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Introduction

‘People say that moving is bad but what alternatives do they offer? ... They have
never even been here to find out how we live’.

(Interview with Trevor, 30/08/2007)]

In the contemporary discursive space inhabited by international civil society actors
focused on child welfare, independent child migration is often characterised as a negative
process that hinders positive ‘child development’. Migrating children are seen as
prematurely isolated from parental warmth, exposed to exploitation or rendered
vulnerable to the insalubrious aspects of the ‘adult-world’ significantly before they are
‘ready’ (see, for example, UNICEF 2002; ASI 2003; Ouensavi and Kielland 2000).
Intricately linked to these understandings has been the emergence and growing
importance of the notion of ‘child trafficking” within international debates around child
protection. Described recently as ‘a global problem’ that ‘strips children of their
childhood’” (Boonpala and Kane 2001:1), trafficking has become a central preoccupation
of governments and NGOs around the world (see Kempadoo 2005).

In July of 2005 I began working with a Beninese Child Rights NGO in Cotonou and was
immediately exposed to the governmental and non-governmental concern at the apparent
‘problems’ of trafficking and migration. The consistent flow of research, funding and
rhetoric ensured that these ‘problems’ remained on the policy agenda and the result was
that children’s ‘best interests’ were promoted particularly by their being encouraged to
stay at ‘home’ (see, also Thorsen 2007; Whitehead et al. 2007). Village committees were
established around the country with the help of UNICEF Benin and other major donors
specifically to ‘sensitise’ both children and their parents to the dangers of child mobility
(UNICEF Benin and CEFORP 2004). National icons were encouraged to speak out
against ‘the phenomenon’, again by big donors such as UNICEF Benin, and the singer
Angélique Kidjo even released a song - ‘Ces Petits Riens’ (‘These Little Nobodies’) - in
which she cautioned against the dangers of letting children depart.

Increasingly, however, dissenting voices have begun to emerge, offering a challenge to
the stereotype of the ‘child-victim’ who is threatened as soon as she leaves home.
Acutely aware that the dominant narrative of child migration fails to reflect the intricacies
of every child’s migratory experience, a number of critics have begun to question the
dominance of institutional representations. At the ground level, these critics have
included some of my own colleagues and their misgivings have recently been mirrored
by a handful of academic publications. O’Connell Davidson and Farrow, for example,
have argued for the importance of a holistic approach to the analysis of child migration.
According to them, greater attention needs to be paid to the social, cultural, political and
economic context within which migration takes place in order to avoid the typecast
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categories prevalent in much of the literature (2007:9, 24-25). Similarly, in her study on
separated children, Gillian Mann has emphasised the importance of using relevant
‘ethnographic evidence’ in order to avoid the generalisations which ignore the positives
children can draw from the migratory process (2001:38).

Central to the thrust of these new perspectives is the increasing realisation that many
orthodox institutional understandings of children and their worlds are based on a number
of unquestioned normative assumptions about the way people(s) do (and should) organize
their lives. These can include the nature of family structure, the place of children within
that structure, the trajectory of human maturation and the relationship between people
and place (see, for example, James and Prout 1997). In the case of child migration,
Whitehead et al., amongst others, have argued that these normative understandings can be
identified as revolving around a largely Euro-American set of tropes, including the
nuclear ‘family’ as the locus of healthy childhood and ‘home’ as a geographically and
genetically delineated space (2007:7).

Gillian Mann has noted how these assumptions themselves are dependent in large part on
the influence of Western developmental psychology, for which children everywhere
‘develop’ according to set patterns and rules. Most influential in this regard has been the
work of John Bowlby, for whom the ‘attachment’ of a child to its parental caregivers
forms the basis of healthy maturation (2001:13). Given this understanding, Iman Hashim
has argued that the largely Western-influenced anti-migration literature views the child’s
departure as an inevitably counter-productive, counter-rational movement (2003:2).
Deviance from the norm is thus conceivable only ‘through the lens of crisis’, as a result
of poverty (and hence lack of alternative), ignorance or unruliness (Thorsen 2007:7). For
Hashim, what this amounts to is nothing less than the discursive ‘pathologising’ of the
child’s migratory process (Hashim 2003:2).

This is problematic not simply for the fact that it involves a misrepresentation of realities
that are multiple and varied (Whitehead et al. 2007), but also because, in classically
discursive fashion, these representations serve to negatively act upon and reductively
mould those very realities themselves. Following Boyden, the normative assumptions that
construct child migration as a ‘problem’ offer ever-greater legitimacy to the state’s
managerial incursion into the lives of children and families, specifically in order to ‘fix’
that problem. (1997:207-8). Accordingly, an increasing number of governments have
passed legislation restricting the mobility of minors, criminalising displacement and
problematising what had previously formed the entrenched coping strategies of the poor
(ibid. See also Thorsen 2007; Whitehead et al. 2007; Hashim 2003). Importantly, this has
also been the case in Benin, as the state has recently promulgated a law effectively
criminalising the independent movement of children (Loi N° 2006-04).

Given this situation, then, and the fact that, as James and Prout have argued, erroneous
and harmful discourses are constantly reproduced and multiplied by those upon whom
they act (1997:23), a challenge to the dominant paradigm seems essential, in order to free
both people and policy from the chains of orthodox representation. This paper aims to
offer such a challenge.



The second half of this introduction will provide a brief context for the research setting
and will clarify the key concepts that will underpin the following discussion.

Section one develops the theoretical framework forming the basis of this project. It will
begin by using context-relevant institutional literature to outline the central unquestioned
assumptions upon which dominant ‘pathological’ representations of independent child
migration are based. A critical discussion (and deconstruction) of these accepted concepts
will be offered and normative conventions about family, childhood, migration,
maturation and children’s agency are all problematised.

Section two is the first of four sections that offer an ethnographic application of the
theoretical critiques outlined in section one. Along with section three, it will draw on
primary and locally grounded secondary data to present a contextual picture of Southern
Beninese social structures and the norms that frame them. Both sections will highlight the
social forces generated by these norms and will explain how, in contrast to the
‘pathological model’, child mobility is perceived as natural, likely and indeed positive in
the region.

More specifically, section two will show that child mobility is inherent to structures in
which both childcare and identity are communalistic and that it is made more likely by
the systemic centrifugal forces operating to encourage out-migration by children and
young people. Section three, in turn, will examine the socio-cultural, economic and
historic place of migration in Southern Benin, showing it to be an integral, natural,
generative process in the lives of many Southern Beninese, including children. I
demonstrate that it is understood not as a ‘rupture’ but as part of a broader process that
often involves the maintenance of original pre-migratory ties. Rather than a response to
crisis, it is also often viewed as a proactive strategy for the accumulation of social status
and economic capital.

Sections four and five will build on this and offer a further demonstration of the
‘pathological’ model’s inapplicability to the Southern Beninese context by presenting
empirical findings from the 60 interviews I carried out with Beninese children and adults.
Both sections present answers to the central research question: why do children and
young people leave the parental home in Southern Benin? They each discuss the
decision-making processes involved and highlight the important trends in reasons given.
Section four offers insights into the type and nature of familial decisions, situating the
parental decision for children to leave in the context of collective survival strategies and
collective/individual self-advancement, as well as contextual understandings of child
development. Southern Beninese families are shown to make reasoned choices based on
an understanding of their lived realities, to which they respond in ways that demonstrate
the inter-generational distribution of power. In similar vein, section five presents
children’s own independent reasons for migrating and explains that, despite their relative
powerlessness vis-a-vis the adults that comprise their socio-cultural worlds, children do
have agency in the decision to migrate. Though children, as well as adults, can choose
migration as a response to ‘crisis’, this is far from the only reason for which children



independently migrate. Together these sections lead into a conclusion, ultimately
problematising institutional understandings of independent child migration.

Setting the Context for Research

This paper offers an exploration into the nature of independent child migration in
Southern Benin and the ways in which this is institutionally perceived. Given the critical
approach that it will take, however, the central concepts in this discussion must be
defined at the outset. Though, as the following chapters will argue, ‘children’ and
‘childhood’ are situational concepts varying according to time, place, culture and social
structure, amongst other things, and though the notion of ‘independent child migration’
has itself also recently been problematised (see, for example, Iverson 2002), the
institutional literature on the topic takes children to mean individuals under the age of 18
and independent migrants to be those who migrate without their families. As we will be
reflecting on the appropriateness of such institutional designations, I have chosen to
engage with them on their own terms and, for this discussion, will define ‘children’ and
‘independent child migrants’ in the same way.

The social structures, cultural norms and economic geography relevant to this thesis will
all be discussed in detail in sections two and three. I need only specify here then that, in
focusing particularly on Southern Benin, my choice was motivated a) by logistical
considerations (to cover the entire length of the country would have been impossible
given the time constraints), b) by the recognition that, despite their differences, the four
principle ethnic groups of the region (Adja, Fon, Minan and Yoruba) have historically
been seen to comprise one broad ethno-cultural and economic region, the ‘Adjatado’ (see
Savary 1976) and c) that the NGOs and INGOs active in the region focus the majority of
their projects in the South.

The research detailed in this thesis draws on 10 weeks of fieldwork carried out between
July and September 2007. Given that I am exploring the nature of independent child
migration and the way that this is institutionally perceived, six weeks of fieldwork were
spent working in an INGO shelter for rescued children in Cotonou. The remainder of my
time was spent doing interviews, structured observation and gathering secondary data in
Cotonou, or in interviewing representatives of migrant-sending communities in the rural
South. The data reviewed in this paper are drawn from the wider literature, representative
policy documents, fieldwork observations and from 60 interviews, 30 with adults and 30
with children. Of the adults, eight were NGO or INGO representatives, three were
‘former traffickers’ and the remainder were either parents of migrated children or
members of communities identified as important sources of out-migration. Of these, a
further seven were themselves former child migrants. Amongst the children there were 11
girls who had been either domestic servants or hairdressing/tailoring apprentices and who
were now in the care of the Centre (seven) or back in their villages (four). Nine of my
child interviewees were street-hawkers interviewed in central Cotonou in an area often
frequented by child salespeople. A further nine were male apprentice blacksmiths at work
in the central market of Cotonou. Six were self-identified temporary migrants in the city
for the summer holidays to earn enough money to go back to school. The same was true



also of three other children though they were from Cotonou and had not migrated. For
further details, see References. Further details of methodology can be found in the
methodological appendix.



Section 1 - A Theoretical Framework:
The ‘Pathological’ Paradigm and Its Discontents

Introduction

This section will present the theoretical framework underpinning the empirical challenge
made by this paper to the ‘pathological’ institutional model of independent child
migration in Southern Benin. Though, in certain instances, such migration can take the
form outlined by the ‘pathological’ model, it is my contention that in the majority of
cases it does not. While this will be demonstrated empirically in sections two to five, in
the present section I will draw on theory to underline my case. The section will suggest
that the disjunct between reality and institutional representation results principally from
the way in which the ‘pathological’ model is conceptually framed. Relying largely on a
central collection of powerful implicit assumptions, the model is inapplicable to the
context of Southern Benin. In order to show this, the section will begin with a selective
review of representative institutional depictions of independent child migration in this
and the surrounding regions. These will be drawn principally from the institutional bodies
spearheading the propagation of this model, namely UNICEF Benin, the ILO, various
government departments and a core of indigenous NGOs. From their documents I will
draw central examples of the assumptions and accepted truths upon which this model is
based. In the second part of this section I will take these assumptions and, with reference
to relevant theoretical and empirical material from the emerging critical literature, will
deconstruct them. As such, the section will lay the theoretical foundations for the
empirical discussion to come.

Seven Central Assumptions

A review of the major institutional literature pertaining to Southern Beninese independent
child migration reveals that analysis and understanding is structured around seven main
assumptions. These are:

1) That there is such a thing as ‘normal, healthy child development’.

2) That this development depends on the close bond formed between parents and
children and, in turn, that children need to remain in close parental contact for this
bond to be strong.

3) That migration away from ‘home’ is therefore ‘bad’, given that it ‘ruptures’ this
bond and thereby the process of ‘healthy child development’.

4) That this is made worse by the generalised negativity of the consequences arising
from migration.

5) That migration therefore only occurs as a result of extreme circumstances, such as
orphan-hood, poverty or parental ignorance.

6) That parental ignorance manifests itself in the persistence of the historical-cultural
practice of intra-kin child placement, even though this practice has become
distorted as a result of the corrupting influences of colonial and post-colonial
economic and cultural imposition.

7) That children are non-agentive and would never independently choose to migrate.



Such assumptions permeate the texts in question and can be demonstrated by a brief
overview of some paradigmatic excerpts. Given that the first three are largely bracketed
together in statements on the negative developmental effects of child migration (the first
two being more or less implicitly implied therein), we will deal with them together.

1), 2) and 3): ‘The migratory rupture and its negative consequences for healthy child
development’

According to the ILO, ‘a child is a child’ and, as such, ‘it is our duty to ensure that
children develop fully’ (BIT 2006:vi-vii). Such development is indeed a child’s ‘right’
and includes, at a minimum, °‘medical care, schooling, play time and a family
environment’ (ibid.7). This assessment is paralleled by Kielland and Sanogo. For them,
‘above all, the four most basic needs of children worldwide are love, protection, food and
education’. ‘Traditionally’, ‘in African culture, the child’s closest family and kin
would...cover all these four needs’ (2002:1) and, when they do, a child’s development
can be said to be ‘full’ and ‘harmonious’ (BIT 2006:vi-vii).

For Dogbe Gnimadi (on behalf of UNICEF Benin), however, ‘nowadays, a child’s life
can sometimes oblige him to work for other people or for far-off relatives who deprive
him...His physical, nutritional, intellectual, social and economic development are
consequently all often under threat’ (1999:11). The consequences of this are depicted
emphatically by Fangbo Egin, whose thesis is a point of reference in Cotonou’s UNICEF
library:

‘Given that he left his place of birth when still very young, that he returns as
an adult with no qualifications, and that he is at a loss for how to survive, [the
former child migrant] becomes a beggar. In the worst cases, he becomes the
local criminal; he vandalises, takes drugs, becomes an armed robber. [He]
needs to be rehabilitated’ (2003:46).

The movement here then is clear. We begin with a universal, happy childhood,
guaranteed and secured by the ‘love’ and protection of the geographically and genetically
defined ‘family environment’. This childhood ‘develops’ accordingly (and teleologically)
in fullness and in harmony until, at a certain stage, it is shattered by separation. This
separation consequently inverts the developmental process, leaving us, at its end, with the
antithesis of harmony.

In both Fangbo Egin’s and Dogbe Gnimadi’s portraits, the defining moment of this
antithesis is the unspoken departure from the village. The difference between ‘home’ and
‘elsewhere’ is both implicit and decisive. ‘Elsewhere’ is seen to deform or even reverse
the ‘natural’ progress of maturation, the picture of abuse being a clear inversion of the
implicit counterfactual that is represented in the harmonious ‘family home’ of Kielland
and Sanogo and the ILO. The importance of this home to the development it guarantees is
made clear by these authors. For them, this model is applicable to all children, as is



underlined by the phrases ‘children worldwide’ and ‘a child is a child’, the semantic
circularity of which implicitly denotes a universal totality.

4) ‘The generally negative consequences of migration’

For many of the institutions involved in child rights and welfare in the region, however,
child migration is not negative solely for the fact that it truncates this process of ‘healthy
child development’. In many cases, this negativity is seen as intrinsic to the process of
migration itself. Thus, migration is variously a ‘phenomenon’, a ‘curse’ or a ‘problem’ in
the institutional literature on the topic (see, for example, MFPSS and ARD 2002; Fangbo
Egin 2003).

This negativity is further emphasised by the broad tendency of the literature to conflate
the process with ‘child trafficking’. One classic example of this is the 2002 report by the
Beninese Family Ministry and the Danish Embassy which aimed at developing ‘a
strategy to combat migration and trafficking in the Zou region’ of Southern Benin
(MFPSS and ARD, emphasis added). In this report, the reader is told that migration has a
historic precedent in this part of the country. Immediately thereafter, however, the text
slips imperceptibly into a discussion of recent trafficking trends and concludes that ‘the
problem persists still today in the form of child placement’ (ibid.1). Thus the textual
movement from migration to trafficking and back again is complete and the reader is left
with the impression of a certain conceptual interchangeability between the two processes.
This interchangeability is further entrenched later in the report, as one central
recommendation offered for the dual ‘fight’ is to ‘sensitise’ villagers to ‘the negative
consequences of child migration’ in general (ibid.38).

Similar ellipses are present also in the 1998 report by CEO and UNICEF Benin into
international child trafficking in Southern Benin. In this document, international
trafficking is described as ‘a simple outgrowth of domestic trafficking (rural-urban
migration, familial placements, etc.)’ (1998:31). Here the clarificatory parentheses
contain examples only of migration rather than of trafficking, thus semantically
collapsing the two processes into one. More emphatically still, in their concluding
analysis of the different types of migration relating to trafficking, we find the following
sentence:

‘In the three regions concerned by the study, the populations in question
continually tried to disguise the traffic of children through other types of
migration’ (ibid.19).

The possibility that these populations were telling the truth and were engaged in

legitimate, non-exploitative child migration is not even considered. The collapse of one
into the other is therefore complete.
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5) ‘Pathological causes’

Given what has been shown above, it should perhaps be unsurprising that the next move
in the discourse is to attribute the causes of migration-trafficking entirely to extreme,
extraneous conditions. It is assumed that, under the circumstances, no informed parent
would willingly choose to let a child migrate (the possibility of a child choosing
independently is also discounted, as will be demonstrated below). ‘Poverty’, ‘ignorance’
and ‘hardship’ are therefore the central explanatory tropes in this pathologising analysis.

For AFJB, ‘rural poverty, illiteracy and an ignorance of child and human rights’ are
central to the fact that parents let their children leave (2000:1). Similarly too for CEO and
UNICEF, who describe ‘food insecurity, worries for the future [and] extreme poverty’ as
the ‘forces that push peasants’ to place/traffic their children (1998:10, emphasis added).
Likewise also for the ILO, according to whom ‘economic and social poverty’ are the key.
More generally, ‘political instability, the impoverishment of households, traditional
practices encouraging movement outside the nuclear family, irrational beliefs...forced
marriage, as well as regional conflicts...have all contributed to the unprotected movement
of children’ (2006:v, emphasis added).

The descriptions above implicitly deny agency to the actors involved in the migratory
process. Structural causes are enumerated and an automatic cause-effect chain is
established. Crucially, each cause contains an unexpressed counterfactual norm, against
which the abnormal context of migration can be established. Stability, sufficiency,
rationality, modernity, education, peace and non-coercion all comprise this normative
landscape.

6) ‘Parental ignorance, the placement of children and its modern distortions’

The ‘parental ignorance’ referred to above is largely cited in relation to the continuing of
‘traditional practices’, which, under the stress of modernity, have become distorted or
corrupt. ‘Child placement’, ‘fosterage’, or ‘vidomegon’ (in Fon) has a long history in
Southern Benin and in the surrounding regions. Variously explained as a sign of
solidarity, an act of collective assistance and an expression of ‘African’ familial values
(see, for example, Adihou and ASI 1998; AFJB 2000), the vast majority of the literature
on child migration and child trafficking now sees this placement as an integral negative
force contributing to the exploitation of children.

According to AFJB, the once positive system of child placement has been ‘perverted’.
‘No longer a means of healthy socialisation, the humiliating practice...of chaotic
placement’ is now the norm (2000:6). A similar analysis is made also by UNICEF and
the Beninese Family Ministry. They write of the need to ‘fight’, ‘eradicate’ or ‘ban’ the
‘phenomenon’. For them, ‘parental motivations for child placement are financial and
material. This was not always the case’ (1997:49-50). According to their civil society
interviewees, ‘the child was once seen as a collective treasure belonging to the entire
community. In these good old days, placement had no economic connotations’ (1997:43).
Such a picture is paralleled too by Fangbo Egin. For him:
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‘The trafficking we see today is no more than an evolved, modernised form of
certain practices adopted by our ancestors...[In the past], child placement was
a social act. Widespread across this cultural region, it was a form of mutual
solidarity to offset the effects of poverty...With modernity, however, the
system has taken on new dimensions...through which the child has become “a
commodity” that we buy’ (2003:40-1).

Clearly, then, the vignettes above revolve around a halcyon conception of pre-modern
social relations. Parents are ignorant because they are unaware that child placement has
become negative. The reason for this negativity is that now the practice has taken on
‘modern’, economic connotations. Once again, there is no place for agency in this
analysis. Impersonal social forces are understood as key.

7) ‘The non-agentive child’

Even more incapable of agency, in this script, are the children who constitute the focus of
the literature. Children, it seems, are considered entirely incapable of wanting to migrate.
As such, none of the major institutions even consider such a situation. The pioneers of
this perception, again, are UNICEF Benin and the ILO. For the latter, ‘children need to
be saved’ (BIT 2006:4). Accordingly, in their analysis, no mention is made of children
actively saving themselves. Everywhere it is ‘we’ who must ‘fight’ for ‘them’ not to have
to migrate (ibid. 2006:vi-vii). Similarly, for UNICEF Benin and CEO, two types of
migration are identified in Southern Benin - labour migration and forced migration. In the
former category we find ‘adults’ as the principal actors involved. In the second, we find
children. Children are thus conceived as entirely devoid of agentive power, capable of
displacement only when forced by the adult world (1998:19).

More generally, this lack of agency has been formalised on the international legal level
most emphatically in the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in
Persons, Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the Convention on
Transnational Organised Crime, (otherwise known as the Palermo Protocol). In this
document, ‘recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a child for the
purpose of exploitation’ is considered trafficking, regardless of whether or not the child
gives his or her consent (UN 2000). In similar fashion, Benin’s own national law-makers
have since followed suit. At the end of 2006 the President ratified a bill according to
which ‘no child can travel inside the country unaccompanied by his biological parents or
other legal guardians without special authorisation granted by the competent local
authority’ (Article 7, Loi N° 2006-04). As such, the child is constructed specifically as a
non-agent unable to migrate independently.

Deconstructing the ‘Pathological’ Paradigm

The normative assumptions permeating the institutional literature on child migration
should by now be apparent. The purpose of this section, therefore, will be to introduce the
theory and beliefs upon which they are based and to deconstruct them using the
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alternative theory and empirics that have emerged over recent years in response to their
hegemony.

Let us begin then by examining the core of the institutional pathologising — the
assumption that independent child migration is negative because it hinders, or even
reverses, the ‘normal’ process of family-based ‘child development’. According to Gillian
Mann, such a conception rests principally on the influence of ‘mainstream psychological
research’, including, primarily, that of Jean Piaget and John Bowlby (2001:17).

Piaget held that ‘normal’ children everywhere develop according to what he described as
a set of °‘stages’, namely the ‘sensorimotor’, the ‘preoperational’, the ‘concrete
operational’ and the ‘formal operational’. These stages demarcate the gradual transition
of a child’s cognitive development from that of an infant to that of an adult (Inhelder and
Piaget 1958). They are seen as inevitable and, indeed, ‘invariable: normal children go
through [them] in the same order’ (Mussen et al. 1984:227). This analysis finds itself
echoed also in Bowlby’s work, specifically in his ‘theory of attachment’. For Bowlby,
‘attachment’ refers to ‘the affectional bond’ that humans form between one another.
These bonds structure the human experience and, fundamentally, depend on the
‘original’, ‘primary’ bond between parent and child. The most important bond of all, he
states, is therefore ‘that between a mother and her young’ and this is the central
foundation upon which ‘normal’, Piagetian, healthy child development can occur
(1968[2007]:84-5).

That this is the case is demonstrated for Bowlby by an analysis of patient pathologies.
Evaluating his patients’ problems, he retrospectively deduces their cause to be either a
malformation of the maternal bond or ‘a deviation’ from its ‘normal relationship’
(1977[2007]:163). ‘Psychiatric disturbances in childhood’, he claims, are largely
attributable to ‘disruption of bonds once made’ (1968[2007]:88). Similarly, in adulthood,
‘cruelty, sexual promiscuity or perversion,...addiction, suicide [and] repeatedly
abandoning [one’s] job’ are all seen as the direct consequences of such deviation
(ibid.88-9), as are anxiety, insecurity, immaturity and depression (1977[2007]:162).
Sociopathy and indeed psychosis, too, are seen as the result of ‘faulty development
having occurred in an atypical family environment’. ‘Atypical’ is of course taken to mean
one in which the said bond had not developed ‘normally’ (1968[2007]:87).

Despite the enormous influence of this model (see Woodhead 1990), neither Piaget nor
Bowlby remain free from critique. Chief among their detractors, it seems, are those who
point to the ethnocentricity and normativity that sees both theorists conflate what are
trends observed in one society with universal human processes. According to Rose, this is
perhaps unsurprising in Piaget’s case given that his sample is made up almost entirely of
Western, nursery-going children observed performing the same tasks (Rose in Jenks
1996:26). The same is true also for Bowlby, the vast majority of whose research was
carried out in London. Thus, Mussen et al., for example, have demonstrated how Piaget’s
developmental paradigm rests on very Western assumptions about cognitive reasoning
(1984:236). Similarly, for Woodhead, Bowlby-esque analysis relies on ‘cultural [read:
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Western] prescriptions for childhood...presented as if they were intrinsic qualities of
children’s own psychological make-up’ (1990:74, emphasis added).

This ethnocentricity is further demonstrated in the critical, historical and comparative
ethnographic literature. Beginning with Philip Arieés, a number of scholars have
demonstrated how even in Piaget and Bowlby’s West, childhood has either been
unknown or very differently expressed (1962). Hugh Cunningham, for example,
documents the changes which British childhood has undergone over the past millennium,
arguing that children have variously been disregarded by the Middle Ages, idolised by
the Romantics and disciplined by the Victorians (2006). In the contemporary world too,
childhood is seen to vary widely, representing very different things for each different
culture. So, what Thorsen refers to as the ‘globalised childhood’ of Western norms, for
example, does not apply to the Burkinabé child migrants with whom she works (2007).
Thus, while in the Piaget-Bowlby model ‘child development is assumed to take place in
stages [that are] natural and universal’ (Mann 2001:18), a good deal of literature has
begun to show both child development and childhood as anything other than ‘natural’ or
‘universal’. Indeed, for Jenks, ‘childhood is not a natural but a social construct’” which
varies with time and place (1996:29).

It is not only the childhoods depicted by Piaget and Bowlby which vary empirically,
however, but also the familial contexts within which they ‘develop’. The ‘bond’ that
Bowlby describes certainly does not apply everywhere in the same way. In the most
extreme example of divergence from his ‘script’, Scheper-Hughes has demonstrated how
mothers in the Alto do Cruzeiro shanty-town of Northern Brazil selectively choose which
of their offspring to nurture and bond with, depending on their assessment of each child’s
survival chances (1987). In a different context, Alber has shown that, among the
Baatombu of Northern Benin, parent-child bonds are not even an option. Here it is in fact
culturally inappropriate for biological parents to maintain close geographic and parental
contact with their offspring, for in this social system solidarity is maintained specifically
by an extra-biological rotation of children (2003). Even parenthood itself, then, represents
different things in different contexts.

This is indeed further demonstrated by the ‘sociocentric’ familial and parenting practices
in which the parent-child bond remains intact, only in more diffuse form. This is the case,
for instance, in much of West Africa. This region has long been noted for its traditions of
‘child fosterage’, whereby young children are sent to live with relatives in order, amongst
other things, to ensure their healthy maturation (see, for example, Goody 1982; Nhlapo
1993). The practice is thought to be so widespread that up to 18% of all children live
without their parents in the region (Mensch et al. in Mann 2001:24). Though these
children often live (for at least certain periods) away from their mothers and fathers, it is
not the case that their development is ‘impaired’ by ‘shattered’ bonds. Nor is it true that,
given the relative ‘weakness’ of the parent-child bond, other bonds are similarly fragile
(see Bowlby 1968[2007]:87). Quite the opposite seems in fact to be the case. Gillian
Mann has drawn on the work of Thomas Weisner to illustrate this point. For Weisner, the
multi-caregiver societies that comprise much of the non-Western world, including West
Africa, produce children characterised by ‘the diffusion of affect’ and ‘attachment to
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community’. These children are often cared for by older siblings or non-parent adults. In
such environments, parental ‘attachment’ and the parent-child ‘affectional bond’ can
therefore be less central to a child’s life. They are often still important, but remain
contextualised within the wider relations of the sociocentric community (Weisner in
Mann 2001:33). As such, the nuclear family upon which the entire theory of ‘attachment’
is predicated seems entirely context-specific.

Clearly, then, the Bowlby ‘norm’ of parent-child bonding applies explicitly to a certain
social and cultural milieu. So too for Piaget’s developmental stages, which have been
challenged even by Western academics observing different generations of Western
children (see Mussen et al. 1984:229). When removed from their context, it seems, the
Piagetian/Bowlbian analyses appear more normative than insightful. Their applicability,
therefore, must necessarily be seen as limited. When this realisation is made, the
‘pathological’ model of independent child migration begins to look thin. If separation is
not necessarily bad for the maturation of a child, then it is not inconceivable that parents
might actually choose for their children to leave. As such, their migration does not
automatically have to result from ‘pathological’, crisis-situations.

That this is the case is indeed further confirmed by certain ethnographic studies, in which,
far from being a negative truncation, migratory parent-child separation can actually be
understood as a positive stimulus for child development. Rousseau et al., for example,
demonstrate how, in certain Somali groups, the practice of sending young boys away to
learn about tending cattle is seen as an essential step on their road to maturity (Rousseau
et al. in Boyden 2003). Castle and Diarra, too, have shown that, in Mali, both parents and
children perceive migration away from the familial home to have positive effects (2003).
This analysis is echoed also by O’Connell Davidson and Farrow. For them, ‘when rural
children reach the age at which they would normally be expected to start earning
independently and/or contributing to the family income, they are often unable to find paid
work in their home area. Many therefore migrate to where work is available, a decision
that is often viewed as positive by both the children concerned and their parents’
(2007:23). Migration in this picture thus embodies the very confirmation of (local)
developmental norms, rather than their curtailing.

Furthermore, in societies in which the young are expected to contribute actively to
familial economic and social standing, child migration is often recognised as a proactive,
positive, collective livelihood strategy. Hashim, for example, has shown this to be the
case in her study of independent child migrants from Northern Ghana. She shows that
child migration is seen as a strategy that brings benefits ‘at the level of the household’
and ‘also at the level of the individual child’ (2005a:34). Equally, in Thorsen’s research,
migration is seen by children and their families as a source of livelihood, with young
people ‘repeat[ing] the wish to support their parents or guardians in the village’ through
their earnings elsewhere (2007:16). Such a perspective has also been confirmed by
Riisgen et al., who show how individual children are often perceived as vehicles for
collective advancement across much of West Africa (2004).
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In explaining why child migration may have such positive connotations, then, we should
perhaps note that, throughout the world, economic resources are variably concentrated
and so, as the early Todaro models of migration show us, people are often inclined to
move from where there is little to where there is more (Harris and Todaro 1970). Taking
a Bourdieusian perspective here, however, might profitably broaden our analysis.
Bourdieu famously theorised that economic capital is only one of many ‘capital’
components underpinning social standing: symbolic, social and cultural capital being
another three (1984; 1986). Building on this, Rye has recently argued that migrants move
not only in order to increase their economic capital, but also their cultural capital and,
thus, their ‘social standing’ (2006). Similarly, using Bourdieu’s definition of social
capital - ‘the aggregate of actual or potential relationships which are linked to possession
of durable networks of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance
and recognition’ (1986:247) — an understanding of migration as a positive force becomes
almost inevitable. The more useful and well-placed contacts one accumulates, the greater
one’s stock of social capital. As such, the more one moves, the more one might be
expected to increase such stock.

According to some authors, then, the general anti-migration tropes prevalent in much of
the institutional literature (assumption four) have causes deeper than is suggested solely
by an analysis of the impact of developmental psychology. Indeed, many claim that they
are the consequence of a broader pathologising of the phenomenon of migration itself, as
a result of which much ordinary migration is either demonised or conflated with human
trafficking (see Howard and Lalani 2008; Kempadoo 2005). This is due, in large part, to a
generally sedentarised/territorial bias on the part of many policy-makers. This bias has
been demonstrated widely by various scholars (particularly in the field of forced
migration), and is argued to have emerged in parallel with the rise of the politico-
territorial state (Scott 1998; Scalletaris 2007). When tracing the development of this state
and its bureaucracy, Scott introduced the concept of ‘legibility’ to analyse the top-down
perspective a state has on its people. This legibility, he argues, is made more difficult by
popular mobility and so early efforts at state-bureaucratic formation naturally worked to
suppress it (1998).

Though the sedentary populace was not always and everywhere the norm, then, its
formation seems to have been internalised, taken as a given, and turned into the central
perspective for policy analysis. Thus, for Scalletaris, ‘movements of people are always
seen as problematic, almost pathological. The problem to be solved is related to
displacement itself, rather than to the circumstances that induced displacement. As the
term “dis-placement” itself seems to indicate, it is assumed that there i