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Introduction

Migrants, Waste and Belonging: Myth and History

Nadja Stamselberg and Juliet Steyn

In Breaching Borders: Art, Migrants and Metaphors of Waste we explore figurations and re-articulations of migration to unpack assumptions of migrant identity as ‘waste’ that go undeclared at the borders of discourse. We make visible the potential catastrophe of wasted human existence through fresh insights that bear witness to the marginal, the migrant and the impact of policy at the core of European dysfunction. The mechanisms of mobility leave trails of rubbish.

Waste is our central metaphor – the traces of debris left behind by the logic of mobility; the excised narratives of wasted identities and people. Through the invisible, unspoken narratives of ‘waste’, of wasted identities or peoples, the challenges of migration, integration and history and identity are explored in the subsequent essays.

Migration has a global reach and cannot be confined to any strict borders. Economic migrants and political refugees may hail from within the continent of Europe, itself not a static entity, and past colonial empires. Whether casualties or beneficiaries of the processes and histories of modernity their presence causes anxieties that are heightened at moments of economic difficulty and uncertainty.

The initial idea for this anthology came from a serendipitous encounter: Zygmunt Bauman’s book Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts1 and an art exhibition, Raising Dust: Encounters in Relational Geography,2 curated by Richard Appignanesi, in which artists were invited to respond to the ethnographic collection of brooms at the Arna Jharna Museum in Rajasthan, India.3 These two essays on waste orientate us towards the discourses of politics and art. Politics and art represent end-limit points and ask how waste can be thought.

Bauman describes the vast numbers of people made redundant and actively excluded from participation in civil society. They are made invisible and depicted as ‘negatives’, or human waste. In Raising Dust Ashes Residua, the artworks serve as metonyms for mediations on waste, and on translations to creative practices.4 Art, Appignanesi argues, highlights symptoms of contemporary malaise sometimes even before political culture is aware of it.

This anthology breaches borders. None of the contributions can be neatly categorised as ‘belonging’ to a discipline, nonetheless each one has the privilege of a home – to leave behind and to return. These comings and goings occupy the life world of the imagination – perhaps the only place left freely to roam. They problematize the status and definitions of the borders between cultures and disciplines.

Bordered on one side by politics, announced in the opening chapter of this anthology, by ‘Wasted Lives: Modernity’s Collateral Casualties’, in which Bauman reflects on waste and the ways modern society deals with it. He suggests that a redundant population is produced everywhere and all localities have to bear the consequences of modernity’s apparent global triumph.

The global spread of modernity has given rise to growing quantities of human beings who are deprived of adequate means of survival, but the planet, Bauman argues, is fast running out of places to put them. Such factors, he suggests, lead to new anxieties about immigrants and asylum seekers and also the incremental role played by diffusive security fears on the contemporary political agenda.

On the other side of the border is art. In ‘The Role of Art in Imagining Multicultural Communities’, Nikos Papastergiadis argues that art always plays a critical role in our understanding of politics and ethics. In his contribution he suggests that without an imaginative reach towards the Other, there would be no basis for extending our capacity to recognise our mutual equality and determine acceptable paths of conduct towards migrant populations.

Papastergiadis looks at a group of activists, artists and cross-disciplinary thinkers called Fadaiat (Arabic for through space, satellite dish and space ship). They set out to learn from and hijack the symbolic codes that have been developed to promote global capital and to re-direct them towards the interest of migrants. The political significance of art increasingly lies in promoting a democratic dialogue between different people that can relate local experiences to global processes.

To set the stage for this collection, we proceed by considering myths of Europe and history; notions of belonging and the exclusion of foreigners, immigrants and asylum seekers; and finally the ‘policing’ of cultural identities and diversity. We trace the parallel emergence of European identity and of European exclusion, to explore how successive generations of thinkers conceptualized this dichotomy and to explain how our current sense of Europeanness has come to be what it is. For it is only with an understanding of the exclusive past of Europeanness that its alleged inclusive present can be understood.

Myth and History: When was Europe?5

European identity has been honed and shaped over centuries. From its inception, myths of Europe have advocated practices of boundary building that inevitably create exclusions, and which in various guises have remained in European discourse.

The earliest mention of Europe comes from the Greek poet Hesiod, who lived in Boetia circa 900 B.C.. In his Theogony (line 357) he describes an Asian goddess, Europa, who was one of the three thousand saintly maidens, the Oceanids, whose cult ruled the Near East. Later Europe resurfaces, no longer as a goddess but as a daughter of Agenor, King of Tyre in Phoenicia. This legend was preserved as a lyrical account in the famous idyll written by Moschus, a Sicilian poet from Syracuse who lived in the second century B.C..6

In this tale, the son of Chronos, Zeus, disguised as a bull, seduced the naïve virgin Europa, who bore his offspring. The two lands, Asia which claimed to have given birth to Europa, and the nameless land that lay across from it, fought over the ownership and identity of the lovely goddess.

While the Phoenicians searched for the land called Erebus, the land of the sunset, the Hellenes created the legend of the beautiful Europa, daughter of the East, whose father sent her brother Cadmus, son of the East, to look for her. The hunt took Europa’s brother from Phoenicia via Crete to Boeotia and Illyria. It could be argued that it was the Phoenicians, not the Greeks, who discovered the continent and the Greeks named it. The Mediterranean Sea basin alone, came to define its geographic breaching borders: that stretched from the Pillars of Hercules in the West, to the Black Sea in the East.7

In his comprehensive historical analysis of the origins of Europe The Idea of Europe8 Denis de Rougemont argues that the true significance of the myth of Europe lies precisely in the idyll’s opening scene, which depicts a dream in which the two lands are competing for Europa. The theme of the two rival women appears even prior to Moschus idyll, in the Persae,9 written by Aeschylus10 in 473 B.C. The subject of this tragedy is the enmity between Europe and Asia, the former represented by spirited Greece and the latter by compliant Persia. De Rougemont is by no means the first to have highlighted the seminal importance of the animosity between Europe and Asia in fashioning the historical and cultural origins of Europe. A crucial index of this was the emergence of a discourse about Europe adopted by voices which propagated Occidental supremacy over the rest of the world, and which was the backbone of colonialism and the exploration of lands of non-European peoples.

Another story that has been central to European self-identity while independent of the Greek tradition dates back to the Biblical interpretations of the Church Fathers in the Fourth Century A.D. The Myth of Japheth, written by St. Jerome, describes Europe as a distinct geographical entity.11 In his Liber hebraicarum questionum in Genesim, he recounts the story of Noah who gave to his three sons, Shem, Ham and Japheth, one of the three parts of the world; Asia, Africa and Europe respectively. Accordingly, it has been argued that ‘the mythical threefold division of the earth was to dominate all medieval geography.’12 Based upon chapters nine and ten of Genesis, this division was not equal and thereby was already a problematic issue.

When they left the Ark, Noah ordered his sons to prosper and fill the earth with their progeny. However, Noah blessed only two of his sons, Shem and Japheth, as they had shown him respect by covering his naked body when he was drunk: ‘Blessed be the Lord of Shem: and Canaan (son of Ham) shall be his servant. God shall enlarge Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant.’13 According to St. Ambrose, the sons of Shem were good, those of Ham wicked and those of Japheth indifferent.14 This indifference is described as paganism, which manifested itself in attachment to the things of this world. The indifferent, pagan peoples that made Europe were capable of conversion and being Christianized.

Drawing on the biblical myth of Europe, Tommaso Campanella,15 an Italian philosopher, theologian, astrologer and poet wondered whether Japheth’s ‘expansion to the tents of Shem’ might signify Europe’s domination over the Arab world.

Until the nineteenth Century, the Japhetic origins of Europe were widely accepted, with several prominent figures supporting the view. Amongst them were Jacques-Benigne Bossuet,16 a French bishop and theologian and Joseph-Marie, Comte de Maistre,17 a French-speaking Savoyard lawyer, diplomat, writer, and philosopher, who both regarded the myth of Japheth as an established dogma. Giambattista Vico,18 a Neapolitan philosopher, historian, and jurist used it as a point of departure for his speculation on the origins of languages.

Myths of Europe are used to reinforce common European belonging. Mythical language speaks not in order to transform reality, but to preserve it as an image. Hence, it is through rhetoric, not dialectics that the European myth defines its purpose. Propagating disparity and difference between itself and others, the myth of Europe is intrinsically exclusive. Becoming its own enunciation, equivalent only to its own truth and realisation, suppression and inauguration, it is not susceptible to analysis on the basis of a truth other than its own. Nonetheless, the figurative expressions of exclusion woven into the myth of Europe preserve the modes of observation and reflection that remain at the basis of the European idea of civilization.

There are two distinct time periods in which Europe has fashioned itself. Up to the Renaissance, it belonged to a regional tributary system shared with Arabs. At the time, Europe mostly lingered on the periphery of this regional system, whose centre was situated around the eastern end of
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