, in normative 
social spaces, in the public discourse, political decisions, law 
and institutional practices, in ordinary and theoretical lan-
guages, in the concepts we use to see the world. 

This brings me back to my field of research, namely post-
Holocaust Poland, the violence it invisibilizes and sustains, and 
the aesthetic and political shift potentially initiated through a 
dialog with the concept of disappearance/disappeared. The no-
tion does not have a direct translation; the term enforced disap-
pearance coded in the law is an imperfect incarnation, przymu-
sowe zaginięcie, closer to a different legal term, the missing. The 
dictionary suggests another word, zniknięcie, which also trans-
lates as vanishing, vanishing in mysterious circumstances. 
Tellingly, it is in these terms that Poles to this day frame the 
outcomes of the Holocaust in vernacular language and in aca-
demic literature: “the disappearance of the Jews”.31 As if there 
was no agency, no agents behind it, a phenomenon beyond hu-
man intervention – no Nazi perpetrators, no Polish complicity in 
the violence against and the dispossession of the Jews. Just like 
in the Argentinian case, the word is a euphemism, effective in 
obfuscating the question of responsibility, and obscuring more 
than it reveals about the violent reality of the Holocaust in 
Poland, and the various economic and social benefits it brought 

31   This notion is critically addressed, for instance, by Alina Cała, Ochrona bezpiec-
zeństwa fizycznego Żydów w powojennej Polsce. Komisje Specjalne przy Central-
nym Komitecie Żydów w Polsce, Warsaw: ŻIH, 2014, 16.
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about for non-Jewish society. Why not learn, then, from 
Argentina and also turn this notion against itself, to think of it 
transitively, as a concept, and as a political claim? – after all, no 
one just disappears. And every disappearance needs to be ac-
counted for, in courts, in conventional politics, in public dis-
course, in activism, and in critical work on/with concepts.   
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Laboratories of Modernity: The Other 
Europes and the Other Americas in 
(Co)Relation

Manuela Boatcă 

Eastern Europe and Latin America - why these two regions? The 
question that the title of this volume and of the workshop pre-
ceding it immediately prompt, and that also guided many of our 
discussions, seems to invite a ref lection about parallels be-
tween Eastern Europe and Latin America, about their similari-
ties and differences. Although not often considered together and 
even less often compared, both regions have been objects of area 
studies aimed at a modernization process following a Western 
model or have been treated as agglomerations of nation-states 
with common cultural characteristics, similar policies, or re-
lated challenges. 

More illuminating than such comparisons, which inevita-
bly presuppose independent units, are in my view analyses of 
Eastern Europe and Latin America as interdependent regions. 
They not only were the first peripheries of the capitalist world-
economy – as Immanuel Wallerstein1 has put it in his analysis 
of the modern world-system – which means they shared the 
same structural position in an eminently relational global divi-
sion of labour. Both have also held peripheral economic posi-
tions within global capitalism for most of their history and have 
moved, in whole or in part, to a semiperipheral status (which 

1    Wallerstein, Immanuel, The Capitalist World-Economy, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979.
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allows some economic and political control over other parts of 
the system) at various times and for various reasons. These 
structural similarities in political and economic terms have led 
to very fruitful and extremely similar debates in both the 
Eastern European and Latin American contexts on development 
and underdevelopment, dependency, and social change. These 
debates are almost never discussed together, but should be, 
because they did not emerge independently, but as a result of 
traveling concepts – from those of dependency, center-periphery 
structures, and unequal exchange to the one of social disap-
pearances discussed here. At the same time, the trajectory that 
such concepts took while traveling followed a structural pat-
tern. As the first peripheries and, later, as semiperipheries of the 
capitalist world-economy – and despite their undeniable differ-
ences in economic, political, demographic, and social terms – 
Eastern Europe and Latin America have served as laboratories of 
development processes and, in general, as laboratories of mo-
dernity at the level of global capitalism, both in theoretical and 
empirical terms.

Semiperipheries and Epistemic Disappearances

In world-systems scholarship, semiperipheries have been cred-
ited with ensuring the survival of the modern world-system 
since its inception – mostly because their intermediate position 
has served to placate the system’s tendency towards polariza-
tion between an exploiting core and an exploited periphery. By 
preventing the unified opposition of the peripheral areas against 
the core, semiperipheries fulfilled not only a significant eco-
nomic function in the capitalist world-economy, but first of all 
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the major political task of providing stability to the system, one 
region at a time. As Wallerstein put it in the wake of the 1970s 
economic crisis, “the essential difference between the semipe-
ripheral country that is Brazil or South Africa today and the 
semiperipheral country that is North Korea or Czechoslovakia is 
probably less in the economic role each plays in the world-
economy than in the political role each plays in conflicts among 
core countries”.2 Semiperipherality has thus historically trig-
gered (at least) two conditions: first, not being the core meant 
experiencing situations of political and economic domination 
akin to the ones in peripheral areas – from the lack of political 
leverage at the global level and dependency on exports and up to 
economies based on coerced labor and disadvantageous terms 
of trade – and the need to develop theoretical and practical solu-
tions to them. Second, not being the periphery amounted to a 
certain degree of visibility in the production of knowledge, 
which intellectual projects in the ‘silenced societies’ of periph-
eral areas did not experience. The discursive practices of the 
core locations of the world-system, or what became known as 
the West, illustrate the different epistemological standing of the 
semiperiphery: The peripheral Orient was constructed as an 
incomplete Other of Europe and as the locus of barbarism, ir-
rationality, and mysticism.3 In turn, the semiperipheral 
European East, to which too many of the attributes that had 
gone into the construction of the (white, Christian, European) 
Western self were undeniable, has featured in the Western im-
aginary since at least the 19th century rather as Europe’s incom-
plete Self.4 Geographically European (by 20th century standards), 

2    Wallerstein, The Capitalist World-Economy, 75.
3    Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism, London: Vintage, 1994.
4    Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
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yet culturally alien by definition, the European East, as the 
Orient, has conveniently absorbed the political, ideological and 
cultural tensions of its neighboring regions. Its existence ex-
empted the West from charges of racism, colonialism, Euro-
centrism and Christian intolerance while serving, in Todorova’s 
words, as “as a repository of negative characteristics against 
which a positive and self-congratulatory image of Europe and 
the West has been constructed”.5

Similarly, and at approximately the same time, ‘Latin’  
America as an explicit political project of imperial France and, 
later, of Creole elites in the former Spanish and Portuguese colo-
nies of the Americas started playing the role of a new racial 
category. France, which had lost its most prized possession in 
the Caribbean through the Haitian Revolution and had had to 
sell Louisiana to the United States as a result, tried to maintain 
political control in the American colonies. As such, a Latin 
American identity was primarily defined by its marginal status 
with respect to Europeans and North Americans, rather than by 
blood descent and skin color.6 In the process, Latinity was 
gradually displaced from the center of Christianity and increas-
ingly equated with Catholicism. Thus, the Latinity of ‘Latin’ 
America is as much a colonial construct as the Easternness of 
‘Eastern’ Europe is an imperially charged category drawing on 
Orientalism. The (co)relation between Latin America and 
Eastern Europe is also striking in the construction of both: As 
hegemony was increasingly being negotiated between the old 
Catholic and the new Protestant colonial powers, Eastern 
Christianity, already marginal to Latin Christianity since 
Moscow had been declared the Third Rome at the beginning of 

5    Ibid., 188.
6    Walter Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, Malden: Blackwell, 2005, 73.
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the 16th century, was no longer at the negotiating table. Until 
World War II, the difference attributed to Latin America with 
regard to the West was, as in the case of Eastern Europe, more 
one of degree than one of substance. In the words of Walter 
Mignolo: “although ‘Latin’ American Creoles and elite Mestizos/
as considered themselves White, particularly in relation to the 
Indian and the Afro-descendent population, from the perspec-
tive of Northern Europe and the US, to be ‘Latin’ American was 
still not to be White enough”.7 By being gradually associated 
with those racial, cultural, and temporal attributes that had 
acquired a negative connotation in the context of the self-defi-
nition of the modern West – non-White, Catholic, and underde-
veloped – Latin America served in particular as North America’s 
incomplete and backward Other. In turn, the Caribbean, with a 
predominantly nonwhite and immigrant population, was nei-
ther “native” enough, nor “Western” enough8 in an Occidentalist 
framework and was constructed as Western Europe’s Other. It 
stood for the backwardness, inefficiency, and unfreedom asso-
ciated with slavery – the opposite of the modern, efficient, free 
industrial labor viewed as having originated in and character-
izing Western Europe.

The fact that this discursive (mal)treatment should apply 
to those parts of America and the Caribbean on the one hand, 
and those parts of Europe on the other, whose early incorpora-
tion into the modern world-system as areas of coerced labor has 
made them into “the first large-scale laboratories of 
underdevelopment”9 is therefore no coincidence. The structural 

7    Ibid., 90.
8    Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “The Carribean Region: An Open Frontier in Anthro-

pological Theory,  Annual Review of Anthropology 21, 1992, 20.
9    Henryk Szlajfer, “Editor’s Introduction”, in: Henryk Szlajfer (ed.), Economic 

Nationalism in East-Central Europe and South America 1918-1939, Geneva: 
Librarie Droz, 1990, 1.
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similarities between these areas in terms of their imputed 
“backwardness” are sometimes acknowledged as causes for the 
emergence of their respective “second serfdoms” and “second 
slaveries”.10 Yet their similar theoretical strategies for the con-
ceptualization of this condition – themselves structural re-
sponses to that socioeconomic situation – are rarely perceived 
as such. The reason lies not only in the different timing at which 
the concerns with peripherality and underdevelopment were 
voiced in the two locations – starting in the late 19th century for 
Eastern Europe and in mid-20th century for Latin America and 
the Caribbean – but also, and more importantly, in the dissimi-
lar opportunity structure for making these theoretical strategies 
visible beyond regional (or even state) borders.

Given the close link between structural location and valid 
theoretical production in the logic of Western modernity, the 
intellectual division of labor among world-system positions 
places theory, together with civilization and culture, in the core, 
while consigning the periphery to an object of study of the for-
mer and thus to the status of “silenced societies” in terms of the 
production of knowledge.11 We thus have epistemic disappear-
ances long before, and as a prerequisite of, social disappear-
ances. Accordingly, at the same time that the awareness of their 
own peripheral condition was enhanced in most semiperipheral 
areas by their own previous experience of peripherality, as it was 

10  Dale Tomich and Michael Zeuske, “The Second Slavery: Mass Slavery,  
 World Economy and Comparative Microhistories”, Review: A Journal of the  
 Fernand Braudel Center 31/2, Binghamton University, 2008, 91-100; Ma- 
 nuela Boatcă, “Second Slavery vs. Second Serfdom: Local Labor Regimes of  
 the Global Periphery”, in: Saïd Amir Arjomand (ed.), Social Theory and Re- 
 gional Studies in the Global Age, New York: Stony Brook Press, 2014, 361-388.

11   Walter Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern  
 Knowledges, and Border Thinking, Princeton: Princeton University Press,  
 2000, 73; Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America, 109.
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the case in Latin America and the Caribbean, the knowledge 
thus produced only obtained a hearing within Western cultures 
of scholarship once the respective areas ascended into interme-
diate positions in the world-system – as dependency theory did 
in the mid-twentieth century. 

Investor Citizenship

At present, what links these ‘other Americas’ – Latin America 
and the Caribbean – with these ‘other Europes’ – East-Central 
Europe, and to some extent, Southern Europe as well – often has 
to do with mobility and citizenship. Citizenship, commonly 
used as a means of excluding non-members of the polity from 
the allocation of rights, is instrumentalized by states in search 
of solutions for economic crises in order to attract wealthy in-
vestors. This economic strategy used mostly by semiperipheral 
states in order to stimulate foreign investment opens “global 
mobility corridors for the ultra-rich”.12 At the same time, eco-
nomic strategies aimed at providing low-income migrants with 
far more limited paths to mobility – from labor migration to il-
legalized border-crossings – are singled out as illegitimate and 
criminalized, creating instead global corridors for social disap-
pearances. This double standard runs through the global logic 
of mobility and citizenship. While both types of economic strat-
egies are geared towards more people gaining access to resi-
dence or citizenship in a well-to-do region, the criminalization 

12    Roxana Bărbulescu, “Global Mobility Corridors for the Ultra-Rich: The 
Neoliberal Transformation of Citizenship”, in: Ayelet Shachar and Rainer 
Bauböck (eds.), Should Citizenship be for Sale?, EUI WP 1/2014, Florence: 
Robert Schuman for Advanced Studies, 2014, 15-16.
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of migrants to core regions only targets so-called poverty migra-
tion. In turn, the globally mobile ultra-rich seldom count or self-
designate as migrants, but are instead called ‘global investors’, 
‘expats’, or ‘foreign residents for tax purposes’, while their mi-
gration process is more often referred to as ‘relocation’ or quali-
fied as ‘business migration’. Yet, as visa requirements for the 
majority of the world’s migrants become more restricted, inves-
tor citizenships and visas proliferate. 

 For their very first promoters, the programs offering 
‘citizenship by investment’ were meant to bridge the transition 
from the export monoculture of the colonial economy to more 
diversified production after independence: Saint Kitts and 
Nevis, a federation of two islands in the Caribbean, established 
its program one year after the islands gained independence from 
the United Kingdom in 1983. Initially, investment required to 
obtain citizenship was limited to a real estate option of 400,000 
US dollars. After the islands’ sugar industry was closed under 
pressures from the European Union and the World Trade 
Organization, a second option was introduced in the form of a 
donation to the Sugar Industry Diversification Foundation 
(SIDF), a charity aimed at conducting research into the develop-
ment of alternative industries to replace the sugar industry.13 
Similarly, the Commonwealth of Dominica, which gained inde-
pendence from the United Kingdom in 1978, has established an 
investor citizenship program after adverse weather conditions 
and the decrease in the world prices of bananas, the country’s 
primary crop, had seriously damaged its economy.14 Under the 

13  Jelena Dzankic, The Pros and Cons of Ius Pecuniae: Investor Citizenship  
 in Comparative Perspective, EUI Working Papers, RSCAS, 2012/14, 2012,  
 1–18.

14   Dzankic, The Pros and Cons of Ius Pecuniae.
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headline “Passports… for a Price”, Reuters pithily summarized 
the colonial logic behind the move towards investment citizen-
ship in St. Kitts by noting: “For decades, the two-island nation 
of Saint Kitts and Nevis exported sugarcane to keep its economy 
afloat. When sugar prices fell, Saint Kitts began to sell an even 
sweeter commodity: its citizenship”.15 Tellingly for the colonial 
logic running through Caribbean history, the enslaved on sugar 
plantations could not access citizenship (or any other) rights, yet 
Commonwealth citizenship, the residual benefit of having been 
a British colony, is now being extended to the new wealthy land-
owners, foreign investors. As Commonwealth citizens, investors 
can travel without a visa to more than half of the world’s coun-
tries, including Canada and all of Europe. They pay no personal 
income taxes and can take up residence in any of the CARICOM 
member countries at any time and indefinitely.

In turn, within Southern and Eastern Europe, citizenship 
and residency programs have taken hold especially as a result of 
the 2008 financial crisis and the austerity measures imposed by 
the EU, the European Central Bank, and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). The programs’ economic rationale has 
therefore largely lain in providing a type of austerity manage-
ment by refinancing debt through the sale of South Eastern 
European countries’ citizenship. Under Hungary’s 2012 immi-
gration law, foreigners who bought at least 300,000 euros in 
special government residency bonds with a five-year maturity 
date were offered preferential immigration treatment and a fast 
track to Hungarian citizenship without additional requirements 
of residence or real estate purchases. Between 2013 and 2017, 

15  Atossa Araxia Abrahamian, “Passports … for a Price”, Reuters, 
2012, http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/13/us-passport-idUS 
TRE81B05A20120213 [accessed: 06.08.2020].

http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/13/us-passport-idUS TRE81B05A20120213
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/02/13/us-passport-idUS TRE81B05A20120213
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when it closed the program, Hungary had thereby granted more 
than 10,000 so-called golden visas to investors. Nowadays, 
Latvia and Greece boast the lowest amounts required of inves-
tors in Europe for residency – a still sizeable 250,000 euros. Yet 
a real estate investment of up to 650,000 euros also buys for-
eigners residency rights, and in some cases full European citi-
zenship, in Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Cyprus, Macedonia, 
Bulgaria, and Malta, whose investment programs have all been 
implemented since 2012 in the context of tightening austerity 
measures. Visa-free travel to core countries, citizenship of a 
Schengen zone state, or even the right to work in the EU thereby 
become available to the (moderately or very) wealthy. However, 
the commodification of citizenship does not represent a viable 
option for most of the world’s population. Instead, it is either an 
option purposely designed for a very select few or – more fre-
quently – is scandalized, stigmatized and, ultimately, criminal-
ized, when it threatens to become available to a wider number 
of people.

In most cases, the declared goal of economic citizenship 
programs is to attract wealthy investors, especially from China, 
but also, and increasingly, from Russia and the Middle East. For 
wealthy individuals of non-Western countries, investment citi-
zenship clearly represents a means of global social mobility that 
eludes both ascription and migration. In the context of Eastern 
Europe, it involves a ‘race to the bottom’ similar to the one con-
cerning Eastern European migrant labor in Western Europe or 
semi-skilled or unskilled labor in the region that ends up repro-
ducing inner-European hierarchies and power relations. Thus, 
sharp criticism of economic citizenship programs as “an abuse 
of European Union membership”16 in the case of Hungary and 

16   Daily Mail, “Hungary ‘sells EU passports’ in return for bailout funds”, Daily 
Mail, 31 October 2012.
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threats to reinstate visas for the citizens of Montenegro if its 
government implemented a citizenship by investment pro-
gram17 have been instrumental in reasserting EU core countries’ 
leverage on Eastern European semi-peripheries. In the wake of 
such reactions, the Montenegrin government had put the imple-
mentation of its citizenship by investment program on hold 
until 2018, when it opened a limited three-year program capped 
at 2000 investors. 

From Historical to Present Entanglements

There are many more examples of entanglements between the 
regions that came to be known as Latin America and Eastern 
Europe that could be used to point to the need of a relational, 
rather than a mere comparative approach to the links between 
the two. Migration, whether forced or voluntary, has always 
constituted the clearest connector, although the forms it took 
have varied widely. The Polish soldiers deployed by Napoleon in 
the Caribbean during the Haitian Revolution, who sided with 
the revolutionaries and became Haitians with the proclamation 
of the new state, are only one of the earliest known instances. 
Immigration was also a path to social mobility for Eastern 
European peasants who did not own land and otherwise were 
considered second-class citizens within the Habsburg Empire. 
While many embarked in the direction of the United States and 
Canada, more than 250,000 Hungarian peasants emigrated to 
Argentina at the end of the 19th century.18 As the Brazilian govern-

17   Dzankic, The Pros and Cons of Ius Pecuniae.
18   Traude Horvath and Gerda Neyer, Auswanderungen aus Österreich: von der Mitte 

des 19. Jahrhunderts bis zur Gegenwart: mit einer umfassenden Bibliographie zur 
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ment was looking for white settlers to populate its vast domain as 
well as to ‘whiten’ the predominantly Black and mestizo popula-
tion, it offered free transportation to migrants from East Europe. 
The overwhelming response, which saw over 100,000 citizens of 
Russia and Austria-Hungary leave for Brazil starting in 1890, 
prompted the Hungarian government to ban emigration to 
Brazil altogether at the end of 1900.19

Here, I illustrated historical as well as present instances 
linking ‘Latin’ America and ‘Eastern’ Europe as colonially and 
imperially constructed ’others’ in order to advocate a relational 
perspective that views colonial and imperial rule as the com-
mon transnational context of interaction for both regions. 
Understanding the West and its colonial and imperial Others as 
co-constitutive allows us to put peripheral and semiperipheral 
contexts into perspective as laboratories of a global modernity, 
rather than view them as mere recipients of the cultural pro-
gram of European modernity. That, to this day, the Caribbean 
can act as a crucible of economic solutions to the challenges of 
global modernity, as the example of the earliest citizenship-by-
investment programs now being reproduced throughout Europe 
in response to the 2008 financial crisis shows, is a case in point. 

Österreichischen Migrationsgeschichte, Vienna/Cologne: Böhlau Verlag, 1996, 35.
19   Tara Zahra, The Great Departure: Mass Migration from Eastern Europe and the 

Making of the Free World, New York: Norton and Company, 2016, 37.
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Social Disappearance: Notes from 
the Experience of Migration in Transit 
through Mexico

Ignacio Irazuzta

Two Issues in the Research on Disappearance

I reside in Mexico and from the onset of my interest in this topic 
I have done field research regarding two aspects of disappear-
ances in this country. Firstly, I conducted fieldwork with family 
organizations that gather relatives of persons disappeared by 
the so-called War on Drugs in northern Mexico.1 These disap-
pearances are very particular, since not every case corresponds 
clearly to what international law defines as forced disappear-
ance. As a participant in the project “Disappearances: A Study of 
the Transnational Perspective of a Category to Manage, Inhabit 
and Analyze Social Catastrophe and Loss”, I was interested in 
researching the logic of the international circulation of this cat-
egory and its diverse appropriations and local uses. Under this 
project, we trace the experiences of dictatorships in the Latin 
American Southern Cone region and its global resonances. We 

1    The so-called ‘War on Drugs’ was initiated during the government of Felipe 
Calderón (2006-2012) with the aim of fighting ‘organized crime’ and drug 
cartels. In 2019, it was declared as officially ended under president Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador. This campaign gave rise to all kinds of violence and 
human rights violations, especially enforced disappearances, with a total of 
40,000 disappeared according to official records. Gabriel Gatti and Ignacio 
Irazuzta, “Diario de la desaparición mexicana. Entre el precedente y el exceso”, 
Disparidades. Revista de Antropología 74/2, 2019, 1-14.
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consider the original disappearances to be those in which the 
disappearing agent is the state and the person who disappears 
is an individual/citizen persecuted because of their political 
activity. Although in many of these current cases in Mexico the 
disappearances are usually what can be labeled as forced disap-
pearance, in others it is not clear if the state is involved as a 
perpetrator. In most cases, it can be said that the disappeared 
are not political activists. One common characteristic among all 
of these individuals, however, is their vulnerability. They are 
vulnerable because they cannot rely on the protections afforded 
by the rule of law and because the state is persistently reluctant 
to investigate disappearance reports to determine the wherea-
bouts of these people. 

In this context, the organizations of relatives of the disap-
peared that I study take leading action in the search for their 
missing loved ones. Searching is the main expression of agency 
of these relatives who, through their organizations and the 
emerging social connotations and meanings acquired by the 
disappeared in the country, constitute political subjects. 
Searching is a form of battle that manifests itself in many ways: 
mainly in the field, in their combing and searching of the open 
countryside and with the assistance of forensic experts, but also 
in their staging of protests and their pressuring of judicial au-
thorities to investigate each case. So central is the act of search-
ing in the world of the disappeared in contemporary Mexico that 
my research hypothesis is that what creates the condition of 
disappeared is, precisely, the search. At the same time, I under-
stand that the disappeared are ‘absolute victims’ since they have 
been stripped of their condition as subject. They are figures that 
lack agency. But they are powerful figures nonetheless: the dis-
appeared produce an agency in those who search for them and 
that search, in turn, brings the category of disappeared into 
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existence. Thus, this search defined the scope of research for my 
initial participation in this project.

In my second line of research, together with Gabriel Gatti, 
we approach the issue of disappearances among transitory mi-
grant workers passing through Mexico. We have found that 
there are certain elements that shape the field and scope of 
disappearance in this context: in the international scene, for 
example, in the importance given to the issue in the United 
Nations Working Group on Enforced and Involuntary 
Disappearances since 2015;2 and at the national level, such as in 
the discovery of a mass grave containing the bodies of 72 mi-
grants from San Fernando, Tamaulipas, a region in northern 
Mexico, and through the First Summit of the Mothers of 
Disappeared Migrants held in Mexico City, in November 2018.3 
We observe clear empirical signs that disappearance is making 
significant headway with the phenomenon of migration. This 
collision between disappearance and migration also produces 
very specific modulations in the category of disappearance, con-
tributing to shape what we call social disappearance.4 We are 
presently doing field research in migrant shelters throughout 

2   United Nations General Assembly, “Report of the Working Group on Enforced 
or Involuntary Disappearances on enforced disappearances in the context of 
migration”, 11-29 September 2017, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/
files/resources/G1722672.pdf [accessed: 01.07.2020], I.2, p.4.

3   This meeting was convened by the Movimiento Migrante Mesoamericano and 
the Italian Caravane Migranti and gathered mothers from different countries, 
such as Mexico, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Mauritania, 
Senegal, Algeria and Tunisia. More information available on the website of 
Movimiento Migrante Mesoamericano: https://movimientomigrantemeso-
americano.org/2018/10/15/cumbre-mundial-de-madres-de-migrantes-de-
saparecidos/ [accessed: 10.08.2020].

4   Gabriel Gatti, Ignacio Irazuzta and María Martínez, “Introducción. La desa-
parición forzada de personas: circulación transnacional y usos sociales de 
una categoría de los derechos humanos”, Oñati Socio-legal Series 9/2, 145-154.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/G1722672.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/G1722672.pdf
https://movimientomigrantemeso-americano.org/2018/10/15/cumbre-mundial-de-madres-de-migrantes-de-saparecidos/
https://movimientomigrantemeso-americano.org/2018/10/15/cumbre-mundial-de-madres-de-migrantes-de-saparecidos/
https://movimientomigrantemeso-americano.org/2018/10/15/cumbre-mundial-de-madres-de-migrantes-de-saparecidos/
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Mexico. These shelters are supported and organized by civil 
society, and, importantly, the Roman Catholic Church. Here, 
migrants can take refuge as they travel on their journey to the 
United States. There are approximately 35 of these shelters 
throughout the country. So far, we have only visited about nine. 
Therefore, while it would be inaccurate to say our research is 
complete, it has provided some clues that allow us to define the 
elements of the figure of the social disappeared.

Features of Social Disappearance

In our analysis, this figure is shaped by the following features: 
a) From the onset of our investigation, the main hypoth-

esis has been that the disappeared can only be considered as 
such if they are being searched for. The search by their relatives 
is the constituting action of the disappeared. Some migrants are 
being searched for following the same path through which they 
disappear, such as by the mothers of the Caravan of the 
Mesoamerican Migrant Movement. They search for and some-
times find some of those disappeared, some of them are even 
found alive. They search in shelters, but not all of those shel-
tered there are searched for under this category. Nevertheless, 
all of those sheltered there could be considered disappeared. 
The first element of the figure, then, is that different to the 
forcefully disappeared, the social disappeared may be a living 
person.

b) They may, however, not really live but merely subsist.
The social disappeared dwell in places where life seems impos-
sible. Through our experience in the field, we find that these 
places are not really shelters; they are pit stops between one 
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shelter and another. They are the territory of the War on Drugs. 
It is the land of the pollero and the coyote (the smugglers). It is 
the land of extortion, of La Bestia,5 of the desert. This is the 
place where disappearance take place. The shelters are the 
places where they appear: the places where the mothers of the 
Mesoamerican Migrant Movement can find their desaparecidos. 
It is the place where our field research takes place and we can 
see their living presence. The second element of social disap-
pearance is thus that there are spaces of appearance for the so-
cial disappeared. These are exceptional places where the law 
goes outside itself.6 They are where norms rule outside the Rule 
of Law. They are spaces of inverted exception. These spaces are 
inverted because of the way these places of exception were con-
ceived in relation to the original desaparecido. In the places of 
exception of the original desaparecido, they disappear. They van-
ish. In the places of the social disappeared, they come back, they 
appear. 

c) The social disappeared may be alive. They have a
physical presence but something in the original forms of disap-
pearance comes through in the social disappeared. More spe-
cifically, there is an apparent separation of name and body. The 
identity of the social disappeared is unstable. The name, as an 

5   Also popularly known as the ‘train of death’, La Bestia (the Beast) refers to 
the freight train that travels through Mexico from the southern border in 
Tenosique, State of Chiapas, to the State of Tamaulipas in the Northeast, or 
Baja California in the Northwest. The train is boarded clandestinely by Central 
American migrants on their way to the United States. Although in recent years 
the Beast is no longer the main means of transport by which migrants cross 
Mexico, it is still frequently used on certain routes of the journey. Comisión 
Nacional de Derechos Humanos de México, Los desafíos de la migración y los 
albergues como oasis, Ciudad de México, 2018.

6   Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2005.
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unambiguous identifier of a person, loses connection with iden-
tification records. Either as a strategy of self-protection against 
the dangers of the journey by the migrants themselves, or be-
cause of the lack of official identity documents, there is no of-
ficial connection between this person’s body and their given 
names. They are, in many cases, undocumented migrants. The 
third element is that the social disappeared is a kind of “impos-
sible subject,” “simultaneously a social reality and a legal 
impossibility.”7 They exist, but they are outside the scope of le-
gal recognition as individuals in the rule of law. Like the force-
fully disappeared, the socially disappeared are removed from 
the protection of the law.

d) While enforced disappearance is perpetrated against
an individual/citizen, in the case of social disappearance, no 
such consideration is possible. Those that disappear are not 
recognized as having citizenship rights, these rights do not ap-
ply to them, and their disappearance cannot even be considered 
a legal case. A fourth element, then, is that social disappearance 
is not an individual case, but a mass phenomenon. The social 
disappeared are not individuals/citizens; they are only recog-
nized as such when they are searched for. 

Social Disappearance, Public Records and Mobility

Social disappearance is especially meaningful in relation to ac-
counts and registers. Since many people have no official identity 
documents, there is no official record of them, neither as indi-
viduals nor in collective terms as a population. There is thus not 

7   Mae Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005, 4.
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one official record – a finite count, as there is for the population 
of a nation state – but many. Regarding the social disappeared, 
there are no “bound series” operating.8 There cannot be a cen-
sus for the social disappeared, only estimates. There is no single 
registration, but several, which count and register migrants that 
cross Mexico’s territory. One of those counting and registering 
is the National Migration Institute (Instituto Nacional de 
Migraciones). Other registrations occur in the shelters, and all 
the shelters are willing to engage in this practice, even though 
sometimes these records are based solely on the word and un-
verifiable statements of the migrant. They are taken in good 
faith. Some of the shelters have accounts and are able to gener-
ate data, like those that cluster around the Jesuit Migrant 
Service (Servicio Jesuita a Migrantes) through the Documentation 
Network of Migrant Advocacy Organizations (Red de 
Documentación de Organizaciones Defensoras de Migrantes, or 
REDODEM). From these registrations, data series are compiled 
for publication in reports used in applications for funds from 
international organizations. It can be said that the social disap-
peared operate in a post-sovereignty governmentality, run by 
non-state agents concerned with controlling and governing 
populations. In this sense, regarding the social disappeared, 
several methodological strategies can be applied since there is 
quantifiable data within this population. Data is necessary for 
access to humanitarian aid directed at migrants. 

While the issue of mobility has not been adressed explic-
itly in our research, we can assume that the social disappear-
ance type or category that we speak of is constituted by mobil-
ity. They are migrants. The conditions of violence in Mexico’s 

8   Benedict Anderson, The Spectres of Comparison: Nationalism, Southeast Asia 
and the World, London: Verso, 1998.
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territory explain the existence and physiology of the places 
where we conduct field research, namely the shelters, which are 
places of re-appearance. The cartels, the War on Drugs, the in-
ternational criminal gangs groups known as Maras, the traf-
ficking and extortion practices that charge a fee to allow pas-
sage through a fragmented territory – all these have molded into 
a very sui generis institutionalism of the protection of migrants 
in Mexico. The Catholic Church’s strong tradition of sanctuary 
in the country has taken a new form to face the challenge of the 
times, presenting itself as a civil society effort, and from there it 
has been exerting its influence on legislators, lobbying them so 
that the shelters are recognized under Mexico’s 2011 Migration 
Act. This law calls them lugares de albergue de los migrantes 
(places of shelter for migrants) and it establishes a “non-institu-
tional” perimeter around these places, an interdiction that lim-
its the exercise of the “monopoly of the legitimate means of 
movement” traditionally attributed to the state.9 In one of its 
articles, the law states that migration authorities cannot act in 
the places where migrants are sheltered by organizations spon-
sored by civil society or people that work in humanitarian aid. 
Although the law is evasive about authorizating humanitarian 
aid, it is emphatic in the prosecution and punishment of those 
that traffic migrants. It criminalizes individuals and organiza-
tions that facilitate the movement of undocumented migrants in 
the territory, but it does not criminalize individual movement, 
the right of every person to migrate. 

Therefore, social disappearance is largely produced as a 
result of the conditions of human mobility in today’s global stage. 
Migrants are victims of the state’s exercise of its monopoly on the 

9   John Torpey, “Coming and Going: On the State Monopolization of Legitimate 
‘Means of Movement’”, Sociological Theory 16/3, 1998, 239-259, 239.
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legitimate means of mobility, which regulates the “right to es-
cape” through its borders,10 thus creating spaces of exception 
amongst the migrants that disappear and reappear. Migrants are 
simultaneously protected and abandoned. In the gaps between 
these spaces of exception where the social disappeared re-appear 
is where migrants find assistance from the regimes of post-sov-
ereignty, governmentality and the moral economies of humani-
tarianism. Those are the spaces where the government of the 
social disappeared takes place. 

The Name and the Body/Person

It is in the very “impossibility of the subject” where we can find 
the agency of the social disappeared, like those that crisscross 
Mexico on their way to the United States.11 In effect, if the social 
disappeared are such, it is because they are unstable in terms of 
identity, because in their person they generate an intermittent 
separation of their name from their body/person. Their agency 
lies in the strategies used to produce this disengegament. They 
do so in order to evade the controls of migration authorities; it is 
a self-defense mechanism triggered when they come against 
traffickers, smugglers, and those who seek to extort them to ‘al-
low’ them to move through ‘their’ territory. They do it as a vis-
ibility/invisibility strategy, to disappear or re-appear. The 
agency of the social disappeared is developed in the spaces of 
existence where life seems impossible.12 The social disappeared 

10    Sandro Mezzadra, “The Right to Escape”, Ephemera 4/3, 2004, 267-275.
11   Ngai, Impossible Subject.
12   Ignacio Irazuzta, María Martínez and Estela Schindel, “Desaparición. La vida 

en sus límites”, Oñati Socio-legal Series 9/2, 2019, 222-236.
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are such largely due to the systems of identification of individu-
als implemented by states. Their agency is put into play in in-
stances where the connection between body and name is un-
fixed. But the social disappeared are also subjects constituted 
around their own vulnerability. In the case of Mexico, it is the 
very laws that regulate migration that make them vulnerable: 
they are made victims of the extortion and migrant trafficking 
mentioned in this law through their criminalization. These laws 
simultaneously open them up to humanitarian aid through civil 
society and religious organizations, thus empowering them as 
involved actors. Hence, the social disappeared are a “subjected 
subject,” governed in the sense conceived by Chatterjee as “the 
politics of the governed”: estranged from the regimes of liberal 
citizenship, more akin to post-sovereignty governmentality.13

The social disappeared in the regimes of human mobility 
in the contemporary world are an impossible subject; they are 
vulnerable subjects subjected. But this does not necessarily 
mean that they are the subject of exclusion, nor that they are 
devoid of agency, or simply bearers of an individualized strategy. 
Some recent works are keen to replace the idea of exclusion, 
suggesting that global capitalism is constituted by multiple 
spaces of “differential inclusion” and arguing that the borders of 
globalization are the places of class struggle and that in those 
spaces, which are also borders, migration is a social move-
ment.14 The immigrant caravan that is currently crossing 
Mexico suggests something of the sort: a great many social 
disappeared marching, fighting, and mobilizing.

13   Partha Chatterjee, The Politics of the Governed: Ref lections on Popular Politics 
in Most of the World, New York: Columbia University Press, 2004.

14   Sandro Mezzadra, and Brett Neilson, Borders as Methods or the Multiplicat-ion 
of Labor, Durham: Duke University Press, 2013, 157.
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Translating Social Disappearance

In the workshop, the possibility of applying this finding to the 
reality of certain European countries, and in particular to coun-
tries of Eastern Europe, proved both fruitful and complex, as is 
always the case with the work involved in the translatability of 
theoretical concepts. As Gramsci has shown, the translatability 
of theory does not only face problems of a linguistic nature; it 
also concerns adjustments and misalignments between differ-
ent cultural and intellectual traditions, socio-structural config-
urations, political and legal institutions and, ultimately, world 
views. Translatability brings into play different historical lan-
guages that destabilize the possibility of universal generic sche-
matisms in the field of theoretical concepts.15 Conscious, then, 
of this challenge of translatability, we started off from a central 
place of recognition, where the different case studies converged: 
a space of widespread and structural situations of vulnerability 
and precariousness for which the concept of social disappear-
ance may be valid. However, Latin America and Eastern Europe 
have different historical experiences that evoke the concept to a 
greater or lesser degree. 

Social disappearance has a deep layer of fundamental 
meaning in its origin. It is derived from enforced disappearance 
being used as a political repression strategy in Latin American 
dictatorships and from the social movement of denunciation 
that succeeded in having these strategies recognized as crimes 
against humanity. While it is not a practice specific to these po-
litical regimes, and, in fact, similar repressive practices existed in 

15   Antonio Gramsci, “The Translation of Philosophical and Scientific Lan-
guages”, in: Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, Book 11, Note 5, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011.
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many countries of Eastern Europe, in the workshop, discussions 
of that core of essential meaning marked the problems of recogni-
tion and identification of the category and its possibilities for 
significant innovation. 

The exercise of translatability thus served to recognize 
the differences between the languages of origin of the partici-
pants, on the one hand, and English, the language in which 
discussions took place, on the other, like in the diversity of 
words existing in Polish to translate disappearance as either 
missing, vanished or lost, which range from the political to the 
banal or apolitical.16 There are also evident differences in the 
histories of citizenship production in the various countries, 
which is a fundamental element for measuring the social value 
assigned to the individual in each society and, in that respect, 
the potential meaning of disappearance (first enforced and then 
social disappearance).

But, apart from these linguistic and historical differences, 
there is a remarkable convergence in many of the characteristics 
that social disappearance inherits from enforced disappearance. 
Absence, invisibility, lack of representation, shattering of mean-
ing, and un-identification were easily recognized in many of the 
case studies on extreme situations of vulnerability that were 
presented in the workshop.17 Whether it be homeless people or 
beggars in the street markets of Moscow, the so-called ‘false 
positives’ of the war in Colombia, or the many situations of mi-
grants (HIV-positive Polish migrants in Western Europe, Central 
American migrants in Mexico in their journey to the United 
States, or African migrants in Europe), social disappearance 

16   See introduction to this volume.
17   Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 

(Possible) Uses of a Category for Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 25-43.
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proved fruitful in testing innovative hypotheses that can unify 
meanings of the contemporary crisis of the social, which, from 
Latin America to Eastern Europe, also puts at risk the liberal 
promise of being (and looking like) an individual/citizen.
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Conceptualizing Disappearances: 
From Bosnia-Herzegovina to the 
Present-Day Migration Order

Laura Huttunen

Introduction: From Missing Bosnians to Disappeared Migrants

In this short paper, I will draw from two contexts in which I 
have worked with disappearances: post-1995 Bosnia-Herzego-
vina, and present-day undocumented migration towards Europe. 
I will suggest that while, in the latter context, the concept of 
social disappearance helps us to understand certain aspects of 
disappearances in migratory contexts, in the former case, a 
more traditional conceptualization of (en)forced disappearance 
is more pertinent.

The elusive object with which I work has been defined by 
various terms: missing persons, forcibly disappeared persons 
and recently, “the social disappeared”.1 I am interested in the 
social lives of these terms; in other words, in the various uses to 
which these terms are put in various social contexts and politi-
cal projects. At the same time, it is important to make a distinc-
tion between the ways in which we use the concepts analytically 
as researchers, and the ways in which our interlocutors use the 
terms in their personal lives and political projects.

For analytical purposes, I understand a missing person as 
anyone whose whereabouts are not known by their families and 

1   Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Social Circulation and 
(Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 
25–43.
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communities for extended time periods – they leave behind an 
absence that is disturbing and unaccounted for. This is the way 
that many humanitarian organizations use the term, as they 
want to foreground the predicament of the families left behind.2 
People may also be missing officially, i.e. in that the state recog-
nizes them as such. This means an official acknowledgement of 
uncertainty of whether the missing person is alive or dead (some 
states, such as Bosnia-Herzegovina and Cyprus,3 have specific 
laws that define ‘missing person’ as a legal status). ‘Forcibly 
disappeared’, on the other hand, refers to the purposeful appli-
cation of disappearances as a tool for ruling through terror, 
codified in international humanitarian law.4 Finally, the concept 
social disappeared opens up the analytical space to consider 
various aspects of marginality and precariousness. 

Post-war Missing Bosnians: Forcibly Disappeared Victims 
of Purposeful Politics

My research on disappeared Bosnians is embedded in a long-
term ethnographic engagement with the Bosnian diaspora since 
2001. Some 30,000 people went missing in Bosnia-Herzegovina 

2    See: International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Accompanying the Fami-
lies of Missing Persons: A Practical Handbook, Geneva: ICRC, 2013.

3    About the law in Cyprus, see: Paul Sant Cassia, Bodies of Evidence: Burial, 
Memory and the Recovery of Missing Persons in Cyprus, Oxford: Berghahn 
Books, 2005. The Bosnian law on missing persons can be accessed on 
the ICMP web page, https://www.icmp.int/?resources=law-on-missing-pe-
rsons-bih [accessed: 03.08.2020].

4    Barbara A. Frey, “Los Desaparecidos: The Latin American Experience as a Nar-
rative Framework for the International Norm Against Forced Disappearances”, 
Human Rights in Latin American and Iberian Cultures, Hispanic Issues On Line 
(HIOL), 5/1, 2009, 52-72.
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during the Bosnian war in the mid-1990s, and the repercus-
sions for families as well as for the political life of post-war 
Bosnia have been enormous. In my research on the missing in 
Bosnia, I focus on family members’ experiences on the one 
hand, and on the process of identifying corpses and the political 
uses of the issue in the post-war political climate in Bosnia on 
the other.

The dissolution of Yugoslavia in the 1990s was accompa-
nied by violent conflicts, most notably in Croatia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina and Kosovo. In Bosnia, the declaration of inde-
pendence in 1992 was followed by protracted armed conflict, 
which left behind some 100,000 casualties, huge material de-
struction and heavily damaged infrastructure as well as a dif-
ficult political legacy. Some 2 million (out of 4.2 million) people 
were forced to leave their homes, one million of them escaping 
abroad. Moreover, following the Dayton Peace Accords (1995), 
the country was divided into two entities, the Republica Srpska 
(Serb Republic) and the Federation, forcing ethnicized violence 
into the very structures of the post-war state. At the end of the 
1990s, there were some 40,000 people reported missing in the 
area of former Yugoslavia, 30,000 of these in Bosnia.5 Among 
these people who were reported missing by their families were 
both soldiers who went missing in combat as well as civilians 
who disappeared as victims of violence that swept over the 
country. As it turned out, the latter category was numerically 
much bigger. The fate of the disappeared has cast a long shadow 
over the post-war years in Bosnia, both over the lives of the 
families of the missing, as well as the political atmosphere in 

5   For numbers of the missing in Bosnia-Herzegovina, see “Where we work – 
Bosnia-Herzegovina”, https://www.icmp.int/where-we-work/europe/west-
ern-balkans/bosnia-and-herzegovina [accessed: 03.08.2020].

https://www.icmp.int/where-we-work/europe/west-ern-balkans/bosnia-and-herzegovina
https://www.icmp.int/where-we-work/europe/west-ern-balkans/bosnia-and-herzegovina
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the country recovering slowly from the devastation of the war.
The disappearances in Bosnia were connected to violent 

contestations over state power after the dissolution of Yugoslavia 
and the formation of the independent state of Bosnia-
Herzegovina. Ethnic cleansing is a term that was coined to de-
scribe genocidal strategies used during the war; it refers to a 
technique of targeting the ‘enemy’ ethno-national group by 
killing, torture and expulsion, aiming at creating ethnically 
‘pure’ territories. Most of the people reported missing by their 
families at the end of the war were later located by search agents 
in huge mass graves in different parts of Bosnia, predominantly 
in the North and in the East. The search and identification of 
those reported missing has been an enormous effort, requiring 
both material and human resources.6

I argue that the disappeared are liminal personae par 
excellence, to borrow Victor Turner’s conceptualization,7 and 
that such a liminality or unaccounted absence is a productive 
force (in the Foucauldian sense), giving rise to a whole range of 
agents, projects and initiatives, some more private in nature, 
and others public and collaborative. In the Bosnian context, fo-
rensic-based identification of the dead who were located, as well 
as their conspicuous reburials have worked as a way of bringing 
closure for the families by ending the destructive liminality of 
disappearance.  At the same time, such practices have brought 
the victims of ethnic cleansing back to the body politic as rightful 

6   Sarah Wagner, To Know Where He Lies: DNA Technology and the Search for 
Srebrenica’s Missing, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008; Laura Hut-
tunen, “Liminality and Contested Communitas: The Missing Persons in Bos-
nia-Herzegovina”, Conflict and Society: Advances in Research 2, 2006, 201–218.

7   Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, Ithaca, New 
York: Cornell University Press 1977 [1969].
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citizens.8 However, this issue is still politically loaded and feeds 
into tensions within post-war Bosnian politics, in Bosnia and 
among the Bosnian diaspora.

In Eastern Europe and the ex-Soviet political sphere alto-
gether, the term ‘forced disappearance’ is seldom applied. In the 
area, the experiences of dictatorship and political violence after 
the Second World War were in many ways different from the 
South American experiences in the 1970s and 1980s. For exam-
ple, during the Stalin era in the Soviet Union, the word ‘taken’, 
instead of ‘disappeared’, was used to describe people who disap-
peared from their everyday environments. However, ‘taken’ as a 
term does not open a “dialogic” space to demand the state to 
disclose the whereabouts of the missing person.9 

I suggest that the disappearance of the 30, 000 Bosnians 
during the Bosnian war are an exception in Eastern Europe in 
this sense: the term ‘(en)forced disappearance’ adequately de-
scribes the political project that produced the disappearances. 
The missing in Bosnia were purposefully disappeared by actors 
pursuing state power, their whereabouts and their fate where 
purposefully disclosed from the families left behind, and the 
disappearances were part of the strategy of ethnic cleansing, i.e. 
with the aim of wiping out an ethnically defined group of people 
from the country. The victims were clearly placed outside of the 
protection of the law, and their disappearance created “a new 
kind of ambiguous status between life and death”.10 Even if the 
organizations working with this issue in the region have rather 
consistently applied the term ‘missing person’ for defining the 
object of their engagement, I suggest that for analytical purposes 

8  Huttunen, “Liminality and Contested Communitas”.
9  See Schindel in her introductory contribution to this volume. 
10   Ibid. 
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‘forced disappearance’ is more useful in spelling out the pur-
posefulness of the politics of making the victims disappear. 
These forced disappearances were used politically, both to wipe 
people literally away, and to frighten their remaining family 
members and communities away. In other words, ‘missing per-
son’ (nestali in Bosnian) was used by the actors involved in this 
process, while analytically we can better understand the victims 
as ‘forcibly disappeared’. In the Bosnian language, there is no 
established equivalent for the term ‘(en)forced disappearance’. 
The key organisation dealing with this issue in Bosnia, the 
ICMP (International Commission of Missing Persons),11 has 
consistently used the term missing/nestali, and has probably 
helped to consolidate this term in local usage. In the Bosnian 
context, however, the term ‘missing’ has also been successfully 
used to claim the political accountability of the perpetrators,12 
thus maybe diminishing the need to introduce the term ‘forced 
disappearance’ to the local vocabulary.

Missing en Route: Disappearing Migrants

Currently, I am working on a project on disappearances in migra-
tory contexts.13 In the project, we empirically map the variety of 
ways of conceptualizing people’s disappearances in mobile con-
texts, and the political and bureaucratic responses to these disap-
pearances. Moreover, we are interested in the repercussions of 

11   https://www.icmp.int// [accessed: 03.08.2020].
12   See e.g. the proceedings of the Hague war tribunal: https://www.icty.org/ 

 [accessed: 03.08.2020].
13   See https://research.uta.fi/missing/ [accessed 3.8.2020]. I am working on 

 the project with my colleagues Anna Matyska, Mari Korpela, Ville Laak- 
 konen and Saila Kivilahti.
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conceptual frameworks and policy projects both in the lives of the 
families of the disappeared migrants, and more widely, in the 
communities affected. Our main research questions are: How 
are disappearing mobile people recognized, conceptualized and 
politicized by different agents, including states, inter-govern-
mental organizations, various grassroots organization as well 
as the families of the missing? How do the family members of 
missing persons negotiate with and navigate around state bu-
reaucracies, organizational practices and official procedures?

While in the Bosnian context the disappearances were 
tied to contestations over state power in that particular time and 
place, the migrant disappearances are tied to much more varied 
circumstances, both spatially and politically. At the same time, 
there are multiple actors involved and the conceptual frame-
works applied by the actors themselves are varied. I will suggest 
below that the discussion on the social disappeared, as formu-
lated by Gatti, provides some keys to approach this somewhat 
dizzying multitude.

In today’s world, significant numbers of people disappear 
from their families while migrating. Varying numbers of miss-
ing migrants circulate in the media and in policy reports. These 
are all, of course, just estimations and more or less informed 
guesses, as any truly reliable figures are very hard to come by. 
However, what is clear is that the number of both migrant 
deaths and migrant disappearances have grown dramatically 
since the early 1990s, most notably in the Mediterranean and in 
the US-Mexico border area.

The most easily available source of data on migrant 
deaths and estimations of disappeared migrants comes from the 
IOM’s Missing Migrant project, the only existing database on 
migrant deaths on global level. In its 2019 report, IOM claims 
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that since 2014, more than 32,000 migrants have died or disap-
peared in the entire world while en route. Between 2014 and 
2018, more than 17,900 people are estimated to have died or 
gone missing in the Mediterranean, and some 12,000 people 
are estimated to have drowned in the area without their remains 
being recovered.14

Especially migrants travelling ‘irregularly’ or without 
documentation are in danger of disappearing – that is, in danger 
of being abducted or killed by somebody or dying at the mercy 
of the sea or the desert, without their families and their sending 
communities knowing what has happened to them. The possi-
ble reasons for disappearance are countless and the probability 
that the families left behind will be informed about their fate is 
low. As a result, the numbers of missing migrants have been 
growing since the 1990s, and a painful uncertainty often marks 
the lives of families and communities in the sending coun-
tries.15 Quite often, the disappeared migrants turn up as uni-
dentified bodies somewhere quite far from their families and 
communities, but the link between the body and the family or 
community is hard to re-establish under current conditions.

Sometimes, however, people disappear from the state and 
remain purposefully beyond or below the state radar, while trust-
ed family members or friends may know their whereabouts. This 

14   Frank Laczko, Ann Singleton and Julia Black, “IOM’s Global Migration Data 
Analysis Centre GMDAC 2019”, Fatal Journeys 34, 2019 vi-viii, https://pub-
lications.iom.int/books/fatal-journeys-volume-4-missing-migrant-children 
[accessed 3.8.2020].

15   For ethnographic accounts of experiences in sending communities, see: Hans 
Lucht, Darkness Before Daybreak: African Migrants Living on the Margins in 
Southern Italy Today, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012; Gerhild 
Perl, Traces of Death: Exploring Affective Responsiveness Across the Spanish-Mo-
roccan Sea, PhD Thesis, Institute of Social Anthropology, University of Bern, 
2018.

https://pub-lications.iom.int/books/fatal-journeys-volume-4-missing-migrant-children
https://pub-lications.iom.int/books/fatal-journeys-volume-4-missing-migrant-children
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is often the case with undocumented workers and other ‘paper-
less’ groups of people. In these cases, the notion of ‘being disap-
peared’ is blurred with undocumented and marginalized living: 
these people live at the margins of the state and economies, 
‘unseen’ by the authorities and unprotected by any legal status, 
often unrecognized by official records and statistics – groups 
that Gabriel Gatti has called “the social disappeared”.16 These 
people are missing from the state gaze, and they may be missing 
from their families at the same time, but not necessarily so.

Gatti points out that the concept of forced disappearance 
was created in a specific context, for specific purposes, i.e. to 
address and fight the purposeful politics of making people dis-
appear through detainment and murder in Latin America as 
discussed above; but later on, after being successfully applied in 
its original context, the concept travelled to other places, to be 
used in other fights by activists.17 Gatti introduces the concept 
of social disappeared to address these new sites. He suggests 
that it could “be used as a tool with which to imagine and ana-
lyse life in a situation of catastrophe”, and later that “the social 
disappeared is broken identity and exclusion; it is dissociated 
body, bad death and bad life.”18

Many people migrate undocumented because life has 
become unliveable, or at least without future prospects in their 
countries of origin. Many of those who succeed in entering 
Europe, end up working undocumented, in utterly vulnerable 
positions in the European labour market.19 Moreover, many mi-
grants die en route due to various factors (drowning, sickness, 
suffocation). The circumstances of these people resonate with 

16    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”.
17    Ibid., cf. Frey “Los Desaparecidos”.
18    Ibid., 37-38.
19    Lucht, Darkness before Daybreak, footnote 15.
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Gatti’s formulation of social disappearance, i.e. circumstances 
where life becomes unliveable, impossible; and when death 
comes, it is a ‘bad death’ far away from their sending communi-
ties, and with their bodies buried anonymously without proper 
rituals.

Moreover, Gatti poses the following question: “But what 
is the status of individuals who are disappeared without ever 
having been conceived as subjects under a legal definition of 
subjectivity, politics and existence?”20 This question hits a point 
of utmost relevance when trying to understand the situation of 
many undocumented migrants: among those who die or disap-
pear while travelling undocumented, many do not have an es-
tablished, recognized citizenship anywhere. They are not recog-
nized as legal subjects worthy of searching for by any legal en-
tity, not in their countries of origin, nor in Europe, in their puta-
tive countries of destination.  

Migrant disappearances and disappearances related to 
oppressive governments and armed conflicts are not two totally 
distinct categories. Rather, these two often become intertwined. 
Many migrants f lee violent conflicts or government persecu-
tion, and it is not always clear where and under which circum-
stances their disappearance has taken place. Moreover, it is 
important to notice that not all missing persons are dead. There 
are those who wish to remain unreachable. In some cases, a 
person’s whereabouts may be known to their families while they 
are officially missing or out of the reach of authorities and bu-
reaucratic fixity. This condition ties our project with questions 
of irregular and undocumented migration, and of life on the 
margins of the modern bureaucratic state. This again links to 
the concept of social disappearance.

20    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 32.
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Some family organizations in the Mediterranean are in-
troducing the term ‘forcibly disappeared’ to refer to the migrants 
who die while crossing the Mediterranean.21 Using this term, 
they want to make a strong political claim: They say that mi-
grant deaths and disappearances are tolerated, or even pro-
moted by the EU states, in order to discourage new migrants 
from starting the journey or from trying to enter the EU.22 I 
understand this as a way of politicizing the issue of migrant 
deaths and disappearances at the Mediterranean. This reso-
nates with Gatti’s claim that the term ‘forced disappearance’ has 
become globalized, gaining new meanings in new contexts. 
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sity of California Press, 2015.
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The ‘False Positives’ and Double 
Disappearance in Colombia 

Juan Pablo Aranguren Romero

It hurts me a lot to know that they took very defenseless people who 
in the middle of everything might think that nobody was going to 
look for them. Like my brother, who lived on the street. From him 

they would say: ‘ah! He will not have a family, and nobody will  
look for him’. It turns out that they were wrong.  
(Relative of a case of ‘False Positives’, 2018).

For a little more than three decades the forced disappearance of 
persons in Colombia, as in other Latin American countries, has 
been a habitual repressive practice against political opponents. 
The struggle and mobilization of relatives of the disappeared 
and of human rights organizations have made possible the rec-
ognition of these crimes in international jurisprudence and have 
posed multiple challenges within the social sciences about con-
cepts such as identity, grief, loss and absence. 

In the case of border areas in Colombia – spaces bordering 
countries, but also gray areas such as garbage dumps and areas 
of marginalization in the cities – the socio-political framework 
of enforced disappearance has been interwoven with other 
forms of disappearance, such as trafficking and enslavement, 
and the management and administration of migrants and peo-
ple considered as surplus populations. The forced disappear-
ance of persons in Colombia shows links to these other ways of 
managing lives and bodies in the border areas because the al-
leged perpetrators are the same (the paramilitary groups that 
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control the border areas are the same ones that eliminate po-
litical leaders). Thus, these disappearances occur both in sce-
narios of political repression and in contexts of social margin-
alization.

In both of these forms, the very concept of disappearance 
can be discussed in terms of the bordering point in which it 
takes place. This seems to force us to think – almost as an ob-
session – on how to quantify the number of missing persons in 
borders or in areas of social marginalization, but on the basis of 
knowing that they are unquantifiable and unmeasurable – pre-
cisely because, paradoxically, their management and adminis-
tration are based on not knowing about their existence. The 
quantification of disappearance in these cases, then, shows 
another frontier to be delimited, one already raised by Michael 
Pollak regarding the systematization of genocidal practices:1 Is 
it possible to systematize a practice that, like disappearance, is 
characterized by being blurred and elusive? And is it even ac-
ceptable to talk about the sampling and representativeness of 
practices that have involved the selection of people to be disap-
peared?

A case of the intersection between these bordering zones 
in Colombia occurs through what is known as false positives. 
That is, civilians (non-combatants) who were kidnapped by the 
Colombian army and disappeared, but who were reported as 
killed in combat. Most of these cases correspond to young peo-
ple who lived in the margins of rural and urban areas in 
Colombia. Several of the victims of false positives were peas-
ants, poor people, street dwellers, consumers of psychoactive 
substances and people with mental disorders, whose deaths 

1    Michael Pollak, Memoria, olvido, silencio: La producción social de identidades 
frente a situaciones límite, La Plata: Al Margen, 2006.
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were added to reports of the (positive) number of people killed in 
combat by the Colombian army in its fight against guerrillas of 
the FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) during the 
first decade of the 21st century. According to the Attorney 
General’s Office, many of the victims were young men between 
the ages of 18 and 30, who were engaged in agricultural work in 
rural areas and informal work in the cities.2

Thus, between 2002 and 2010, around 3,500 civilians 
were killed by state agents and reported as guerrillas killed in 
combat.3 In 2008, these cases began to be known as false posi-
tives. Although the cases are not yet systematically documented, 
even when research estimates that up to 10,000 civilians were 
kidnapped,4 the sheer number of these cases shows that it was 
a common practice among the military forces. In fact, according 
to a report by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, during 2006 and 2007, one in three people 
killed in combat by the Colombian army was reported as apply-
ing to false positives.5 Deaths illegitimately represented as 
killed in combat are not a recent event in the country. There 

2   Fiscalía General de la Nación, “Fiscalía realiza segunda entrega de informes 
a la Jurisdicción Especial de Paz”, 2018, https://www.fiscalia.gov.co/col-
ombia/fiscal-general-de-la-nacion/fiscalia-realiza-segunda-entrega-de-in-
formes-a-la-jurisdiccion-especial-de-paz/ [accessed: 14.01.2019]. 

3   Coordinación Colombia-Europa-Estados Unidos, Ejecuciones extrajudiciales en 
Colombia 2002-2010. Crímenes de lesa humanidad bajo el mandato de la política 
de defensa y seguridad democrática, Bogotá: CCEEUU, 2012.  

4   Omar Rojas y Fabián Benavides, Ejecuciones extrajudiciales en Colombia 2002-
2010: Obediencia ciega en campos de batalla ficticios, Bogotá: Universidad Santo 
Tomás, 2012. 

5   Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Annual 
Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, Addendum: 
Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on the Situ-
ation of Human Rights in Colombia, 2015, A/HRC/28/3/Add.3, https://www.
refworld.org/docid/551948dc4.html [accessed 14.09.2018].

https://www. refworld.org/docid/551948dc4.html
https://www. refworld.org/docid/551948dc4.html
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have been reports of cases of false positives since 1980, al-
though this phenomenon increased from the year 2002 and was 
met with its most critical stage between 2006 and 2008.

Although the strategies used to carry out these crimes 
were varied, in a significant number of cases they maintained a 
similar pattern, as indicated by Philip Alston, Special Rapporteur 
on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, in his 
Report of March 31, 2010 about Colombia. It would often begin 
with a recruiter (a civilian, a former combatant of an illegal 
armed group, or an ex-military member) who would lure civilian 
victims to a secluded place, deceiving them with the promise of 
a job or a source to get money ‘easily’. In other cases, the victims 
were kidnapped, abducted in the street or at a military check-
point on the road.

Once they were taken to these secluded places, the vic-
tims were killed by members of the Armed Forces who organ-
ized a scene to make it appear as if it was a homicide occurring 
in the middle of combat: they put weapons in the hands of the 
victims, they were made to shoot and their clothes and shoes 
were changed into uniforms and boots usually worn by insur-
gent groups. Later, the victims were presented by the military as 
criminals killed in combat and in many cases, they were buried 
without having been identified, under the name of NN, some-
times in mass graves.6

As it is known through the declarations of the military 
condemned by these cases, a significant part of false positives 
ran hand in hand with the forced disappearance of the victim. 
That is, before murdering the victims and reporting them as 

6   Philipp Alston, Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial, Summary 
or Arbitrary Executions, 2010, https://undocs.org/A/HRC/14/24/Add.2 [ac-
cessed: 31.10.2018].
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killed in combat, the military disappeared the youths for periods 
ranging from weeks to months. As a result of these disappear-
ances, a group of relatives living in the peripheral neighbor-
hoods of Bogotá and the municipality of Soacha, undertook a 
search and complaint process in 2008, which allowed us to be-
gin to know the dimensions of this practice.7

A Double Disappearance 

What the judicial investigations of false positives have shown is 
that the forced disappearance that preceded the murders oc-
curred because, according to the perpetrators, the victims were 
‘easy to disappear’. To them, the fact that they were from low 
socio-economic and socially marginalized positions meant that 
nobody was going to look for them, that nobody was going to 
miss them. 

For this very reason, this practice reveals a management 
of lives and deaths that found a comfortable place within the 
social imaginaries of the wartime context. Thus, given that the 
extrajudicial executions (false positives) in Colombia were im-
plemented from the perverse need to demonstrate the ability 
and success of the military forces to win the war against the 
FARC guerrilla, what happened is that it did not matter whether 
the people killed were guerrillas or not. 

It was about winning the war, at least in the realm of 
numbers. The lives of the insurgents, already devoid of their 

7    Verdad Abierta, “Mujeres madres y hermanas de Soacha: De ‘falsos positivos’ 
a ejecuciones extrajudiciales”, 2013, https://verdadabierta.com/mujeres-ma-
dres-y-hermanas-de-soacha-de-falsos-positivos-a-ejecuciones-extrajudi-
ciales/ [accessed: 21.08.2020].
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humanity in the war imaginary and likened to the image of the 
terrorist, were easily shown as unworthy of mourning or, in the 
words of Judith Butler, as precarious lives8. Deaths for whom it 
was not worth crying. Or, in the rhetoric of security policy de-
fenders: good deaths, for which it was worthwhile to rejoice 
because they were surplus populations, undesirable and dispos-
able. The practice of false positives aimed to produce deaths 
after which it was hoped that they would not have mourners, 
that they would not be missed in the social landscape. They 
targeted lives in marginalization, because they thought that 
these lives were at the limits of dignity in the same sense as the 
combatants in the guerrilla groups. In a way, they focused on 
those who inhabited the terrain of social disappearance,9 to 
produce a new disappearance: a body without a name, an iden-
tity without a body. By focusing on these ‘bad lives’, the military 
assumed that these cases would remain in impunity because 
they presupposed that no one was going to look for them, no one 
was going to suffer because of their absence, and no one was 
going to miss them. They even assumed that some would rejoice 
for their disappearance.10 

My hypothesis is that these cases reveal a double disap-
pearance anchored in the production of a bad death (the one 
produced in cases of false positives) and recreated through the 
idea of a bad life or a life unworthy of mourning. For this reason, 
I argue that the cases of false positives directed against socially 

8    Judith Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable?, New York: Verso, 2009.   
9    Gabriel Gatti, “Prolegómeno. Para un concepto científico de desaparición”, in: 

Gabriel Gatti (ed.), Desapariciones. Usos locales, circulaciones globales, Bogotá: 
Siglo del Hombre Editores, Universidad de los Andes, 2017. 

10    Juan Pablo Aranguren et al., “Inhabiting Mourning: Spectral Figures in  
 Cases of Extrajudicial Executions (False Positives) in Colombia”, Bulletin of Latin  
 American Research, 2020 [forthcoming]. 
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marginalized people are revealing of the ways in which 
Colombian society has managed life and death: naturalizing the 
existence of ‘social waste’ and even celebrating its disappear-
ance from the social landscape. I argue that the socially disap-
peared in Colombia has been historically managed through the 
hygienist ideals of the 19th century that would later be recreated 
in the self-styled groups of ‘social cleansing’ of the mid-20th 

century and which, in turn, were further recycled in the exter-
mination of members of left movements and insurgents by 
paramilitary groups. 

The social language that is used to refer to these margin-
alized populations is that of waste or scrap. In Colombian slang, 
the pejorative expression ‘disposable’ (desechable) is used to 
name the street dweller but can be extended to other marginal-
ized individuals, such as the petty delinquent or the seller of 
recreational drugs. This expression legitimizes contempt for 
these negative alterities, because it labels these people as sur-
plus, replaceable, that is, as garbage. This denomination reifies 
the other as despised, because it is assumed that the person 
marked with that name does not have a social value or a dignity; 
they are less than human. The bodies thrown to the streets or 
to the outskirts of the towns or cities, deemed by as unusable 
rubbish, sometimes do not have a registered identity that allows 
their relatives to recognize them as victims. However, in the 
practices of social cleansing there is a plurality of victims, pro-
fessions and lifestyles and to suppose that they all fit into the 
category of social disappeared would, in some way, mean ac-
cepting the criteria of the perpetrators: that is, to assume that 
there is something in those lives that can place them on the side 
of the disposable.
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Mobilities at the ‘Black Hole’ Zones

Some recent research suggests that only in the capital of 
Colombia (Bogotá), the practices of social cleansing have been 
carried out not only in the peripheral neighborhoods of the city, 
but also in the historic center, right in the sector next to the 
palace of the presidential government, in neighborhoods known 
as The Bronx and El Cartucho.11 Other investigations show that 
the border territories between Colombia and Venezuela behaved 
like “black holes” in which the border rivers became cemeter-
ies.12 This is particularly notable in regions such as Norte de 
Santander (at the Venezuelan border), where paramilitary groups 
control gasoline smuggling and are responsible for the forced 
disappearances of human rights defenders and activists, com-
munal leaders and people seeking to cross the border in search 
of a better living standard. 

It is precisely in these scenarios where ‘false positives’ 
take place: young people from the suburbs and street dwellers 
are tricked into border cities where they are later reported as 
guerrillas killed in combat. The ‘mysterious’ appearance of the 
corpses in these border areas is justified on the basis of the mo-
bility of the Colombian population, associated with: 1) the labor 
market, 2) the exodus of Colombians to Venezuela that marked 
the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century, 3) the natu-
ralization of the fact that marginalized populations do not have 
a permanent living place and 4) the usual practices of forced 
recruitment by the guerrillas. Added to this is the fact that 

11    Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, Limpieza social. Una violencia mal nom-
brada, Bogotá: CNMH, 2016.  

12    Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica, Catatumbo. Memorias de vida y dignidad, 
Bogotá: CNMH, 2018. 
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Colombia has one of the highest International Displaced Persons 
(IDP) rates in the world, which represents around 12% of the 
total Colombian population in this condition. This situation 
contributes to naturalizing the possibility of people and popula-
tions disappearing from the social landscape on a regular basis. 
Currently, given that the migration process has been reversed – 
that is, with Venezuelans seeking to migrate to Colombia – the 
new disappearances in the border areas are now often people 
from Venezuela who seek to cross the border through unauthor-
ized areas known as trochas, that is, the inhospitable roads 
controlled by the paramilitary group called Los Rastrojos. This 
group controls much of the Venezuelan border area with 
Colombia. They coordinate the smuggling of gasoline, human 
trafficking, and even facilitated the passage of the self-pro-
claimed president of Venezuela to Colombia.

Listening to the Double Disappeared

The difficulty in analyzing the double disappearance that oc-
curs in cases of false positives is precisely that it is related to the 
fact that these populations can be recognized only by virtue of 
someone who misses them and seeks to find them. Of many 
street people it is said, simply, that they did not return, that 
‘they died in their own terms’, that they left no trace. 

Added to this is the fact that the claims regarding en-
forced disappearance have been mobilized mainly by the rela-
tives of those who disappeared for political reasons, while those 
who attribute the disappearance of their relatives to their condi-
tions of marginalization, homelessness or illegal work (such as 
smuggling gasoline) do not achieve stories that resonate well in 
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society. In my research experience I have come across stories of 
people who are either ashamed to speak of the marginalization 
of their relatives or who find their disappearance justified by 
said condition.

These conditions, of course, limit the possibility of testi-
mony to these cases and reveal the social conditions in which 
this process has been anchored. According to Pollak, this means 
the question of

not just knowing what makes an individual capable of 
giving testimony in these “extreme” situations, but also 
what leads others to request that individual’s testimony, 
or what enables that individual to feel socially authorized 
to do it at a certain moment.13

 
Because they are firmly anchored in the (changing) social 

conditions that render them communicable, it is important to 
consider how the testimonies of victims in Colombia face a 
number of limitations to be heard that are the result not only of 
the horror they embody, but also their effective social condi-
tions.14

Listening to the testimonies of the double disappeared in 
Colombia, then, means questioning the socially naturalized 
place of certain lives as part of a landscape of marginalization 
and abandonment. Only when there is someone who chooses to 
search for those lives does social disappearance start to fade and 
forced disappearance begins to show itself. Thus, disappeared 
people do not disappear completely, their existences live on as 

13    Pollak, Memoria, olvido, silencio, 60-61.
14    Juan Pablo Aranguren Romero, Managing Testimony and Administrating Vic-

tims, New York: Palgrave, 2016.   
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long as they exist for someone to look for them and to miss 
them. It is the tireless search of relatives that can bring an end 
to the perverse cycle of this double disappearance. It is the rela-
tives who walk their routes of disappearance, who find their 
graves and who question the veracity of the combat death report 
given by the state.
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Ordinary People Under Extreme Life 
Conditions: War and Displacement in 
Contemporary Ukraine

Oksana Mikheieva

Broken Life-Worlds, Displacements, and Life on the Frontline

Since 2014, when Russian aggression against Ukraine began, 
leading to the annexation of Crimea and the occupation of parts 
of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, I have been conducting, in 
collaboration with colleagues, a series of studies focusing on 
different groups of people affected by the war. These include: 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) with their own strategies of 
migration and adaptation; people residing in the occupied ter-
ritories, who are witnessing a transformation of their everyday 
lives; and residents of the so-called grey zone, the territory be-
tween the two conflict parties, beyond their jurisdiction, and 
therefore, where no one is responsible for the lives and wellbe-
ing of people who live there.1 In all these cases, the focus is on 

1   This research took place as part of the following collective projects: “IDP 
Ukraine: Ukraine’s hidden tragedy: Understanding the outcomes of popu-
lation displacement from the country’s war torn regions”, University of St. 
Gallen, 2016, https://idpukraine.com/ and https://www.conted.ox.ac.uk/
about/ukraines-hidden-tragedy; “Cultural contact zones”, Catholic University 
of Ukraine, 2014–2015, http://sociology.ucu.edu.ua/projects/displaced-cul-
tural-spaces/; “Present Ukrainian Refugees: Main Reasons, Strategies of Re-
settlement, Difficulties of Adaptation”, Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Stud-
ies, 2017–2018, http://sociology.ucu.edu.ua/projects/contemporary-idps/; 
“Women and War: Everyday Life on the Occupied Territories”, https://sociol-
ogy.ucu.edu.ua/projects/proekt-zhinka-ta-vijna/ [all accessed: 25.08.2020].

https://www.conted.ox.ac.uk/about/ukraines-hidden-tragedy
https://www.conted.ox.ac.uk/about/ukraines-hidden-tragedy
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the people whose life-worlds have been ruined, and who have 
found themselves in extreme circumstances of war, forced mi-
gration, and/or under occupation. Together, all of these studies 
could be referred to as “the average person’s life under extreme 
circumstances”.2 In the context of this research, a range of so-
cial phenomena arise, which deserve careful attention since 
these concern the recognition of people’s rights to full life and 
protection. These social phenomena include stigmatization, 
social exclusion, social deprivation, discrimination, practices of 
othering, and adaptation.3 

Ordinary people who have found themselves in extreme 
circumstances somehow try to restore the normality of their 
lives. At the same time, they face certain barriers both at the 
level of reactions in the society and at the institutional level. 
Internally displaced persons are limited in their rights. All 
Ukrainian IDPs had been deprived of the right to vote at local 
government elections until 2020. IDPs from Crimea are still 
defined as non-residents by the country’s bank system, and 
have limited access to banking services. IDPs from the occupied 
parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions still have to undergo 
additional humiliating procedures of identification and provide 
detailed personal information (including answering questions 
about their loyalty to the Ukrainian state), which ultimately cre-
ates a feeling of their inferior citizenship. 

2    Oksana Mikheieva, “Menschen im Ausnahmezustand: Der Wandel der 
Alltagswelt und Erklärungsmodelle des Krieges im Osten der Ukraine”, in: 
Roman Dubasevych, Matthias Schwartz (eds.), Sirenen des Krieges. Diskursive 
und affektive Dimensionen des Ukraine-Konflikts, Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos, 
2019, 345-371, 2, (translation by the author).

3    Irina Kuznetsova, Oksana Mikheieva, Gulara Gulyieva, Rilka Dragneva and 
Vlad Mykhnenko, “The Social Consequences of Population Displacement in 
Ukraine: The Risks of Marginalization and Social Exclusion”, Policy Brief, 
13.4.2018, Zenodo, DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.1217838.
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People residing in the territories engulfed by war received 
no support from the government at the beginning of the military 
conflict. A very small number of people were evacuated – mostly 
by volunteer groups. Most of the people moved on their own, 
spending their last savings on leaving the war zone. The most 
vulnerable populations (people with disabilities, single retired 
people, those who are unable to work, large families) were 
brought to modular towns, dormitories and so-called sanatori-
ums4 provided specifically for IDPs. Such concentrated settle-
ments of people experiencing a range of various social, eco-
nomic and psychological problems led to their social isolation. 
Most of the modular towns are located in the suburbs, in aban-
doned territories, hardly accessible by the transport system, 
which makes it even harder for people to adapt, particularly as 
workers. After six years of war, the modular towns that were 
intended as a temporary solution are still there, and their resi-
dents live in isolation from the rest of society. 

The grey zone, which occupied an area of a few square 
kilometers at the beginning of the conflict, has now turned into 
a frontline. After its more active phase, the military conflict 
moved to a slower pace, but it is still continuing. The number of 
victims among both the military and civilian population is in-
creasing, and there are now as many as 13,000 mortalities, with 
civilians making up a quarter of that number. The number of 
injured is approximately 30,000. Another tragic issue is the 
children that have been killed or injured since the beginning of 

4    A sanatorium is a specialized prevention and treatment institution. Under 
the Soviet regime, sanatoriums were facilities used for holidays or restorative 
stays for working people. They were usually located in huge buildings for great 
numbers of visitors. Some of them are still in state property in present day 
Ukraine, while others are in private hands. At the beginning of the war, some 
of these buildings were used by the government for the resettlement of IDPs. 
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the military conflict: according to the Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) monitoring, it is as many as 
147 children (98 boys and 49 girls) killed and 392 injured (237 
boys, 139 girls and 16 cases when a child’s gender was not 
identified).5 The number of injuries and deaths within the child 
population continues to increase due to continuation of the 
military conflict as well as because of the mines in the frontline 
territory, which children often accidentally hit. Such injuries 
often lead to disability. The situation is especially tough when 
the child is an orphan. However, having parents who are de-
prived of the opportunities to have a normal life and income in 
the frontline area does not make their situation much better. 
Thereby, children often lack the necessary help and access to 
medical care, plastic surgeries and prosthetics.

Another problematic category of those suffering from war 
is elderly people.6 The amount paid through Ukrainian pension 
generally does not give enough for recipients to afford housing, 
therefore a lot of elderly people residing in the occupied territo-
ries were not able to move out. As the ties between territories 
controlled and not controlled by the Ukrainian government were 
broken, banking services became inaccessible as well. Therefore, 
to receive their pensions, elderly people from the occupied ter-
ritories have to cross the demarcation line regularly (once in 
three months), stand in queues and risk their lives undergoing 
humiliating and meaningless identification procedures in 
Ukrainian banks and state institutions. This policy especially 
affects elderly people with limited mobility who end up being 

5    UN Human Rights Monitoring Mission, https://www.facebook.com/UNHu-
manRightsUkraine/?tn-str=k*F [accessed: 30.06.2020].

6    Irina Kuznetsova and Oksana Mikheieva, “Forced Displacement from 
Ukraine’s War-Torn Territories: Intersectionality and Power Geometry”, Na-
tionalities Papers, 2020, 48/4, 690-706, DOI:10.1017/nps.2020.34.
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completely denied access to pension provision. It is estimated 
that the number of such people who are not able to receive their 
pensions exceeds about half a million.7 Those who dare to cross 
the demarcation line for the identification procedure suffer as 
well. Crossing the line may take just a few hours, or as much as 
several days. Elderly people, who die while passing through the 
demarcation line, contribute to the statistics on civilian victims. 
The exact number is unknown as there is no systematic calcula-
tion of people who died in queues on both sides of the demarca-
tion line.

Another group seriously affected by the conf lict is peo-
ple of pre-retirement age. People from this category have little 
chances of employment, and therefore find themselves in an 
extremely tough situation as a result of forced displacement. 
The amount of state aid for incapacitated persons8 is 1000 
UAH (36 euros) monthly, and 442 UAH (16 euros) monthly for 
those who are able to work.9 Such payments cannot even cover 
basic food expenses, and are of course not enough to rent 
housing. Moreover, this category of people has been com-
pletely ‘invisible’ for most of the international organizations 
that help people affected by war. International organizations 
mostly work with target groups, such as retired people, people 
with disabilities, mothers with little children or large families. 

7    Human Rights Watch, “Ukraine: Low-Mobility Citizens in Don-
bas Cut Off From Pension” (in Ukrainian), https://www.hrw.org/uk/
news/2020/01/29/338178 [accessed: 30.6.2020]; Ukrinform, “Ludmila Den-
isova. Ukrainian Parliament Commissioner for Human Rights” (in Russian),  
https://www.ukrinform.ru/rubric-polytics/2818175-ludmila-denisova-upol-
nomocennyj-vr-ukrainy-po-pravam-celoveka.html [accessed: 30.06.2020].

8   People who are currently not working, or unable to work for various reasons.
9   Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, Resolution No. 505, 1 October 2014 (in 

Ukrainian), https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/505-2014-%D0%BF?lang-
=en#Text [accessed: 30.06.2020].

https://www.hrw.org/uk/news/2020/01/29/338178
https://www.hrw.org/uk/news/2020/01/29/338178
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People of pre-retirement age are considered able to work and 
remain ignored by international organizations, although this 
category is also vulnerable. As a result of such an ‘invisibility’, 
most of these people had to return to the occupied territory. 

Under these conditions of ‘divided worlds’ and separated 
families, there are ‘unmourned’ deaths that are rarely described 
in academic literature. To get into the non-government-con-
trolled territory, the average person has to send a request to the 
Security Service of Ukraine and to receive (within 10 days) a 
permit for border crossing. Important life events (the death or 
severe illness of a relative, a family reunion) may accelerate the 
procedure, although one still has to spend time providing offi-
cial confirmation of life events. Also, a decision to (not) let 
someone cross the line is made arbitrarily by a certain military 
person at the checkpoint (on any side of the demarcation line). 
The pandemic and quarantine have worsened this problem: 
people are being denied their right to cross the border even 
when they can confirm purposes of important life events.10 The 
psychological traumas of the deaths of loved ones who are sepa-
rated by long distances and ‘unmourned’ deaths are hard to 
assess. The interviews I conducted show that in the occupied 
territory neighbors get together to bury elderly people who lived 
alone, and their children never see their parents dead. 

10    UN Human Rights Monitoring Mission, https://www.facebook.com/UN-
HumanRightsUkraine/posts/1631453693687334 [accessed: 30.06.2020].
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Existences Beyond Visibility, Protection, and Register 

The category of the social disappeared, in the way it is charac-
terized by Gabriel Gatti,11 applies to people who find themselves 
in extreme conditions. In legal terms, this limits disappearance 
to those cases of the physically disappeared, persecuted, and 
tortured. However, the opportunity to broaden the categories of 
disappeared and disappearance for an understanding of wider 
contexts of people situated beyond the norm, visibility and pro-
tection, as proposed by Gatti, is much more relevant for my re-
search. 

This allows us to regard a situation of social catastrophe 
such as war and occupation from the perspective of people who 
suffer from a long period of deprivation not only in the physical, 
but in the social and moral-psychological sense as well. Such 
are the everyday lives of people residing in the quasi-republics 
established in the occupied territories. Their status is beyond 
the state, international laws do not protect them, and thus they 
are placed in contexts torn away from full political being – con-
texts within which people find themselves in a long-drawn-out 
theatre of the absurd – are living in isolation (the procedures of 
crossing checkpoints remind us of its fortitude and power), and 
are searching for ways of self-determination under uncertain 
political conditions. 

Interviews with people from the occupied territories dem-
onstrate their frustration, loss of prospects and feelings of time-
lessness and a postponed life pending the end of war. Ukrainian 
IDPs become people with an inconvenient memory that cannot 

11    Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 
(Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 
25–43.
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fit in the national narrative due to their experience of war, forced 
migration, the limitation of their civil rights and the spread of 
stigmatizing rhetoric towards them in Ukrainian society. 

As this is a case of a war taking place in central Europe, a 
range of international organizations12 monitor the situation of 
Crimea’s annexation and the occupation of parts of the Donetsk 
and Luhansk regions, and assess the quantitative parameters of 
these processes. The charitable foundation “Right to 
Protection”13 actively works at the demarcation line providing 
advocacy and legal assistance for different categories of people 
who have been affected by the military conflict. The organiza-
tion also performs the regular monitoring of people’s needs and 
cases of rights violations.

Since the beginning of the conflict, the number of IDPs 
has been calculated by at least two governmental structures: the 
the Inter-department Coordination Headquarters and the 
Ministry of Social Policy. However, these institutions only take 
data from those displaced people who have undergone registra-
tion and have received official confirmation of their status. Our 
interviews with displaced people prove the existence of various 
groups who left the conflict zone, but at the same time denied 
the IDP status, considering it to be stigmatizing. The data on 
external and internal forced migration is also doubtful. In the 
case of internal migration, besides people who refused to re-
ceive an IDP status, there are also ‘commuters’ – those who are 

12    United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR); United Nations 
Children's Fund (UNICEF); International Organization for Migration (IOM); 
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE).

13    “Right to Protection” is an NGO dedicated to protecting the rights of asylum 
seekers, refugees, stateless and undocumented persons, as well as internally 
displaced and conflict affected persons, https://r2p.org.ua/en/ [accessed: 
21.08.2020].
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registered in Ukraine as IDPs, but actually reside in the occu-
pied territories. In the case of external migration (Ukrainians 
seeking asylum or other forms of legal residency in neighboring 
countries),14 it is worth mentioning that each conflict party, es-
pecially in the beginning of the conflict, was interested in show-
ing a higher number of people sheltered, as this was used as an 
additional argument in the construction of their images as ag-
gressor or defender.

This is also relevant for the number of victims among 
both the military and civilian population. Depending on the 
context, each conflict party strove to downplay or exaggerate 
the real number of deaths and injuries, eventually leading to 
these calculations becoming inaccurate. Another factor to such 
inaccuracies is that there is no information about some missing 
persons and prisoners.

As these various problems arise when it comes to the 
quantitative assessment of different groups affected by the war 
and occupation, I have carried out my research within the 
qualitative paradigm. This paradigm allows us to re-orient from 
the phenomenon’s scale towards its essence, people’s motives, 
and their own evaluations of the situations they experience and 
the world around them. Such an approach allows to create a com-
fortable atmosphere for the research participants and thus to let 
them unwind and start speaking on sensitive topics, describing 
their own feelings and subjective impressions that, in most cases, 
are not possible to assess with quantitative methods.

14   Valentyina Smal, “A Great Migration: What is the Fate of Ukraine’s Inter-
nally Displaced Persons”, Vox Ukraine, 30.06.2016, https://voxukraine.org/
en/great-migration-how-many-internally-displaced-persons-are-there-in-
ukraine-and-what-has-happened-to-them-en/ [accessed: 30.06.2020].

https://voxukraine.org/en/great-migration-how-many-internally-displaced-persons-are-there-in-ukraine-and-what-has-happened-to-them-en/
https://voxukraine.org/en/great-migration-how-many-internally-displaced-persons-are-there-in-ukraine-and-what-has-happened-to-them-en/
https://voxukraine.org/en/great-migration-how-many-internally-displaced-persons-are-there-in-ukraine-and-what-has-happened-to-them-en/


Ordinary People Under Extreme Life Conditions 144

Mobility, Agency and Survival Strategies: Claiming the 
Right to One’s Own Memory

The war had a significant impact on the nature and intensity of 
mobility in present-day Ukraine. First, mobility has become 
more complex as a result of the loss of state control over parts of 
the districts of Donetsk and Luhansk. Residents of these occu-
pied territories have been increasingly isolated and subjected to 
increased control over their movements, complicating their relo-
cation process. Demarcation lines, long queues, difficulties to 
access documentation and concrete life danger are part of their 
everyday experiences. Second, this is a case of forced migration 
that makes returning home impossible for a great number of 
relocated people. The IDPs’ situation is only partly alleviated by 
the state and its institutions. Housing is still the key problem of 
forced migrants from the military conflict zone. Third, the war 
can be regarded as a trigger for external migration. Sociological 
and demographic research, recently conducted in Ukraine, dem-
onstrates a significant increase in the migrational sentiment. 
The results of the research on the Ukrainian migrant commu-
nity in Poland show that war has been one of the key triggers for 
migration.15

People’s reactions to their conditions vary and depend on 
several factors and the socio-demographic characteristics of 
certain migrant groups. According to our research, elderly peo-
ple from the territories engulfed by war often refuse to move 
out. In many of these cases self-sacrifice played a role: when 

15   Oksana Mikheieva and Viktor Susak, “Modern Migration Challenges: 
Ukrainian Community in Poland: Analytical Report”, Lviv: Ukrainian  
Catholic University (in Ukrainian), http://sociology.ucu.edu.ua/wp-content/ 
uploads/2020/02/UA_MIGR_TO_PL_2019.pdf [accessed: 30.06.2020].

http://sociology.ucu.edu.ua/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/UA_MIGR_TO_PL_2019.pdf
http://sociology.ucu.edu.ua/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/UA_MIGR_TO_PL_2019.pdf
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experiencing a lack of money to relocate the whole family, el-
derly people decided to stay for the benefit of the youth. At the 
beginning of the war, there were also cases of family breakup 
when women left with their children while their husband stayed 
to protect their property from seizing and lootings. Children 
were another significant factor that influenced the decision to 
relocate from war-torn territories.

Experiences of forced migration, and quite different reac-
tions about the IDPs and the situation in the East of Ukraine 
within Ukrainian society, have formed different life strategies 
that followed the displacement. In a range of studies focusing 
on the processes of IDPs’ adaptation, we discovered that people 
mostly do not encounter stigmatization at the individual level of 
communication. At the same time, when it comes to interaction 
with representatives of state institutions, people face various 
humiliating procedures, as well as traumatic discussions with 
stigmatizing rhetoric on social media, related to the problems of 
forced migration and everyday life in the occupied territories. 

As a result, we can see different reactions of people af-
fected by the war. Some of the interviewed strive to avoid any 
contact with state institutions, constructing their own parallel 
world. As one of our informants noted, “I live in a contactless 
interaction with the state.” Some informants have found them-
selves with volunteer movements and NGOs where they have 
been helping other people affected by the conflict since its be-
ginning. Others have started to actively fight for their political 
rights, for instance, the Civil Holding “Group of Influence”,16 
created in 2016 by a team from the Donetsk regional organiza-
tion Committee of Voters of Ukraine, who has been actively 
advocating for IDPs’ political rights. There is also such a phe-

16     Civil Holding “Group of Inf luence”, https://www.vplyv.org.ua/ [accessed: 
30.06.2020].
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nomenon as traumatic growth: some of the IDPs have started 
new professional careers and have become famous and success-
ful, as they believe, due to their experience of war and displace-
ment in particular. 

I should also mention the category of injured and crippled 
people (among both the military and civilian populations) who 
have often become socially isolated in the realities of the 
Ukrainian conflict, and the past and present prisoners of the 
quasi-republics established on the occupied territories. 

Some of the citizens were imprisoned in the occupied 
parts of Donetsk and Luhansk regions. As a result of prisoners-
of-war exchanges between Ukraine and occupation regimes, 
some of them were released and were able to return to the terri-
tory under Ukrainian control. Most of these people have trau-
matic experiences, such as of torture and humiliation, and do 
not wish to talk about what they have gone through. However, 
some of them have taken an active position and found meaning 
and purpose in addressing these sensitive and complicated is-
sues, claiming their rights to the experience they have under-
gone, and their memories of it.

Periods of sudden social transformation and instability, 
when the fundamental principles of society’s existence become 
challenged, are marked by the emergence of various stereotypes 
and phobias in processes of looking for a scapegoat to what has 
been happening. The findings of my research allow us to look at 
the situations of different groups of Ukrainian society affected 
by war through the prism of social disappearance as an ap-
proach towards understanding such a phenomenon of extreme 
social exclusion. Collecting, recording and analyzing the expe-
rience of ‘invisible’ social groups give us the opportunity to 
render visible individuals and social groups who have been 
deprived of resources and opportunities for a good life. 
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Human Trafficking: Unaccounted For, 
On the Edge of Life

María Martínez

An Approach to Trafficking: A Transnational Phenomenon

Human trafficking is a trans-European, transnational and tran-
sregional phenomenon. It can be found in one or another of its 
forms on every continent1 and in such large numbers that it 
calls on us to reflect upon it. According to Dianne Scanlion, in 
2010 “there were 12.3 million adults and children in forced la-
bor, bonded labor and prostitution” in the world.2 The transna-
tional dimension of this phenomenon rests mainly on the fact 
that it occurs primarily through movements between countries 
and among regions. In the case of Spain, for example, of all the 
individuals identified as victims of trafficking by the Interior 
Ministry in 2017, 35% were from Nigeria, 22.6% were from 
Latin America and the Caribbean, 22% were from Eastern 
Europe (mostly from Romania, accounting for 16.8% alone), 
and only 2.6% were Spanish. But the transnationality of traf-
ficking does not follow a linear sequence, as many of these 
people travel through complex routes, crossing various coun-
tries and regions before they reach a place that may or may 
not be their final destination.3 Those non-linear f lows or 

1   UNODC, “Global Report on Trafficking in Persons 2018”, 2018, https://
www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_
BOOK_web_small.pdf [accessed: 21.05.2020].

2   Dianne Scullion, “Assessing the Extent of Human Trafficking: Inherent Diffi-
culties and Gradual Progress”, Social Inclusion 3/1, 2015, 22-34, 24.  

3   For a graphic representation of those f lows, see Map 6 of UNODC’s “Global 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_ BOOK_web_small.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_ BOOK_web_small.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_ BOOK_web_small.pdf
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movements complicate the situation of trafficked people re-
garding the juridical aspect – who is to blame? Who is respon-
sible? – as well as in terms of their search for authorities and 
families – where are those trafficked persons? How can we trace 
those inter-country and inter-regional f lows of people? Thus, in 
these complex trafficking f lows many of the victims go missing; 
they disappear. 

The transnationality of the phenomenon is also evident 
in the regulations on the subject. Trafficking has been featured 
more and more in international legislation, which has then been 
reflected in domestic laws. The most significant milestone in 
this sense in recent years is the instrument known as the 
Palermo Protocol4 adopted in the year 2000, which defines traf-
ficking, establishes measures to prevent it, and calls on coun-
tries to put in place mechanisms for the protection of victims. 
Although this instrument addresses various forms of trafficking 
– including forced labor, forced marriages, and trafficking for
the purpose of sexual exploitation – in its incorporation into
national legislation, in Spain in particular, the focus has been
on trafficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation.5

While trafficking has its own legislative history, in 2016, 
the United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 

Report on Trafficking in Persons 2018”, 2018, https://www.unodc.org/docu-
ments/data-and analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf 
[accessed: 18.06.2020], 44.

4   UN, “Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons 
Especially Women and Children, supplementing the United Nations Con-
vention against Transnational Organized Crime”, 2000, https://www.ohchr.
org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ProtocolonTrafficking.pdf [accessed: 
21.05.2020]. 

5   In fact, the action plan that was developed in Spain by its Ministry of Health, 
Social Services, and Equality is called the “2015-2018 Integral Plan to Combat 
Trafficking in Women and Girls for Purposes of Sexual Exploitation” and there 
are no other action plans that address other forms of trafficking.

https://www.unodc.org/docu-ments/data-and analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/docu-ments/data-and analysis/glotip/2018/GLOTiP_2018_BOOK_web_small.pdf
https://www.ohchr. org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ProtocolonTrafficking.pdf
https://www.ohchr. org/Documents/ProfessionalInterest/ProtocolonTrafficking.pdf
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Disappearances, upon examining enforced disappearances in 
the context of migration, included the possibility of considering 
trafficking within the same legal framework, given that mi-
grants, who make up the majority of trafficked individuals, are 
“often trapped in trafficking networks for the purpose of eco-
nomic or sexual exploitation.”6 That is, “acts of human traffick-
ing or smuggling of migrants, [which] could be tantamount to 
enforced or involuntary disappearances.”7

I am not going to go into whether that should be the legal 
option. What I am interested in instead is considering whether 
the concept of disappearance in its sociological version is suit-
able for understanding human trafficking and, especially, traf-
ficking for the purpose of sexual exploitation. To do that I draw 
on a paper by Gabriel Gatti where he proposes the scientific 
concept of “social disappearance”.8 I posit that this concept, 
once removed from its territory of origin – that of the disappear-
ances perpetrated by the Latin American Southern Cone dicta-
torships – provides us with instruments for analyzing social 
situations such as those produced by human trafficking (for the 
purpose of sexual exploitation). I will address two issues that 
this author highlights: on the one hand, that the social disap-
peared “inhabit catastrophes, places where life is impossible,”9 
and, on the other, that the social disappeared find themselves 
“beyond our counting and narrating, missing from our 

6   UN, “Report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disap-
pearances”, 2016, https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/
G16/167/14/PDF/G1616714.pdf?OpenElement [accessed: 21.05.2020], 10.

7   UN, “Report of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappear-
ances”, 8.

8   Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 
(Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 25-43.

9   Ibid., 38. 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G16/167/14/PDF/G1616714.pdf?OpenElement
https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G16/167/14/PDF/G1616714.pdf?OpenElement


Human Trafficking 152

account.”10 I will close the text with some insights about the 
need for alternative accounts around these new forms of disap-
pearances.

Trafficking as Social Disappearance I: On the Edge of Life

In a study on prostitution on the Thai-Lao border, the anthro-
pologist Sverre Molland11 describes his surprise when he went 
into the field expecting to find a world of exceptional circum-
stances and was instead met by the ordinariness and banality of 
everyday life: “I could not help but be puzzled over how this 
seeming pastiche-like imitation of organized crime was juxta-
posed with the mundane domesticity of an ordinary Thai 
household”.12 I also encountered this ordinariness of life among 
trafficked women in Spain. It was conveyed to me in several of 
the interviews conducted with members of organizations whose 
work involves accompanying and supporting these women.13 
More specifically, I heard something along those same lines 
from the head of a Barcelona NGO who described the women 
she helps as follows:

10    Ibid., 40. 
11    Sverre Molland, “Tandem Ethnography: On Researching ‘Trafficking’ and 

‘Anti-Trafficking’”, Ethnography 14/3, 2013, 300-323. 
12    Ibid., 301.
13    The fieldwork on which this text is based consists of, in addition to a doc-

umentary revision, interviews with members of eight NGOs working on 
trafficking issues in Spain (in Barcelona, Bilbao, and Madrid). The fieldwork 
was conducted under the research project “Disappearances. A Transnational 
Study of a Category for Managing, Inhabiting, and Analyzing Social Catastro-
phe and Loss” (CSO CSO2015-66318-P), funded by the Spanish Ministry of 
Science and Innovation between 2016 and 2020. 



María Martínez153

These are women who get up and go out for groceries, 
who know they need to work as prostitutes, who go out 
and get on with it, who know that there’s some money 
they must keep to survive, other money they need to send 
back home, other money they have to give to the [prostitu-
tion] ring. But their everyday life is more normal than we 
think.

This ordinariness of the everyday is juxtaposed with ac-
counts such as that of Amelia Tiganus, a Romanian woman in 
Spain who was a victim of sexual trafficking and is now an anti-
trafficking activist advocating for the abolition of prostitution. 
Tiganus describes life under trafficking as “death in life”14 and 
compares living in a brothel to the concentration camp experi-
ence. The account is eerily similar to the one presented by Primo 
Levi regarding concentration camps,15 but also to Pilar Calveiro’s 
depiction of the Clandestine Detention Centers of Argentina’s 
last dictatorship.16 In the brothel, Tiganus says, “you lose your 
identity and become an assembly-line woman: exchangeable 
and usable over and over again”.17 Women there are dehuman-
ized, they are prevented from thinking, forced to live in a con-
stant repetitive automatism; they are disposable women, who 
“go on being invisible once dead or killed. The violence is still 
there after we lose our lives.”18

14    Beatriz Ranea Triviño, “Entrevista a Amelia Tiganus”, ATLÁNTICAS – Revista 
Internacional de Estudios Feministas 3/1, 2018, 146. 

15    Primo Levi, If This Is Man, New York: The Orion Press, 1959.
16    Pilar Calveiro, Poder y desaparición: los campos de concentración en Argentina, 

Buenos Aires: Colihue, 2004.
17    Ranea Triviño, “Entrevista a Amelia Tiganus”, 139.
18    Ibid., 139.
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Trafficked women share some of the characteristics of the 
social disappeared:

. . . absence, invisibility, . . . the impossibility of being put 
into words or being named. The social disappeared is 
broken identity and exclusion; it is dissociated body, bad 
death and bad life.19

 Life for these trafficked women is a bad life, or, at least, 
we need to ask ourselves: what life is it that trafficked women 
are forced to live? How should we interpret this life that is la-
beled a “death in life”?20 It is perhaps an ordinary life, but one 
that is always exposed to violence and the suffering that vio-
lence brings. In this sense, I take up the question posed by 
Judith Butler based on a dictum by Theodor Adorno: “Can one 
lead a good life in a bad life?”21 I have, of course, no definitive 
answer to that question, but I would like to propose to think 
about those bad lives with the concept “lives pushed to the 
edge” that I developed in collaboration with two colleagues in 
another paper.22 These are lives that appear to be lived ordinar-
ily, but which are hard to classify as life. That is how the lives of 
trafficked women are: lives pushed to the edge.

19    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 38. 
20    Rosa-Linda Fregoso has proposed the concept of “living dead” to refer to the 

mothers of disappeared individuals in Mexico: Rosa-Linda Fregoso, “Las 
muertas en vida de México”, in: Gabriel Gatti (ed.), Desapariciones. Usos lo-
cales, circulaciones globales, Bogotá: Siglo del Hombre Editores & Universidad 
de los Andes, 2017, 119-140. I discuss this same line of work in another 
publication: María Martínez, “Living Dead: Suspended Lives during/after 
Gender Violence”, Death Studies, 2020, 44/11, 718-726.

21    Judith Butler, “Can One Lead a Good Life in a Bad Life?”, in: Judith Butler, 
Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 193-220.

22    Ignacio Irazuzta, María Martínez, and Estela Schindel, “Desapariciones. La 
vida en sus límites”, Oñati Socio-legal Series 9/2, 2019, 222-236.
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Trafficking as Social Disappearance II: Unaccounted For

Another element that seems to indicate the suitability of using 
the category of social disappearance for understanding traffick-
ing for the purpose of sexual exploitation is that these women 
are “beyond our counting and narrating, missing from our 
account”.23 

Paradoxically, there is no shortage of counting cases 
when it comes to trafficking. On the contrary, counting is so 
widespread as to border on an “obsession”.24 What this counting 
seeks to do is measure the phenomenon, make it quantifiable, 
translatable into a number. But counting trafficking by measur-
ing its dimensions is no easy task.25 Those attempting to nu-
merically count trafficking and its victims are faced with many 
issues that make their accounts (and estimates) as disparate as 
they are untenable. Thus, as Ronald Weitzer notes, “the esti-
mates range widely: from 600,000 to 4 million annual traffick-
ing victims”.26 What can such diverging accounts tell us? What 
problems does the counting of trafficking pose? Although the 
answer is more complex and would require an in-depth analy-
sis, I would like to highlight two of the leading difficulties that 
are faced when attempting to count the trafficking phenomenon:27 

23    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 40. 
24    Sallie Yea, “The Politics of Evidence, Data and Research in Anti-Trafficking 

Work”, Anti-Trafficking Review 8, 2017, 4.
25    Sally Engle Merry goes as far as saying that “human trafficking is virtually 

impossible to measure”. Sally Engle Merry, The Seduction of Quantification: 
Measuring Human Rights, Gender Violence, and Sex Trafficking, Chicago: The 
University of Chicago, 2016, 112.

26    Ronald Weitzer, “Miscounting Human Trafficking and Slavery”, Open 
Democracy, 2014, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/beyond-traffick-
ing-and-slavery/miscounting-human-trafficking-and-slavery/ [accessed: 
24.05.2020].

27    In my article, María Martínez, “Cuentas, registros y rescates: prácticas de 
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the confusion of this phenomenon with others, and the special 
problems of counting untraceable populations.

Regarding the first difficulty, any attempts to count traf-
ficked women are hindered by the indefiniteness of a phenom-
enon that, despite having a legal definition,28 tends to be con-
fused with other phenomena, such as smuggling, migration, 
prostitution, or slavery. I would like to analyze brief ly two of 
those confusions. First, the confusion of trafficking and prosti-
tution is quite common either because it is the main form traf-
ficking adopts nowadays, or because it is the form that receives 
more attention. In any case, any woman exercising prostitution 
is considered a victim of trafficking for purpose of sexual exploi-
tation which inflates the numbers. But what is even more strik-
ing is that in some analyses numbers of different forms of traf-
ficking are mixed even when the study focuses only on one form 
of trafficking.29 Second, the conflation of trafficking with smug-
gling and migration is also quite common. As I said before, most 
of trafficked people in Western societies are migrants, which 
explains this confusion. But we should question the idea that all 
migrant women, at least those exercising prostitution, are vic-
tims of trafficking. To do so, we should consider migrants’ mo-
bility patterns. Looking at the Spanish case, we know that most 
of the Romanian women in prostitution are usually brought to 
Spain from being misled by their supposed boyfriend (usually 

conteo (y búsqueda) de víctimas de trata con fines de explotación sexual”, So-
ciología y Tecnociencia 10/1, 2020, 25-45, I examine some of the difficulties 
involved in trafficking accounts based on other works on the subject.

28    UN, “Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking”, 2000.
29    Weitzer gives as an example two international studies on trafficking in 

which the authors mix data on trafficking for sexual exploitation and labor 
exploitation even though their analysis is on the effect of legalization of pros-
titution on trafficking for sexual exploitation. Ronald Weitzer, “Miscounting 
Human Trafficking and Slavery”.
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referred to as a ‘boy-lover’: a man makes a young woman think 
he is in love with her and brings her to Spain without her know-
ing she is going to exercise prostitution). But in the case of 
Nigerian and Latin-American women, their patterns are quite 
different. As it was explained to me during my fieldwork, 
women from those countries normally arrive with a debt be-
cause they embarked on a migration project, and they exercise 
prostitution to repay that debt. Whether this can be considered 
trafficking or not is another and more complex issue, but some 
differences should be made when counting trafficking victims.

Focusing on the difficulties of counting untraceable pop-
ulations, we could compare the difficulties encountered in this 
case with those that arise when studying “hidden populations”,30 
that is, populations that are not included in statistics (that are 
unaccounted for, unrecorded), at times because they themselves 
wish to remain hidden due to their illegal status and/or the as-
sociated stigma. Women trafficked for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation could be considered hidden populations following 
that definition, but we could also include other forms of traf-
ficking, undocumented migrants, prostitutes, etc.

Peter Andreas and Kelly Greenhill note that 

if something is not measured it does not exist, if it is not 
counted it does not count. If there are no ‘data,’ an issue 
or problem will not be recognized, defined, prioritized, 
put on the agenda, and debated. Therefore, to measure 
something – or at least claim to do so – is to announce its 
existence and signal its importance and policy rele-
vance.31 

30    Douglas D. Heckathorn, “Respondent-Driven Sampling: A New Approach 
to the Study of Hidden Populations”, Social Problems 44/2, 1997, 174-199.

31    Peter Andreas and Kelly Greenhill, Sex, Drugs, and Body Counts: The Politics 
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This form of counting does, in fact, bring the issue into 
existence. But, what of the populations that make up that issue? 
Does counting them make them count? I am inclined to agree 
with Jenny Edkins when she says: 

I am not sure that making certain that everyone counts or 
is counted in ways that we currently count people in 
Western politics is a step forward. I would want to locate 
a certain homology between systems of registration, 
identification, and control and a process of objectification 
– the production of people as nothing but objects of ad-
ministration.32 

Once these trafficked women are counted, the issue is 
thus brought into existence, they become objects of administra-
tion, but does it mean that they really count? Not if we follow the 
meanings ascribed to ‘counting’ in the Spanish dictionary (con-
tar). Counting means, of course, to calculate or give numerical 
expression to things that are considered homogenous units. But 
counting also means to take into account, to consider, to matter, 
to reckon, or to count someone in. One of the members of a 
Barcelona NGO who I interviewed told me how fitting it is to 
think of trafficking as a form of disappearance because “there 
are people who nobody misses”, that is, like the social disap-
peared, trafficked women do not matter, they are not taken into 
account, they do not count; we do not even miss them.

of Numbers in Global Crime and Conflict, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
2010, 1.

32    Jenny Edkins, Missing: Persons and Politics, Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2011, 7.



María Martínez159

Other Trafficking Accounts? Narratives of/around Social 
Disappearance

I would like to close this text by reflecting on two accounts of 
trafficking that provide alternatives to the (numerical) counts 
and the accounts of this phenomenon.

The first is the account told by a handful of women who 
have been victims of trafficking and who now speak of that ex-
perience as a life pushed to the edge, a life denied as such, a 
‘death in life’. We saw an example of this in Spain with Amelia 
Tiganus; it is also the case with Sonia Sánchez, who, from 
Argentina, inspired the former in the conceptualization of 
brothels as concentration camps. These are minority voices 
that, by forging their own accounts, show that the ability to 
speak and act is possible after trafficking. But they are marginal 
accounts. We have yet to hear those of the thousands of women 
whose voices are inaudible, not because they have no voice or 
agency. In fact, there could be many examples of those voices 
and acts of agency: from those women who manage to survive 
(together) in the context of the brothel-concentration camps by 
developing small gestures of a normal life (calling relatives, go-
ing outside, etc.), to those negotiating with their traffickers new 
conditions and/or an increase in their retributions, to even 
those who strategically use the category of trafficked when de-
tained by the police in order to be recognized with papers. But 
there are probably other actions and voices that we are incapable 
of perceiving because theirs is probably a kind of voice and 
agency33 that escape our theoretical and methodological tools.

33    Saba Mahmood, “Teoría feminista y el agente social dócil: algunas ref lex-
iones sobre el renacimiento islámico en Egipto”, Papeles del CEIC. Inter-
national Journal on Collective Identity Research 2019/1, papel 202, 2019, 



Human Trafficking 160

The concept of social disappearance aspires precisely to 
become a methodological and analytical tool to overcome that 
obstacle. I posit that social disappearance also allows us to forge 
an alternative account of trafficking by shedding light on ele-
ments that have until now been left in the dark. By approaching 
trafficking through the concept of social disappearance we are 
not counting trafficking numerically, rather we are opening up 
the possibility of generating an account, a narrative. This is an-
other sense the verb ‘to count’ (contar) has in Spanish, where to 
count means also to narrate. Social disappearance becomes a 
narrative of and about those who are unaccounted for, unre-
corded, who have not counted even though they are profusely 
counted; a narrative of the forms of life that these women in-
habit however unlivable those forms may seem to us. 
Paraphrasing Gatti, women trafficked for the purpose of sexual 
exploitation 

are not like the original disappeared, but if they are invis-
ible, if they are present but at same time absent, if their 
deaths cannot be mourned because they are not deaths, if 
their lives cannot be named because they do not fit what 
we understand by existence, why then can we not call 
them disappeared?34 

Why not use the term ‘social disappearance’ for traf-
ficked women if by naming them as such they are brought into 
existence, they are made to count? 

1-31; and María Martínez, “Presentación. Una (breve y no muy sistemática) 
aproximación a la noción de agencia desde la vulnerabilidad”, Papeles del 
CEIC. International Journal on Collective Identity Research 2019/1, 2019, 1-9.

34    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 39. 
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The Social Disappearance of HIV-
Positive Marginalized Polish Migrants 
in Berlin

Paweł Lewicki

The aim of this essay is to present some considerations of the 
applicability of the concept of social disappearance to research 
on marginalized, HIV-positive migrants from Poland in Berlin. 
Applying an ontological perspective, my research project evolves 
around questions of how the Human Immunodeficiency Virus 
(HIV), as a virus, emerges in the different institutional and so-
cial settings of what I call the HIV assemblage in Berlin (hospi-
tals, doctor’s offices – Schwerpunktpraxen,1 relief organisations, 
courts, police stations, shelters, and social welfare institutions 
for the able-bodied and employable as well as those diagnosed 
with disabilities), how these different productions of HIV are 
being connected and negotiated through and within the lives of 
marginalized Polish migrants in Berlin, and how they inform 
notions of citizenship, particularly that of EU citizenship. I call 
these connections HIV trajectories. The more specific questions 
I attempt to address in my research are: What kind of knowl-
edge is applied and produced in the emergence of these various 
notions of HIV – knowledge about the virus itself, about the 
social, racial and gendered positions of the patients, about so-
cial and health care systems and migration control within the 
EU? How does this knowledge intersect in these productions 

1    A Schwerpunktpraxis is a doctor’s office and medical practice specialized in 
HIV treatment and its co-infections, often also in substitution therapy. 
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and how does it impact the lives of marginalized migrants in the 
HIV assemblage in Berlin? How do these people use knowledge 
about the virus, addiction, health care and social welfare sys-
tems in search for a better and “livable” life2 and how does this 
shape the notion of EU citizenship? 

The ontological turn in the humanities, initiated by the 
Actor-Network-Theory evolves around the question of how ma-
terialities enter relations with the social/cultural and material 
environment and how they act within that environment.3 Here 
in particular, I ask how HIV, as an unstable biomedical phe-
nomenon, emerges in relation to various medical and social 
practices and in relation to materialities, to the individual, to 
policies, political and social actors, techniques, procedures and 
kinship.4 While I assume that HIV emerges differently in each 
element of the HIV assemblage in Berlin,5 I also look at the ways 
in which claims to rights and recognition are emerging in these 
productions of the virus in assemblage and how diverse notions 
of citizenship are shaped. The HIV assemblage consists of spa-
tially, socially and politically defined places where differently 
conceived HIVs emerge in relation to institutions, technologies, 
practices, people and capital.6 I use the term production and 
emergence interchangeably and the term HIV trajectory as a way 
to account for how these multiple HIVs, similarly to what 

2    Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable?, London: Verso, 2009. 
3    Sebastian Abrahamsson, Filippo Bertoni, Annemarie Mol and Rebeca Ibanez 

Martin, “Living with Omega-3: New Materialism and Enduring Concerns”, Envi-
ronment and Planning D: Society and Space 33, 2015, 4-19, DOI:10.1068/d14086p.

4    See also Mike Michael and Marsha Rosengarten, Innovation and Biomedicine: 
Ethics, Evidence and Expectation in HIV, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013.

5    Ibid. 
6    Eugene Raikhel and William Garriott, “Introduction: Tracing New Paths in the 

Anthropology of Addiction”, in: Eugene Raikhel and William Garriott (eds.), 
Addiction Trajectories, Durham: Duke University Press, 2013, 1-35.



Paweł Lewicki167

Annemarie Mol conceives as multiple bodies,7 are connected in 
the “line of life” of the marginalized migrant.8 In these mo-
ments when HIV emerges in an assemblage, various  relations 
(regarding the virus, the patient, health care, social welfare, 
bordering mechanisms and the state) come together,9 bringing 
into light the intersecting regimes that impact the lives of mar-
ginalized EU citizens from Poland in Berlin. The routine experi-
ences of marginalized HIV-positive migrants can be used as a 
tool to trace back relations and conditions in which HIV and 
citizenship emerge, as well as to trace the connections and dis-
parities between systemic contexts (health care, social welfare, 
migration control), in the HIV assemblage in Berlin. Other dis-
eases and problems, such as HCV, addiction and homelessness, 
are also enmeshed in these productions. They all impact the 
way HIV and citizenship emerge and shape the line of life. 
Analysing these diseases and problems enables a better under-
standing of the functioning of state systems (such as police, 
health care, social welfare), and sheds light on paths for margin-
alized people to assume rights and recognition. 

7    Annemarie Mol, The Body Multiple, Durham: Duke University Press, 2002.
8    Tim Ingold, The Life of Lines, New York: Routledge, 2015.
9    Vinh-Kim Nguyen, “Antiretroviral Globalism, Biopolitics and Therapeutic 

Citizenship”, in: Aihwa Ong and Stephen James Collier (eds.), Global Assem-
blages: Technology, Politics and Ethics as Anthropological Problems, Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2005, 124-144; Vinh-Kim Nguyen, Cyriaque Yapo Ako, Pascal 
Niamba, Aliou Sylla and Issoufou Tiendrebego, “Adherence as Therapeutic 
Citizenship: Impact of the History of Access to Antiretroviral Drugs on Ad-
herence to Treatment”, AIDS 21 (Suppl. 5), 2007, 31-35; Steve Russell, Stella 
Namukwaya, Flavia Zalwango and Janet Seeley, “The Framing and Fashioning 
of Therapeutic Citizenship Among People Living with HIV Taking Antiretro-
viral Therapy in Uganda”, Qualitative Health Research 26/11, 2016, 1447-1458, 
DOI:10.1177/1049732315597654.
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Therefore, HIV is not a natural and unchangeable object, 
but a contingent and heterogeneous event10 and a matter of rela-
tions11 in which it is produced, as it also emerges in each space 
of the HIV assemblage in Berlin differently, in the context of 
specific practices and discourses. Through these multiple pro-
ductions of HIV (and its other accompanying issues), political 
problems, positions, principles and values become articulated. 
These, in turn, regulate the access to rights and recognition and 
govern the criteria of belonging, which, furthermore, come to-
gether to define the notions of citizenship. Citizenship is simi-
larly multiple and determined through and in productions of 
HIV as it emerges in different elements of the HIV assemblage.12 
Both HIV and citizenship are in such a perspective unstable and 
co-constitutive to each other, distinctive and related to the cur-
rent social, political, discursive and practical context. In line 
with Krause et al.,13 my research can show how claiming citi-
zenship rights through multiple HIVs informs the ways in 
which people appear and disappear in state systems. However, 
this claim-making is done in a continuous way, and becomes 
visible along the HIV trajectory and along the line of life, where 
workings of different state systems and legal solutions on EU 
level are involved: How does HIV emerge in the state employ-
ment agency (e.g. in Berlin Jobcenters), and when? Or, when does 
national/EU citizenship matter in the emergence of HIV and in 

10   Michael and Rosengarten, Innovation and Biomedicine: Ethics, Evidence  
 and Expectation in HIV.

11   Abrahamsson, Bertoni, Mol and Ibanez Martin, “Living with Omega-3: New  
 Materialism and Enduring Concerns”.

12   Sabine Netz, Sarah Lempp, Kristine Krause and Katharina Schramm,“Claim- 
 ing Citizenship Rights Through the Body Multiple”, Citizenship Studies 23/7,  
 2019, 637-651, DOI: 10.1080/13621025.2019.1651041.

13   See footnote 12.
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the access to health care and social welfare? Pursuing these 
questions helps also to understand the processes of disappear-
ance and re-appearance of the marginalized, HIV-positive mi-
grants to the state systems, while they make claims to the ac-
cess of rights and recognition through HIV and EU citizenship.

Neither Invisible Nor Disappeared: An Ontological 
Perspective on HIV

The number of Polish people living on the streets of Berlin with-
out health insurance has grown rapidly since the opening of the 
border in 2007 and the access of Poland and many other EU 
member states to the Schengen Agreement. Many of these peo-
ple came to work in Berlin and were unsuccessful in searching 
for jobs, but the social pressure in their home country (often in 
the form of established binary (male) gender roles, and restric-
tive and punishing attitudes towards addictions, their therapy, 
and poverty), their individually-perceived lack of perspectives 
and/or addiction made it impossible for them to go back to 
Poland. Often, they become victims of illegitimate job agents 
and employers or they become perceived as an additional bur-
den to welfare system that constitutes a sufficient argument for 
the authorities to cancel their residence permits.14 

While they can cross the border as EU citizens, EU law 
does not guarantee any kind of sustainable, continuous health 
and social welfare provision for people without employment or 
employment history. Moreover, having HIV does not grant a 

14    Jean-Michel Laf leur and Elsa Mescoli, “Creating Undocumented EU Migrants 
through Welfare: A Conceptualization of Undeserving and Precarious Citi-
zenship”, Sociology 52/3, 2018, 480-496, DOI: 10.1177/0038038518764615.
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person automatic access to health care in Germany as it would 
have been the case in many other EU member states. National 
law on both sides of the border impacts their situation on the 
level of health and welfare provisions. In Poland, HIV-positive 
Polish citizens would have had access to the health care system 
in full scope (even when not insured), but without support from 
third parties or from their families, their access to social welfare 
and health care, in practice, is very limited. The scope of assis-
tance in Poland to marginalized HIV-positive people, often 
homeless and suffering from addiction, is very limited and there 
are rarely institutions with the capacity to help them substan-
tially and continuously with their health and social problems. 
There are such organizations in place in Berlin, but their ca-
pacities are also strained by the arrival of many people from new 
member states of the EU. Some of these organizations extend 
their area of action, search for partners in Poland, or provide 
their clients with assistance directly in Poland, as the people 
they take care of move across the border frequently – most often 
in search of medical help when their health status is life threat-
ening. 

In Germany, they do not have regular access to the health 
care system because that access is limited to a number of 
clearly-defined possibilities: through marriage to an insured 
person or as a member of a family (provided that the partner 
and/or parent has health insurance), through employment on a 
regular basis (an employment contract with a salary of over 450 
euros) or through the welfare system when health insurance is 
paid by the state. None of the above-mentioned ways is easy to 
implement for the people I study and there are growing tenden-
cies to limit social welfare and health care provisions to unwanted 
EU citizens. Due to addictions, the employment possibilities for 
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some HIV-positive migrants are also limited. They live a clandes-
tine life, often without papers or resources to confirm their 
identity, and without the capacity to sustainably ‘normalize’ 
their life situation according to the expectations of the health 
care system and of the welfare system. Health care to these 
people is provided on an informal, voluntary or charity basis. 
They gain support with paperwork and with relief care from 
anti-HIV organizations that develop strategies to normalize 
their health care and social status and that possess networks to 
doctors and hospitals who accept and treat uninsured patients 
(which does not prevent health care funds to vindicate debts and 
persecute marginalized patients). Such health provision is based 
on informal and/or reciprocal commitments within networks, 
on charity, and on various legal solutions. Numerous other or-
ganizations help to regulate residential status in Berlin, help to 
improve health status through facilitating access to the health 
care system, and improve access to the social welfare system 
and job market. These organizations are based on charity and 
are co-financed by the state of Berlin, but their activity is also 
possible thanks to their supporters and volunteers. 

The people at the focus of this study are not visible in 
many systems and institutions of the state – neither Polish nor 
German. They are in a sociopolitical void trapped between local, 
national and EU policies pertaining to social and welfare rights, 
work and residency permits as well as various medical and bu-
reaucratic practices that only make them visible with the emer-
gence of HIV and its productions. Most of them are homeless. 
The lack of coherent EU social welfare policy and no common 
health care policy in the EU facilitate their disappearance in the 
interstices of state systems. This however does not mean they 
are completely invisible or that their lives are in a void, according 
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to one of the understandings of Gatti’s concept of the social dis-
appeared.15 If social disappearance could be understood, among 
the many ways Gatti suggests, as disappearance to state sys-
tems, then the people at the focus of this research can be seen 
as socially disappeared. But their disappearance, as I try to 
show, is conditioned by HIV and its intersecting issues like ad-
diction, other diseases and legal solutions. The virus makes the 
people I study visible to charity networks, to NGOs for people 
living with HIV/AIDS, and to other organizations helping mar-
ginalized people. The actions of these actors relating to HIV in 
particular discursive/political and practical frames shape the 
notion of citizenship, particularly the ways in which EU citizen-
ship can be defined.  Last but not least, the people in my study 
become more and more visible in the city landscape, as they 
shelter on trains and in metro stations, in parks, and on streets. 
They can’t become invisible unless the virus has killed them. 
Thanks to their EU citizenship they travel to Berlin and stay 
there (most of them do not want to come back to Poland) be-
cause they can live their lives with HIV and addiction away from 
many constraints and there is both an institutional and infor-
mal network of people that can help them. They often however 
remain invisible to their families and to a vast extent to the 
Polish and German state. 

EU, national and state legal settings shape and impact 
the lives of people I study in significant ways. The Schengen 
Agreement enables free movement but there are EU, national 
and local measures that allow them to ‘delegalize’ an EU mi-
grant by revoking their residency permit (according to the EU 

15    Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 
the (Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 
23-43, DOI: 10.1215/08992363-7816281.



Paweł Lewicki173

Citizens Directive, a residence permit is connected to certain 
conditions) or to allow only ‘productive’ individuals to settle 
into another EU member state. If one does not fulfill these con-
ditions set out by the Directive, one easily becomes marginal-
ized.16 My research subjects often leave Poland because of the 
lack of employment possibilities, their addictions and legal sta-
tus there (they are criminally convicted as drug consumers) and 
f lee from prosecution or from shame and discrimination as be-
ing HIV positive. EU regimes enable their movement and migra-
tion, but national and local solutions in health care and welfare 
limit their opportunities in the face of infection. The coopera-
tion of the police among member states often leads to deporta-
tion back to Poland but also – due to their fear of persecution - 
pushes these people to illicit life or life on the margins of Berlin. 
This can be called the state of social disappearance as charac-
terized by Gatti, because it highlights the ways reality is organ-
ized, what and who is visible and what and who is not, and what 
and who is stripped of rights and certain conditions of living – 
as it is the case with the HIV-positive, marginalized migrants at 
the focus of this study. Socially disappeared, they inhabit catas-
trophes that take the form of everyday life: “in it, that which 
renders existence impossible, becomes structural”.17 

In the lives of the people in focus, HIV emerges in contra-
dicting ways. In some situations, it might become life-threatening 
or cause death, in other situations – thanks to the assistance of 
social actors – it enables agency and expands both the capacities 
of HIV-positive people and of the actors involved in their help 

16    Lafleur and Mescoli, “Creating Undocumented EU Migrants through Welfare”; 
Jean-Michel Lafleur and Mikołaj Stanek, South-North Migration of EU Citizens 
in Times of Crisis, München: Springer Open, 2017.

17    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 39.
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provisions. The focus on HIV, its production and on the ways it 
emerges in various situations (whether it is visible or not) gives 
insights into the pockets of social and political life that are not 
covered by the state and into the various notions of citizenship. 

Methodological Issues and Agency

The biggest methodological challenge that this research faces is 
the serendipity and discontinuity of contacts with the people in 
focus. They tend to suddenly make themselves invisible, which 
means they no longer come to the set-up meetings or fail to 
show up to counseling at a given organization’s office. Their 
voluntary disappearance can last for weeks or months, often 
they reappear in a hospital when their health situation, due to 
lack of anti-retroviral therapy, turns dramatic and their legal 
status (lack of health insurance, fear of problems with police 
due to criminal record) bars them from the proper and necessary 
health care. Here again, it becomes clear that their visibility to 
the state, or social disappearance, is conditioned by the virus 
and intersecting health issues like addiction. One way to deal 
with these disappearances is to have a network of informants 
spread among supporting organizations and places where these 
people seek help and/or shelter. This does not guarantee conti-
nuity in research, but at least informs us whether a person is 
still in Berlin. 

These methodological challenges however bring to light 
the rhythms of agency and activity of the people in focus to at-
tain socially-accepted well-being. These rhythms show that their 
agency is shaped and determined interchangeably by HIV and 
their addictions, which intersect with age, physical well-being, 
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legal and residency status, educational and social status, sex 
work, other diseases (HIV’s co-infections such as meningitis, 
HCV, tuberculosis, various skin diseases and inborne diseases), 
and marital and kinship status (some have families and/or get 
married with insurance holders). They often try to attain well-
being on their own terms and as defined by them, which is dif-
ficult to adhere to the reality of the employment market and its 
requirements, the control and constraints imposed by the 
health and welfare system, and the legal kinship system. They 
manipulate these systems and try to combine them into their 
lives in different ways but almost never according to the expec-
tations expressed in legal/systemic and institutional/bureau-
cratic solutions. The people I study develop different forms of 
agency which are not always – or usually not – forms of agency 
accepted by society or which lead to their adherence to legal, 
health care, or social welfare systems. Most often, this does not 
lead to their ‘normalization’ envisioned by the state and society, 
but it enables them to live a life partly visible to the state and 
society, scattered with periods of relative stability in bodily 
heath that sustain their survival. 

In these moments when they are active and hold agency, 
HIV infection, rather than addiction, becomes the argument for 
these subjects to attain rights and services. It enables legal ac-
tion based on charity and ethics that often further motivates 
their own agency. HIV and the practices producing various ver-
sions of HIVs are a grounds to claim rights and legal solutions: 
it is often an ‘extenuating’ condition in residency law and 
criminal cases, it gives legitimacy to provisions of assistance 
and social and political action (charity networks) by anti-HIV 
organizations and charity networks beyond borders.
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HIV conditions the visibility and disappearance of people 
at the focus of this study in one other way. They ‘disappear’ in 
Berlin in moments when they ‘go under’ for weeks and months 
and they fail to show up in organizations to get medical or mate-
rial/financial help. They disappear before the humanitarian 
system that is in place to take care of them – NGOs, shelters, so-
cial workers. And they re-appear – often in a hospital – when HIV 
and their addictions bring them into a critical, life-threatening 
state. Thus, HIV stipulates their actions in many ways. Often, 
however, it leads to their lives being approached from the position 
of death, as they are hopeless cases and as employees of some 
organizations refrain from giving assistance to those in need. 
This, again, does not mean that they are invisible or socially dis-
appeared, but that the virus conditions their visibility. 

Similar to the virus in their blood, they are never com-
pletely disappeared. In the sense of social disappearance, they 
always have some kind of agency. It might not be the agency 
expected from them, and it might not be the agency that is 
framed by medical knowledge about the virus and that brings 
adherence to therapy and takes them out of the state of disap-
pearance, marginality or death. Their agency can be framed as a 
struggle to become visible on their own terms – sometimes with 
the existing medical and social knowledge about the virus or 
against this knowledge – nevertheless it is always a struggle 
with the virus present in some way. These struggles expand the 
notion of (EU) citizenship and show the various discourses and 
practices that shape our understandings both of HIV and of the 
access to rights and recognition. Some HIV-positive migrants, 
due to addiction or traumas connected to their HIV infection, 
are willing to remain on the verge of ‘normal’ life, on the verge 
of social disappearance, and constantly negotiating this state.
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The Disappearing Patient: Visibility, 
Mobility and Infectious Disease

Karolina Follis, Luca Follis, Nicola Burns

In early March of 2020, Italy, later followed by nearly every 
European country, introduced a national lockdown in response 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. The coronavirus, initially transmit-
ted to Lombardy through trade and business links between Italy 
and China, spread rapidly in that region and beyond, eventually 
prompting border closures and a wholesale immobilization of 
the population. The lockdown affected everyone residing in Italy 
at the time, regardless of citizenship status. Migrants who ar-
rived in the country over the preceding months and years were 
disproportionately at risk of contracting the virus, particularly 
in reception centers and detention facilities where the living 
conditions made effective physical distancing difficult or im-
possible.1 The susceptibility of this group of people to SARS-
CoV-2 infection is part of a larger pattern of how migrants, refu-
gees and other displaced persons contract infectious disease, 
not only in times of pandemic. This essay, based on research 
conducted prior to the 2020 lockdowns, ref lects on the implica-
tions of infection for persons with unsettled legal status, and on 
the entrenched structures of healthcare systems that fail to ad-
dress the needs of migrant patients. Drawing on Gatti’s work on 

1    Emanuela Roman, “Rethinking Immigration Detention During and After 
Covid-19”, Border Criminologies, 2020, https://www.law.ox.ac.uk/research-sub-
ject-groups/centre-criminology/centreborder-criminologies/blog/2020/06/re-
thinking [accessed: 29.06.2020]. 
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social disappearance, we examine how these patients end up off 
the healthcare radar. We argue for a perspective focused on 
questions of mobility and visibility, which could inform further 
research on this topic, in what is set to become the long after-
math of Covid-19.  

In the contentious debates surrounding the arrivals of 
migrants in Europe, some actors, notably right-wing politicians, 
have claimed that migrants pose a threat to public health be-
cause they “bring infectious diseases”.2 In fact most migrants 
are healthy and migration does not cause a rise in rates of infec-
tious diseases in host communities.3 Instead, a different prob-
lem emerges, which this essay seeks to address. Migrants who 
arrive in Europe by sea are often 

exposed to infection (particularly to HIV infection, to 
other sexually transmitted infections and to tuberculosis) 
due to frequent episodes of violence, torture, abuse and 
the deplorable conditions of vulnerability they are sub-
mitted to along the migratory route.4 

Upon arrival they routinely receive screening for hepatitis 
B and C, tuberculosis and HIV.5 Those with a positive diagnosis 
are offered treatment at local clinics. But this model assumes 
that these migrant patients lead sedentary lives and that once 

2    Editorial, “Migration and Health”, The Lancet Infectious Diseases, 16, August 
2016, 847. 

3    Ibrahim Abubakar, Robert W. Aldridge, Delan Devakumar and Miriam Orcutt, 
“The UCL-Lancet Commission on Migration and Health: The Health of a World 
on the Move”, The Lancet 392/10164, 2018, 2606-2654.

4    Tullio Prestileo, Francesco Di Lorenzo and Salvatore Corrao, “Infectious Dis-
eases Among African Irregular Migrants in Italy. Just an Individual Problem?”, 
Clinical Social Work and Health Intervention, 2/5, 2015, 45-57, 46. 

5    In 2020, coronavirus screenings have also become routine. 



Karolina Follis    Luca Follis    Nicola Burns181

they have been assigned to a clinic, they would report for pre-
scribed treatment. In partnership with a collaborator based at a 
hospital in Sicily, we have gathered preliminary evidence, which 
suggests that in practice this is not the case.6 Healthy or other-
wise, migrants rarely settle in their first port of arrival. Instead, 
they continue to move, disappearing from view of the doctors 
who first diagnose them. This means that in spite of a positive 
diagnosis, their medical treatment is interrupted or abandoned, 
endangering their own, and potentially also other, lives. Our 
research suggests the need to examine how the trajectories of 
migrant patients affect their relationship to healthcare systems 
in host countries. In Italy and beyond, there is limited qualita-
tive data capturing the responses of the healthcare system to 
migrant mobility. This impedes potential viable alternatives to 
the status quo, which, as we argue, does not ensure equitable 
access to health care and may conflict with the human right to 
health as both a normative ideal and a public policy goal.  

In spite of the existing entitlement (in Italy and elsewhere 
in Europe) to free treatment for infectious disease, the options 
for migrants with a positive diagnosis are not straightforward. 
Remaining in the local area with access to the clinic may ad-
dress the patient’s treatment needs but it rarely seems to answer 
the needs that propelled them on the migratory journey in the 
first place. The first port of arrival may not provide access to 
employment, housing outside the reception center or any 
longer-term prospects for a sustainable livelihood. One physi-
cian who works on the frontline of Mediterranean migration has 

6    As part of the Wellcome Trust-funded project, “Doctors within Borders”, 
which looks at healthcare provision to mobile populations (http://wp.lancs.
ac.uk/doctors-within-borders/), we collaborated with Dr. Tullio Prestileo of 
Ospedale Civico in Palermo, Sicily. 
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described this situation as “the syndrome of the Prometheus”, 
that is the situation where, in his words, “you have the good 
fortune of having arrived somewhere where I am going to treat 
you for free, but this means that I am turning you into a 
prisoner.”7 Part of the myth of Prometheus was that Zeus pun-
ished him for his audacity by chaining him to a rock where an 
eagle would come every night and feed on his liver. His liver 
would grow back overnight and the torment would be repeated 
the following day. We interpret the physician’s comment to 
mean that keeping the person alive but stuck in a place against 
their will is analogous to the case of Prometheus – the person’s 
health can be maintained but they are effectively a prisoner of 
the system. With that in mind, this essay considers, firstly, 
whether irregular migrants who have been diagnosed with a 
communicable disease can be, in some circumstances, de-
scribed as living, or existing, as Gabriel Gatti describes it, “with-
out the conditions required for existence”, and thus belonging to 
the category of “social disappeared”.8 Secondly, we explore re-
lated features of precarious (or vulnerable) existence, namely its 
circumscribed mobility and its position on the spectrum be-
tween visibility and invisibility.  

Methodological Uncertainties of Social Disappearance 

For Gatti, the point of departure for his theoretical considera-
tion of social disappearance is the historical experience of the 

7    Prestileo, in conversation with the authors, January 2018. 
8    Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and 

(Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture, 32/1, 2020, 
25-43, 26.
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desaparecidos in Latin America, that is, political detainees im-
prisoned in secret detention centers. He discusses victims of 
enforced disappearance who are removed, against their will, 
from their environment and held, or killed, in an undisclosed 
location by agents of a state.  According to the International 
Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance (2006), the widespread or systematic practice of 
enforced disappearance is a crime against humanity. This form 
of disappearance is literal, that is, the victims vanish from view 
and no one in their immediate environment knows where they 
are or what is happening to them. This is not necessarily the 
case with extremely vulnerable persons and groups, and the 
marginalized and socio-economically deprived, whom Gatti 
proposes to capture under the term social disappeared.9 They 
are not necessarily actively targeted, although they might be. 
Sometimes they can be deprived of liberty (for example in im-
migration detention), but this is not always the case. 

Social disappearance, in other words, is a figure of 
speech. It might be a potent and productive one, but if it is to be 
of conceptual use for specific cases and empirical situations it 
requires further f leshing out. Thus, a key question to ask is who, 
or what, is the ‘social’ in the social disappeared. Disappearance 
implies invisibility, and while with enforced disappearance such 
invisibility seems to be total, in cases of social disappearance it 
seems to be partial or relative. Disappearance from whose sight? 
The relative nature of this invisibility is well illustrated by one 
of Gatti’s examples. He describes how “[i]n 2014, in Spain, a 
group of people with severe physical disabilities protested cuts 
in the dependency law that denied them healthcare coverage, 

9      Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 26. 
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and they did so with the logo ‘We too are disappeared’”.10 The 
protesters were trying to communicate a sense of social aban-
donment.11 They called for recognition of their needs, and as-
serted their presence in public space in the face of a system that 
failed to protect them. Their claim to the designation of the 
‘disappeared’ underscores, presumably, a sense of being deliber-
ately injured. Disappearance in this context means being made 
to vanish from publicly and socially productive life. This would 
indeed be the inevitable effect of the denial of healthcare to the 
severely disabled. 

In this vein, on close inspection, the kinds of persons who 
according to Gatti collectively make up the category of the social 
disappeared could each be disappeared in a different sense, in-
visible to the eyes of different actors and for diverse reasons. 
The social disappearance of “futureless adolescents” is qualita-
tively different than that of “pensioners” or “battered women”.12 
The “bad lives” of “all the pariahs” are not all bad in the same 
way.13 

For example, are all irregular migrants social disap-
peared? They are often unseen by the state, in James Scott’s 
sense of being unrecorded and invisible to authorities.14 This 
means that their presence, whereabouts, fiscal status and social 
care needs are not officially registered and thus not legible to 
government bureaucrats. As such, those needs and circum-
stances that irregular migrants experience are not acknowledged 

10    Ibid., 35. 
11    João Biehl, Vita: Life in a Zone of Social Abandonment, Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2005. 
12    Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 35. 
13    Ibid., 27. 
14    James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human 

Condition Have Failed, New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998.
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and not acted upon. This in turn produces conditions of abject 
existence, deprivation and a sense of powerlessness. On the 
other hand, however, the same ostensibly disappeared irregular 
migrants might be radically visible in other ways, having strug-
gled for and achieved a visibility that becomes a resource for 
survival.15 They might be present, even if unwanted, in public 
spaces of European cities. They might be visible (usually in a 
distorted way) in their media portrayals, on the radar and the 
register of NGOs, charities and churches. Developing method-
ologies to uncover such variable dimensions of appearance/
disappearance and visibility/invisibly seems important to any 
empirical study of how “ordinary social catastrophes”16 produce 
the social disappeared.  

Our inquiry into the situation of irregular migrants who 
have been diagnosed with communicable disease highlights the 
complex tensions between illness, mobility, visibility and re-
gimes of control. Effective treatment of disease requires what 
we might call a covenant of trust between the patient and the 
doctor. The doctor offers treatment. The patient submits to or 
implements the doctor’s orders and is thus either restored to 
health, or their condition improves, or becomes manageable. For 
patients who are irregular migrants the forging of this covenant 
is obstructed by several factors. Firstly, they are unsettled in 
time and place. Secondly, more often than not, they do not share 
a common language or a reservoir of common knowledge with 
the doctor, requiring cultural and linguistic mediation of third 
persons. Thirdly, they have grounds to fear the authorities and 

15   Martina Tazzioli, “Eurosur, Humanitarian Visibility, and (Nearly) Real-time
 Mapping in the Mediterranean”, ACME: An International Journal for Critical  
 Geographies 15/3, 2016, 561-79.
16   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 37. 
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hence be suspicious of any procedures of registration and docu-
mentation.17 With these factors at play, migrant patients might 
be willing to forgo treatment. 

Finding out how and why these decisions are made re-
mains to be revealed through research, but based on prelimi-
nary evidence we hypothesize that the disappearance of the 
patient is a common outcome.18 We observe however that both 
patienthood and the condition of being a migrant are only as-
pects of a person’s existence, not its essence. An individual 
might therefore disappear as a patient, that is, vanish from the 
purview of the healthcare system, but still exercise their agency 
and autonomy as a mobile person, that is, someone who has 
undertaken a migratory project and is pursuing it wherever it 
might lead. Hence, as discussed above, (social) disappearance is 
not an absolute condition, but a relative one, situated, so to 
speak, in the eye of the beholder. 

Disappearance, Mobility and Visibility

As noted above, precarious lives are characterized by varying 
degrees of mobility and visibility. Those could be thought of as 
the parameters that help concretize social disappearance, that 
is, help specify which social worlds the disappearing subjects 
vanish from, and to what extent. The mobilities paradigm in the 
social sciences19 offers a sociological focus on the movement of 

17   Carole Sargent and Stephanie Larchanché, “Transnational Migration and  
 Global  Health: The Production and Management of Risk, Illness, and Access  
 to Care”, Annual Review of Anthropology, 40/1, 2011, 345-361.

18   As of the summer of 2020, further research on this project is on hold due to  
 Covid-19. 

19   See for example John Urry, Mobilities, Cambridge: Polity, 2007.
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human and non-human actors and thus may constitute a pro-
ductive approach, provided that we take seriously the insight of 
its critics that “mobility is a resource to which not everyone has 
an equal relationship”.20 The same could be said of visibility. 
Movement can take place in ways that enhance or diminish a 
subject’s social presence. Subjects can deploy strategies and 
tactics that make them more or less visible. In a stark power 
asymmetry, state authorities can enhance their own vision to 
see people where they would otherwise remain unseen, or to 
arrest illicit mobilities.21 

For the migrants diagnosed with communicable disease, 
movement is a necessity to be pursued in spite of obstacles, 
disincentives and punitive sanctions. As such it competes with 
the possibility of receiving medical treatment, which requires at 
least temporary emplacement, that is, an abandonment of 
movement. Medical treatment addresses only one aspect of 
these migrants’ lives, namely health narrowly understood as the 
absence of disease. Mobility offers a chance, however faint and 
distant, for a more complete fulfillment of needs, that is, the 
possibility of reaching a destination conducive to living, as op-
posed to mere existence. People who migrate, in other words, 
seek something other than Prometheus’ prison. In pursuit of 
this movement, however, they abandon their status as patients, 
sever the relationship with the healthcare workers who are in a 
position to offer them treatment for communicable disease, and 
disappear from view. Referral, follow up and prescription re-
newal, all standard elements of medical care, become impossi-
ble. Data initially entered into the system about the patient 

20    Beverly Skeggs, Class, Self, Culture, London: Routledge, 2004, 49.  
21   Karolina Follis, “Vision and Transterritory: The Borders of Europe”, Science,  

 Technology, & Human Values, 42/6, 2017, 983-1002. 
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remains in the system, but it may never be reconnected to the 
data source. In this case, mobility disrupts visibility, leading to 
a doubly precarious existence, as (a) an irregular migrant and (b) 
a carrier of an untreated communicable disease. Is this, then, a 
case of social disappearance? 

At this stage, this question remains impossible to answer 
for two reasons. Firstly, empirical data to account for the sub-
jects’ own perception of their situation remains scarce. How do 
they experience their relative social absence/presence? Do they 
feel invisible, or conversely, too visible and therefore vulnerable? 
(“Visibility is a trap”,22 as we know from Foucault.) Secondly, 
from the other side, which external factors account for the mi-
grants’ possible (social) disappearance? The situation of migrant 
patients touched upon above is, for instance, very different than 
the one of disabled protesters in Spain mentioned in Gatti’s ar-
ticle. Rather than having healthcare withdrawn, it is offered to 
them, albeit with strings attached. Illness is thus a means by 
which they can gain a measure of recognition and secure access 
to humane treatment, although not (at least not on its own) to 
legal residency.23 And yet disappear they do, into the largely un-
mapped but growing domain of Europe’s irregular population, 
which comes in and out of view, depending on who is looking and 
how. The understanding of how and why this happens should 
feature prominently in any current and future analysis of the in-
evitable outbreaks of Covid-19 in migrant communities and fa-
cilities that house people in transit and on the move. 

22   Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, New York:  
 Pantheon, 1977, 200. 

23  Miriam Ticktin, “Where Ethics and Politics Meet”, American Ethnologist,  
 33/1, 2006, 33–49.
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Lives on the Limit: Citizenship and 
Exposure at the Borders of Europe

Estela Schindel

The context of these reflections is a larger project that examines 
the discourses, policies and practices involved in the border 
surveillance and control of the European Union (EU), and in the 
undocumented border crossings into the Schengen area. It fo-
cuses on the definitions and values currently being contested by 
the European border regime. I inquire into which underlying 
assumptions inform the discourses and practices of border 
making, and which productions of subjectivities and meanings 
are involved. The work focuses on the practices and materiality 
of border surveillance and control as well as border crossing: 
Who is crossing the European borders and how? What knowl-
edge, technologies and discourses are being used and mobilized 
in the crossing? Which subjectivities are being fostered, enabled 
and/or contested at these crossings? Which constructions of 
alterity and thresholds in the definition of the human are being 
constructed and disputed? In my multi-sited research, I have 
been collecting empirical material on three specific scenarios at 
the Greek-Turkish maritime border area, the Melilla-Morocco 
border on land, and at international meetings in which authori-
ties and representatives of technology companies discuss the 
use of biometric controls on checkpoints, especially at interna-
tional airports. The aim is to understand which assumptions 
and values inform the discourses and practices of EU border 
crossings and to inquire about the concomitant production of 
subjectivities. 
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When I began working on this project in 2013, I did not 
assume any specific continuity between this research object 
and the previous work I had conducted since the late 1990s on 
the Argentinean ‘disappeared’ (victims of the dictatorship that 
ruled Argentina between 1976 and 1983, who were clandes-
tinely abducted and never seen again). However, soon after be-
ginning this project, a series of parallels and analogies between 
the two fields of research became apparent. These parallels 
concerned certain dynamics of displacement and the invisibili-
zation of state violence, the consequent effacement of agency for 
such violence, and the proliferation of situations in which the 
symbolic and material limits of what constitutes human life are 
pushed to the extreme.1 The analogies between both research 
fields and the questions connecting them found a platform for 
collective reflection when I joined the project “Disappearances” 
in 2016.2 This exploration of the uses of the category of disap-
pearance in cases of study which may be quite unrelated his-
torically and geographically to the victims of enforced disap-
pearances in Latin America has thus accompanied my research 
as a parallel inquiry to its main research questions. The conver-
sations within the framework of the project “Disappearances” 
also provide a background for ref lecting on the larger political 
transformations that underpin the context in which differing 
forms of violence overlap, and which are intimately linked to 
questions of mobility and displacement.

1    María Martínez, Ignacio Irazuzta and Estela Schindel, “Desaparición. La vida 
en sus límites”, Oñati Socio-legal Series, Special Issue “La desaparición forzada 
de personas: circulación transnacional y usos sociales de una categoría del 
derecho humanitario” 9/2, 2019, 222-236.

2    “Disappeared/Desapariciones. A Transnational Study of a Category for Man-
aging, Inhabiting, and Analyzing Social Catastrophe and Loss”. See page 16.
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Borders and Disappearances: The Rupture of Citizenship

In order to explain the reach and consequences of disappear-
ance and the dimension of its resulting forensic challenge, a 
member of the Argentine Team of Forensic Anthropology de-
fined this crime as the separation of “an identity from a body”.3 
By putting individuals outside the realm of protection of rights, 
the disappearing power had thus produced “a body without 
identity and an identity without body” and thus “sheared indi-
viduals; . . . [with their] bodies separated from their names; 
consciences cut off from their physical support; names isolated 
from their history; identities deprived of their voting cards, their 
citizenship papers”.4 Seen in the terms used by Giorgio Agamben, 
the qualified life of a citizen with rights (bios) and their mere 
biological existence (zoe) are separated from each other, the lat-
ter produced as a separate realm, a sphere of mere survival with 
neither civil nor political entitlements, nor social inscription.5 

The categories put forward by the Italian philosopher have been 
extensively (although not without controversy) extrapolated in 
the social sciences in order to account for the diverse ways in 
which what he labels the sovereign power intentionally detaches 
a ‘mere existence’, a zone of mere biological subsistence, from 
its civil inscription to a community of rights. The forcefully dis-
appeared are paradigmatic cases of the separation of a civil 
identity or bios (the name), from a mere biological existence 
deprived of rights, zoe (the body). In my reading of Agambenian 
categories, however, these two terms should not be understood 

3    Quoted in: Gabriel Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina and 
Uruguay: Identity and Meaning, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, 29.

4    Ibid., 30.
5    Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1998.
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as a fixed dichotomy between two stable terms, but rather as 
poles of a range of statuses that are permanently disputed and 
contested.

While for Agamben the juridical-political structure in 
which the bio-political relationship between sovereign and bare 
life takes place is the concentration camp, diverse studies have 
shown how this structure can and should also be considered in 
relation to borders and migration.6 Borders are instances in 
which the link that attaches an individual to a certain jurisdic-
tion of civil protection and rights is momentarily suspended. 
The separation and re-integration of physical existence and civil 
inscription is by definition the performative task of border con-
trols: the border is the site where the link between the body and 
the name is untied and knitted back together. Mark Salter there-
fore refers to a “suture”, a process of knitting the inside and the 
outside back together.7 Moving from one territorial sovereign to 
another across the border, “the sovereign authority to include or 
to exile and the sovereign responsibility to protect become dis-
connected; in all these moments of rupture, the suture of sover-
eignty is revealed”.8 Every border passage and border check 
suspends and reenacts the sovereign link.  At that moment of 
rupture, the world of citizens, states, and identities must be 
“knitted back together”.9 When passing across the suture, 

6    Nick Vaughan-Williams, “The Generalized Bio-Political Border? Re-Con-
ceptualizing the Limits of Sovereign Power”, Review of International Studies 
35, 2009, 729–749; Nick Vaughan-Williams, Border Politics: The Limits of 
Sovereign Power, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012; Mark Salter, 
“When the Exception Becomes the Rule: Borders, Sovereignty, and Citizen-
ship”, Citizenship Studies 12/4, 2008, 365–380.

7    Mark Salter, “Theory of the /: The Suture and Critical Border Studies”, Geo-
politics 17/4, 2012, 734-755.

8    Ibid., 735.
9    Ibid., 740.
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through camps, borders, or transit zones, according to Salter, 
subjects are called upon to perform their claim to rights before 
the agents of the sovereign, in order to “suture themselves again 
into the fabric of the community”: In these instances, “we are all 
equally vulnerable to exile, to sacrifice, to being rendered homo 
sacer”, adds Salter in reference to the Agambenian figure of 
maximum exposure.10 Border crossers’ existences are thus 
open, in the sense attributed by Agamben to ‘bare life’: a state of 
abandonment to the sovereign power at the threshold of the  
juridical-political community. Stripped of legal status and ex-
pelled from the community, they inhabit the threshold of the 
political order. Their names and their bodies, like that of 
Argentina’s disappeared, become (if only shortly) detached from 
each other. 

In this line of interpretation, the disappeared bear an in-
timate affinity to international borders as sites where this exci-
sion may take place: names without bodies – like the migrants 
known to have left their homes but whose whereabouts are 
unknown – and bodies without names – such as the thousands 
of cases of unidentified corpses washed onto European or North 
African shores. If disappearance implies a disjunction of the 
subject of rights, since the unity between name and body is 
disrupted, and every border crossing induces an instance in 
which the individual is exposed to the possibility of enduring 
such disjunction, the border becomes a particularly sensitive 
site for the possibility of disappearing. Inversely, the category of 
disappearance may be a productive conceptual tool in order to 
understand the logic behind the processes that take place at or 
on the way to Europe’s deadly borders.11

10    Ibid., 743.
11    I have explored some of these uses and recent developments in: Estela 
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Both in conceptual and legal terms, the category of disap-
pearance is currently being explored as a possible tool for ac-
knowledging and tackling the disappearance of migrants. Even 
if, in most of these cases, the disappearances may be not the 
consequence of direct action by the state, there is an indirect 
responsibility – for instance in relation to practices of deterrence 
or the rejection of migrants at the border (push backs) – for 
which states can and should be made accountable once they 
have created a situation that exposes migrants to situations in 
which their vulnerability is heightened. Furthermore, the con-
vention for the protection of persons from enforced disappear-
ance stipulates authorities’ obligations to protect individuals 
and investigate their whereabouts in cases of disappearance, 
thus triggering state responsibility. Altogether, the category of 
disappearance may thus become instrumental for tracing ac-
countability back to its source.12

The Political Production of Exposure 

If disappearance implies a disjunction of the subject of rights, 
since the unity between a body and its inscription is being dis-
rupted, and every border crossing embodies a moment where 
the individual is exposed to the possibility of enduring such a 

Schindel, “Deaths and Disappearances in Migration to Europe: Exploring the 
Uses of a Transnationalized Category”, American Behavioral Scientist, Special 
Issue: “Deaths at the Borders: Revisiting the Debate in Light of the Euro-
Mediterranean Crisis”, 64/4, 2020, 389-407.

12    This is the direction currently being explored by the UN Working Group on 
Enforced and Involuntary Disappearances. For more details on their work 
and conceptualizations, as well as other uses of the category of Disappear-
ance in Migration, see Schindel, “Deaths and Disappearances”.
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disjunction, the current mobility regime amplifies the scope of 
the situations in which this decoupling takes place. The current 
transits and drifting of people on the move do not limit them-
selves to a single instance of border checks but extend in time 
and space through the policies of abandonment and deter-
rence.13 This ‘separation’ or exposure to the precariousness of 
life itself, thus turns into a permanent condition and is carried 
along uncertain itineraries. Such dislocated existences can cer-
tainly be regarded as incarnations of what Gabriel Gatti calls 
social disappearance.14

In these cases, precarious and exposed life becomes a 
permanent condition. Here, the separation of body and name, or 
of the conditions in which life exists and the institutional and 
civil inscription of those existences can be found, do not limit 
themselves to the concrete instance of border crossing in a strict 
sense but may become permanent and extend in space. The 
modes of existence emerging and proliferating in such liminal 
situations imply having to navigate extreme conditions that 
threaten to exceed the limits of the ‘liveable’, and in between the 
legal and clandestine spheres, often accompanied by social or 
moral invisibility.15

13    I wrote more extensively about these dynamics in: Estela Schindel, “Death 
by ‘Nature’: The European Border Regime and the Spatial Production of 
Slow Violence”, Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space, Theme Issue: 
“Spatial Politics of Slow Violence and Resistance”, 2019; Estela Schindel, 
“Desiertos, mares, islas: geografías de intemperie como espacios de desa-
parición en contextos migratorios” (Deserts, Seas, Islands: Geographies of 
Disappearance in the Context of Migration), Papeles del CEIC, International 
Journal on Collective Identity Research 1/1, 2020, 228, 1-16.

14    Quoted in: Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global 
Circulations, and the (Possible) Uses of a Category for Bad Life”, Public 
Culture 32/1, 2020, 24-43, 29.

15    Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust, Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1989.
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In the era of what Didier Fassin calls the “moral economy 
of humanitarianism”, they also inhabit spaces of management 
of perceived liminal, no-life, bare or precarious life, or life in 
zones of abandonment.16 In these spaces, the experience of mi-
grants and refugees intersect with other social categories of 
vulnerable citizenship. The unwanted border crossers can thus 
be related to other abjected figures, from the undocumented im-
migrant to the precarious or exploited worker and the socially 
excluded; vulnerable citizens who have been denied the possi-
bility of returning to full citizenship.

The proliferation of such figures of abandonment blurs 
the line that previously divided the citizen from other figures of 
precariousness. Migrants and refugees en route towards the EU 
can then be mapped into these larger tendencies and related to 
other liminal forms of existence on the borders of citizenship 
and facing extreme living conditions, such as those portrayed in 
other contributions to this volume. An increasing number of 
populations are “permanently exposed to liminal states with 
death, but without fully reaching it, are kept on the edge of 
life.”17 In the current context, the modulation of the line separat-
ing life and death is deployed differently to that of the clandes-
tine detention centres where those disappeared by the 
Argentinean dictatorship were held captive. If enforced disap-
pearances used to target citizens operating biopolitically on 
their individualized bodies through torture in order to extract a 
confession from them, the current discharges of biopolitical 
power now operate instead on populations, where individuals 
become irrelevant as such. There is no interest in the single 

16    Didier Fassin, “Compassion and Repression: The Moral Economy of Immi-
gration Policies in France”, Cultural Anthropology 20/3, 2005, 362-387.  

17    Martínez et al., “Desaparición”, 225 (my translation).
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person but on the management of the collective, organic, unde-
termined mass. In keeping with the transformations in the 
configurations of governmentality regimes, the sovereign power 
does not necessarily intervene actively in the lives of those 
populations, but tends to operate by omission, de-protection or 
abandonment.

Humanitarian Management, Collective Resistance, 
Paradoxical Agency

A dense and dynamic conglomerate of international organiza-
tions, non-governmental organizations, voluntary associations, 
and local, national, transnational (EU) and international au-
thorities play an active role on the Greek islands and in Melilla, 
where my fieldwork was conducted. Jurisdictions and attribu-
tions seem to be continuously shifting in an equally evolving 
political and legal context in which it is difficult to assess who 
is in charge of whom. Policies of protection on one side and of 
abandonment or de-protection on the other coexist and are en-
tangled in this imbrication of heterogeneous actors and man-
dates. This proliferation and coexistence of a plurality of actors 
often result in there being no clear demarcation in terms of who 
is to register and account for those on the move towards conti-
nental Europe.

On one side lies the machinery of humanitarian assis-
tance, whose character has been elucidated by authors such as 
Didier Fassin and that we can interpret, with Foucault, as the 
political production of biologized life: a biopolitics.18 On the 

18    Fassin, “Compassion and Repression”; Michel Foucault, “Right of Death and 
Power over Life”, in: The Will to Knowledge, The History of Sexuality: Vol. 1,  
Introduction, New York: Vintage Books, 1990 (1978).
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other side lies the EU border authority, Frontex, which does not 
actually register deaths or disappearances of migrants or refu-
gees; in keeping with their paradigm of criminalizing illegalized 
migrants, their unity of measure and analysis is instead the ‘il-
legal’ or ‘undocumented’ border crossing. The positive counting 
and registering of deaths and disappearances, while providing 
assistance to travelers along migratory routes, is largely under-
taken by actors who are part of the humanitarian apparatus 
such as international and non-governmental organizations, 
sanitarian authorities, or volunteers. 

In the case of international organizations and NGOs, 
counting is an instrument for managing and administering peo-
ple on the move. On the Greek island hotspots, I was able to 
observe how the use of sophisticated technologies of registra-
tion and control such as biometrics, which are being imple-
mented as the result of a directive from Brussels, may coexist 
with practices like counting newly arrived refugees by writing 
numbers on their hands with a marker pen.19

The objectifying gesture of marking persons by writing 
numbers on their bodies – as though they were animals or prod-
ucts – is consistent with the humanitarian logic which, in ac-
cordance with arguments in the anthropology of refuge and 
migration, favours the production of a suffering and passive 
figure as a recipient of policies of assistance over a figure of 
agency and self-determination. It is claimed that this produces 
a subjectivity devoid of political agency and lacking in qualities 
that are present in the political subject, such as visibility, 

19    See: Estela Schindel, “Migrants and Refugees at the European Borders: The 
Legitimacy of Suffering, Bare Life and Paradoxical Agency”, Revista de Estu-
dios Sociales 14/3, 300-323.
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agency, and rational discourse.20 In the case of asylum seekers 
– the usual category under which migrants on the move may 
enter this assistance apparatus – the figure of the refugee has 
come to denote a bureaucratic field of humanitarian interven-
tion, with the resulting effects of depoliticizing that status and 
omitting the political and historical processes that gave rise to 
the preceding displacement. The life to protect is detached from 
the political existence of the citizen. Like with the disappeared, 
biological life is produced as exscinded from its civil inscription.

Nevertheless, forms of agency and resistance emerge and 
develop continuously throughout their migratory journey. 
Deprived of the resources granted to the citizen, people on the 
move often mobilize their own bare lives as a strategy of sur-
vival and to proceed with their mobility projects. One particular 
instance that especially caught my attention on my first re-
search visit to Lesvos in 2013 consisted of the practice of people 
puncturing their own inflatable dinghy when at sea, aiming to 
reach one of the Greek islands from the Turkish mainland, upon 
nearing the shore or being within sight of patrol ships. In this 
way their condition becomes a maritime emergency and the 
Hellenic Coast Guard is obliged to rescue them and bring them 
ashore. I viewed this as a form of paradoxical agency, meaning 
that it mobilizes precisely the vulnerability of illegalized border 
crossers so that they can access their right to mobility.21 In other 
cases of paradoxical agency, it is de-inscription itself that is 
used as a strategy for survival and mobility, such as cases of 
migrants burning their own documents in order to apply for 

20    Liisa Malkki, “Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, Humanitarianism, and 
Dehistoricization”, Cultural Anthropology 11/3, 1996, 377-404; Peter Nyers, 
Rethinking Refugees: Beyond States of Emergency, New York: Routledge, 2006; 
Schindel, “Migrants and Refugees”. 

21    See Schindel, “Migrants and Refugees”.
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international protection, in turn enabling them to navigate their 
trajectories beneath the radar of citizenship bureaucracies. In 
this interpretation, such as the practice described above, bare 
life, disappearance, or social invisibility do not need to be un-
derstood as fixed but rather as contested, relational and dy-
namic categories: bare life is a zone of existence in which agency 
and resistance are possible, even if this may not happen in the 
terms usually attributed to them in the social sciences, such as 
rationality or visibility in public space.

Other forms of resistance rely on the collective action and 
sharing of information and logistics. Around the Spanish ex-
claves of Ceuta and Melilla on the coast of North Africa, strate-
gies used by migrants for crossing border fences strongly de-
pend on collective action and strength in numbers. Migrant at-
tempts to scale the fences (the so-called saltos, or jumps) are 
performed simultaneously by hundreds of men in a carefully 
planned act. In transforming into a huge but coordinated mass, 
they increase the probability of overcoming the highly technolo-
gized surveillance in and around the fence. The very strategies 
developed by migrants camping near the two Spanish African 
cities, at mount Gurugu and other neighbouring areas (the so-
called jungles), illustrate their ability and will to continue their 
journey, affirming their agency as they cooperate to survive in 
the open, literally abandoned to the elements, in proto-societal 
yet effective self-organization. These existences, and those at 
Calais, Idomeni, Ventimiglia, and other camps that have 
emerged on the European continent along migratory routes, 
raise questions about the conditions for a life ‘at the limits’, ‘on 
the edge’, in conditions and situations in which life would not 
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seem to be possible at all.22 And yet, life, collective action, and 
meaning are all being established by illegalized migrants aim-
ing to enter Europe. As they do, not only are they exercising 
their right to move across borders, but they are also contesting 
the terms in which human life is to be constructed and recog-
nized as such. 
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Keeping the Transnational Search 
Alive: The Missing, Social Presences 
and Disappearances

Anna Matyska

Many people go missing within national boundaries, and are 
searched for and found close to home. What happens, however, 
when people go missing in transnational circumstances, as mi-
grants or as people on the move, when their search demands the 
crossing of national borders both physically and mentally? In my 
research I investigate Polish people who went missing abroad 
and enquire into the political, bureaucratic and intimate re-
sponses to their disappearances. A growing number of studies 
have explored migrant disappearances that occur as a conse-
quence of deterrent migration policies and strict border control. 
In my case, I look at the missing who are citizens of the 
European Union and whose transnational disappearances relate 
to the opening of national borders rather than to their closure.1 
This ongoing research project commenced at the beginning of 
2020. I undertook multi-sited fieldwork in Belgium, Holland, 
Germany and Poland with different actors in the search process, 
including the online ethnography of Polish social media groups 
that aid the search for the missing in and outside of Poland. 

 

1    This research is part of the project “Governance and Grieving: Disappearing 
Migrants and Emergent Politics” (DiMig), funded by the Academy of Finland, 
project number: 2501315979.   
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Every year, over 15,000 persons are reported missing in 
Poland. In 2014, the number reached 20,8452 and was the high-
est in the last twenty years. Many of the missing become located 
within seven to fourteen days (dead or alive), but some will never 
be found. The spike in the number of disappearances is attrib-
uted to the increased freedom of movement after Poland joined 
the EU in 2004. It is estimated that twenty to twenty five per 
cent of missing Polish people are migrants who disappear 
abroad.3 However, even if a Polish person goes missing in 
Poland, the case can still have a transnational dimension if 
there is a suspicion that the person had left the country, either 
voluntarily or by force. 

The Missing or the Disappeared? 

The category of the disappeared, genealogically linked to notion 
of forced disappearance in Latin America, has a strong foothold 
in transnational legislations and research literature. However, 
in Poland, it has not managed to replace the more established 
category of zaginieni, habitually translated as ‘the missing’. The 
term zaginieni has a strong presence in Polish public space and 
cultural vocabulary. It is also institutionalized by the Polish 
legislation, which defines a missing person (osoba zaginiona) as 
“a person whose whereabouts cannot be established and who, 
as a consequence, should be found (należy odnaleźć) in order to 

2   Police statistics available at: http://statystyka.policja.pl/st/wybrane-staty-
styki/zaginieni/50885,Zaginieni.html [accessed: 01.07.2020].

3   Statistics according to the NGO Itaka. Available at: http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/
kat,8771,title,Polacy-zaginieni-za-granica,wid,17373505,wiadomosc.htm-
l?ticaid=117bf0 [accessed: 23.06.2020].

http://statystyka.policja.pl/st/wybrane-staty-styki/zaginieni/50885,Zaginieni.html
http://statystyka.policja.pl/st/wybrane-staty-styki/zaginieni/50885,Zaginieni.html
http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/kat,8771,title,Polacy-zaginieni-za-granica,wid,17373505,wiadomosc.htm-l?ticaid=117bf0
http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/kat,8771,title,Polacy-zaginieni-za-granica,wid,17373505,wiadomosc.htm-l?ticaid=117bf0
http://wiadomosci.wp.pl/kat,8771,title,Polacy-zaginieni-za-granica,wid,17373505,wiadomosc.htm-l?ticaid=117bf0
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protect her/his life, health or freedom.”4 Thus, people who are 
missing – zaginieni – are those who are being sought for, and the 
category of the missing is defined by the search. They are miss-
ing from somewhere and from someone and their absence is 
noticed and registered – the missing are those who should be 
found. Accordingly, their physical disappearance is demanded 
– usually by their families – to be explained. On the other hand, 
from the Polish perspective one can imagine a disappearance of 
persons who do not qualify as zaginieni, as nobody will look for 
them or actively care about their whereabouts. This is also 
where Gatti’s category of social disappearance – and social pres-
ence as its tacit antonym – become relevant.5 Gatti uses the 
category of the social disappeared to describe people on the 
margins of society, who inhabit the spaces were life is impos-
sible and their existence becomes invisible. I find this category 
useful to show the continuum on which the social existence of 
a physically absent person unfolds. I assume that people can be 
socially present even with their physical absence, as long as 
their identities and life histories are kept alive and they remain 
part of both the public and intimate social worlds of those who 
stay behind and look for them. But they can also become invis-
ible and disappear from their society and social relationships, 
with their social disappearance enhanced by the limited search 
for them or no search whatsoever. 

4    Zarządzenie Komendanta Głównego Policji 48 [The Directive of the Chief of 
Police 48], 18.06.2018.  

5   Gabriel Gatti, “The Social Disappeared: Genealogy, Global Circulations, and  
 (Possible) Uses of a Category for the Bad Life”, Public Culture 32/1, 2020, 25-43. 
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Dealing with the Absence: Social Re-Presences 

A search for the missing person is an act of re-presencing the 
person.6 The absence of the missing person becomes presence,7 
and the search – an attempt at reuniting the name and the 
body.8 The most intensive way of searching for Polish people 
involves the mobilization of a wide array of governmental and 
non-governmental actors who aid the search, including police, 
NGOs, media, private detectives, clairvoyants and everyday peo-
ple, such as family members, friends and volunteers. If the 
search is undertaken transnationally, it can involve police from 
different countries, members of Polish diaspora and other mo-
bile Polish people who scout different areas, hang posters and 
share information about the missing across the internet. All 
these activities can be seen as a struggle on the part of those 
who initiate and participate in the search to maintain the social 
presence of the missing despite their physical absence, or more 
specifically, despite the lack of knowledge about their wherea-
bouts and their ontological status of being dead or alive.9 The 
reminder of the person’s disappearance and bringing their life 
story into visual and discursive existence in the public sphere is 
crucial for maintaining the person’s social yet disembodied 
presence in society. In these visual and discursive re-presences, 
the life story of the missing often does not freeze in time with 

6    Hester Parr, Olivia Stevenson and Penny Woolnough, “Search/ing for Missing 
People: Families Living with Ambiguous Absence”, Emotion, Space and Society 
19, 2016, 66–75. 

7    Gabriel Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina and Uruguay: Identity 
and Meaning, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, 29.  

8    Ibid.
9    The physical absence is here relative, because it always involves (the hope for 

a) possible physical presence somewhere else. 
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the moment of their disappearance but is given new tropes in-
cluding possible sightings of the missing person (what 
Huttunen10 describes as ghost-like appearances) and their up-
dated hypothetical image. Thus, thanks to the agency of the 
searchers, the social presence of the missing ambiguously con-
tinues. The search usually starts from the ‘domestic’ sphere,11 
but an enduring and high-profile search depends on the affec-
tive and practical engagement of a wide array of actors in the 
public space who take up the search more independently. 

Correspondingly, some missing Polish people have an 
intense and enduring social presence in their home society, even 
despite their physical absence. My observation of the media-
scape suggests that there is a tacit hierarchy of people whose 
stories of disappearance appeal to the wider public more than 
others: the missing children and young adults get more persis-
tent attention than older people, and women more than men. 
Arguably, it is also easier to maintain peoples’ continuous pres-
ence in the public space when they go missing in Poland and 
where there are larger infrastructural possibilities for mobiliz-
ing a long-lasting search for a Polish citizen. This means that 
with the passing of time, the story of the person who went miss-
ing abroad mostly lives on in social media and other virtual 
spaces of the internet and it depends on the desire of their fam-
ily and volunteers to keep the person’s disembodied presence 
alive. People may engage emotionally and physically in the 
search and create close connections to the missing even when 
they are not related. An example is the story of a Polish migrant 
woman, Justyna, who went missing in Germany in 2016.12 

10   Laura Huttunen, personal communication.
11   Gatti, “The Social Disappeared”, 33. 
12   All the names have been anonymized. 
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I found out about her disappearance two years later through my 
Facebook news feed. The missing announcement not only told 
the story of Justyna herself but also presented the narrator of 
the story as Kasia, a Polish volunteer, who partook in organizing 
Justyna’s search online and off line. 

The Facebook post mentioned that Justyna moved from a 
small Polish town to Germany with her Polish husband and a 
son. Several days after her 29th birthday she had a spat with her 
husband, announced that she was leaving him and left home, 
taking only her purse. She has not contacted anybody and has 
remained missing ever since. She was not found despite a multi-
angle transnational search that involved her family and friends, 
German police, Polish private detectives, NGOs in Germany, 
Poland, Holland and Belgium, clairvoyants and countless vol-
unteers. The Facebook post urged to pass the message further 
and concluded: “She is sought for, whether dead or alive, by her 
loved ones and the volunteers who care about other human 
beings.”13 

Kasia, the narrator and a Polish migrant herself, ex-
plained her own involvement in the search in the following way: 

Two years ago, in October 2016, my friend called me and 
asked me whether I had heard that a Polish woman went 
missing in our area [in Germany]. Several days later I saw 
a Facebook message that they were looking for volunteers 
to search for her in the local woods. I decided to join. I 
thought, “I will go and search because this is the right 
thing to do. If I were to go missing, I would like people to 
search for me.” That day we went with a group of Poles to 
visit Justyna’s house. We wanted to talk to her husband 

13    Facebook post, anonymous for safety reasons [accessed: 01.02.2020]. 
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and ask him what his thoughts about her mysterious dis-
appearance were. When I came in, I saw a small boy sit-
ting on the f loor and playing with blocks in the living 
room. I was suddenly overwhelmed by feelings which I 
cannot describe. At that very moment I knew that I would 
do everything in my power to find the mom of this little 
fair-haired boy, who was so peacefully playing with his 
blocks. Today I know Justyna’s whole family and that lit-
tle fair-haired boy also knows who I am. Justyna, we will 
find you!14

Currently, Kasia administers the Facebook group devoted 
to Justyna’s search. Her disappearance remains unsolved and as 
Kasia herself told me in our online communication, all the 
means of the search have been practically exhausted. “We tried 
everything.”15 Nevertheless, Kasia keeps Justyna’s ambiguous 
presence alive by intermittently reminding her followers of her 
case and urging people (including new group members) to stay 
alert to her possible sightings. One of her recent post starts with 
the words, “Justyna we have not forgotten about you. We never 
will.”16 Thus, even if the search becomes less a matter of active 
everyday engagement and more a matter of staying alert and 
looking,17 Kasia is one the mediators of Justyna’s disembodied 
presence, with the hope of someday reuniting her name with a 
body, making her whole again.18 

14    Facebook post, anonymous for safety reasons [accessed: 01.02.2020].
15    Facebook post, https://www.facebook.com/groups/391688237829461 [ac-

cessed: 01.03.2020].
16   Facebook post, https://www.facebook.com/groups/391688237829461 [ac- 

   cessed: 01.03.2020].
17     Parr et al., “Search/ing for Missing People”. 
18     Cf. Gatti, Surviving Forced Disappearance in Argentina and Uruguay. 
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Disappearances and the Limits to Re-Presences

When people go missing, an active and public search is the 
most effective way of finding them. However, not all the fami-
lies decide to do that. A public search entails exposing the miss-
ing person’s private and intimate life and sometimes their 
highly complicated family relations to public scrutiny and com-
mentary. It may bring shame and have detrimental legal conse-
quences for the missing if they are still alive, and be shameful 
for the family. Some Polish people who go missing have debts; 
many have mental problems or struggle with addiction. Family 
members may suspect that their kin’s disappearance is volun-
tary and that they do not want to be found, which would also 
mean that they would not like to be officially considered as 
missing and would oppose bringing their image to the public. In 
such cases, a public search is a difficult choice. One of my inter-
locutors, a non-governmental expert involved in the search for 
missing Polish persons, told me that, sometimes, when people 
are found, they complain to the family and organizations for 
distributing their photos online and for making their lives pub-
licly visible. They went away because they wanted to disappear 
or cease contact at least for a while. For instance, they failed in 
their migratory economic projects and became homeless, made 
suicide attempts or were arrested, making the explanation of 
their (ultimately, temporarily) disappearance particularly 
shameful. 

One of the most evocative cases of the tension between 
the family’s desire to search for somebody and the inhibition to 
bring the search to the public, emerged in my conversations 
with Polish NGO workers helping the homeless from Eastern 
Europe in Belgium. One of the workers, previously a homeless 
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man himself, was repeatedly getting phone calls from an 80-
year old woman who was the mother of his former roommate in 
the homeless shelter. Her son, now in his sixties, went abroad. 
Initially, he went to Ireland, but then he ceased contact with his 
family, and nobody knew where he was. She wanted to find him 
and asked him to come home. She stressed that he would have 
a place to return to in Poland because she signed her apartment 
in his name. My interlocutor tried to help her by looking for her 
son through Polish volunteers working with the homeless in 
Western Europe. A recent trace led us to Berlin, where the son 
was presumably hospitalized at some point, as the mother 
started to receive hospital bills in his name. However, the infor-
mal search among the Polish homeless in Berlin brought no re-
sults. 

We started to discuss what more we could do to help her. 
I suggested that the first step to initiate a wider search for her 
son would be to go to the Polish police and announce his disap-
pearance, which would put him in the missing database and 
would legally allow various organizations to distribute his 
photo online. I have read and heard of online how similar cases 
of missing Polish people who turned out to be homeless in 
Western Europe were located successfully. However, we debated 
two questions: firstly, whether the mother would be willing to 
go to the police – and my interlocutor said that most likely she 
would not – and secondly, if she were to go to the police, would 
this create some trouble for her son (and for her) on the account 
of his unpaid hospital bills? We debated to what extent the in-
formation between state institutions travels transnationally and 
what the formal status of the missing entails in the police 
search. Thus, the case touched upon the question of visibility 
vs. invisibility, for whom and in what manner. It showed that in 
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some circumstances the emergence from invisibility through 
the re-presencing of the missing person in public space may be 
fraught with precariousness and doubt. As a consequence, peo-
ple who go missing may slide deeper into their social disappear-
ance, as nobody apart from their closest friends and relatives 
would search for them and keep their (dis)embodied presence in 
their society alive. It would also perpetuate their disappearance 
from the state, as the Polish state did not seem to consider the 
absence of the woman’s son in Poland any noticeable absence at 
all, even though he was still formally a Polish citizen who had a 
residential address in Poland. 

Finally, there are also people who disappear but who are 
not missing, in a sense that nobody is looking for them, either 
formally or informally. They are socially gone, although they 
may reappear in society at some point later on as persons with 
identities, either dead or alive. They are the social disappeared 
to the greatest extent. They often live on the edge of society, 
mostly invisible. In Belgium, NGO workers told me that if bodies 
of the Polish homeless are found and identified, some families, 
even if estranged for years, are quick to claim the body from 
abroad. One could speculate that for some families the return of 
their kin as dead is easier to deal with than their possible return 
when they are alive. Their absence is less sufferable than the 
presence. Being alive, with no money and various addictions, 
they may be a burden and a source of shame for the family. Their 
reappearance as dead is less problematic. Their identities and 
life stories can be controlled and their bodies fixed in place, but 
it also means that their return to the society as people with 
names happens only in their afterlife.

However, people can also vanish abroad, and if nobody is 
looking for them and they have no documents, their post-mortem 
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identification can take years, thus leading to a permanent social 
disappearance, in a sense of being permanently buried in an 
anonymous, nameless grave and being forgotten as a person. As 
a policeman from the Missing Persons Unit in Belgium told me, 
the identification of the body is easier when the person is in the 
missing persons database. For instance, there are currently sev-
eral open cases of unidentified bodies found in the Benelux-
German area who are suspected to be of Eastern European ori-
gin. Their post-mortem images circulate on the Polish missing 
person’s websites with the hope that somebody will recognize 
them, until now to no avail. In contrast, when a female body was 
recently found in Germany, in the area where the aforemen-
tioned Polish woman Justyna went missing, Kasia – her seeker 
– immediately posted the news in the Facebook group devoted 
to Justyna with the question, “Can it be her?”19 which ensued 
speculation and words of hope (albeit ambiguous, since the ul-
timate hope is for her to be alive) from other group members. 
This suggests that an active search increases alertness to the 
appearance of dead bodies and increases the possibility of reu-
niting the name with the body of the missing. Arguably, this is 
particularly important when the disappearance happens trans-
nationally, because if a Polish body resurfaces in Poland, the 
Polish police has higher chances of identifying it. 

19    Facebook post, https://www.facebook.com/groups/391688237829461 [ac-
cessed 01.03.2020]. 
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Concluding Remarks 

Gabriel Gatti conceived of the social disappeared as a concept 
which draws on the concept of disappearances in its original, 
Latin American term, but shifts the focus from the tragedy of 
forced physical disappearances to the tragedy of social exclusion 
and marginalization. In my research, the concept helps to illu-
minate the link between social disappearances and going miss-
ing, accentuating the importance of maintaining the social 
presence of the missing people in finding them, and the risk of 
their permanent slide into social marginalization if the search is 
not undertaken. 

Contemporary Polish missing persons do not resemble 
the desaparecidos in the original Latin American sense of the 
term initially discussed by Gatti. Their disappearances are not 
politically related (at least not directly) and only sometimes are 
they linked to criminal acts including murder. Many disappear-
ances happen due to accidents, mental illness, addiction, eco-
nomic problems and/or the desire to escape, especially when 
people go missing abroad. Consequently, and perhaps paradoxi-
cally, the missing Polish migrants often have more to do with 
the social disappeared then with the original desaparecidos, al-
though at first sight it is the latter term that should be more 
relevant. They disappear because they felt excluded or because 
they, to a degree, wanted to become invisible. This also affects 
whether they are being sought for or not, and how. As I stressed, 
not all the Polish people who disappear are missing, and not all 
the family members engage in an active and open search for 
them. This also brings the issue of agency and voice of those 
who disappeared and opens up the question whether people 
who disappear because they (to different degree) chose to do so, 
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should be looked for. This is a moral but also a legal dilemma of 
those who stay behind: should they publicly announce that 
those who perhaps want to remain socially disappeared have 
gone missing? Finally, there are significant methodological 
challenges to being able to empirically discern and study per-
sons who are missing as well as those for whom nobody looks, 
because, in the end, somebody somewhere may look for a given 
person, even if the person does not consider themselves to be 
missing and thinks that nobody is looking for them. In other 
words, they are convinced that they are socially disappeared 
while somebody somewhere might still be re-presencing them, 
perhaps not publicly but intimately, hoping for the person to 
return. Perhaps only a multi-sited and wide-angle ethnography, 
which is open to the unexpected, can illuminate such an “ordi-
nary social catastrophe”.20 
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New forms of precarious existence that affect an increasing 
number of people around the globe point to a shift in the de-
ployment of dispossession and violence. In their specific geo-
graphic and historical contexts, these life-worlds reveal similar 
patterns in terms of social invisibility and abandonment by the 
state. The contributions gathered in this volume discuss this 
development through the category of social disappearance in a 
series of case studies drawn from Latin America and Europe. 
The result is a transregional conversation across South-North 
and East-West divides.
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