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Not Mere Objects: Uncovering 
Children’s Subjectivities  
in Migration

Virtual Conference, held May 16–17, 2022. Co-spon sored by 
the GHI Washington, the Hannah Arendt Institute for Total-
itarianism Studies, Dresden, the Ger man Research Founda-
tion (DFG), and the Free State of Saxony. Conveners: Sheer 
Ganor (University of Minnesota), Bettina Hitzer (Hannah 
Arendt Institute for Totalitarianism Studies, Dresden), Frie-
derike Kind-Kovács (Hannah Arendt Institute for Totalitari-
anism Studies, Dresden), Swen Steinberg (GHI Washington). 
Participants: Mehrunnisa Ali (Ryerson University), Kimberly 
Cheng (New York University), Olga Gnydiuk (Central Euro-
pean University, Vienna), Simone Laqua-O’Donnell (Uni-
versity of Birmingham), Rich Lee (University of Minnesota), 
Magali Michelet (University of Neuchâtel), Chelsea Shields 
(University of California, Irvine), Kay Tisdall (University of 
Edinburgh), John Wall (Rutgers University).

Children’s subjectivities in migra tion were the topic of 
the third work shop of the inter na tional stand ing work ing 
group “In search of the Migrant Child.” Organized by Sheer 
Ganor, Bettina Hitzer, Friederike Kind-Kovács and Swen 
Steinberg, the work shop discussed dif fer ent meth od o-
log i cal approaches to and his tor i cal case stud ies of chil-
dren’s subjectivities. As the orga niz ers stated, this focus 
was neglected for a long time, as admin is tra tive pro cesses 
of migra tion have envis aged child migrants as governed 
objects and shaped the sources of his tor i cal research in 
that regard.

In his open ing remarks Swen Steinberg high lighted that 
the aim of the orga niz ers was to make the agency of young 
migrants the focus of dis cus sion, to learn more about dif-
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fer ent (inter dis ci plin ary) def i ni tions of sub jec tiv ity and 
how  chil dren’s voices are represented in dif fer ent his tor i cal 
sources. The work shop began with a roundtable dis cus sion 
that offered a wide range of inter dis ci plin ary per spec tives 
on chil dren’s subjectivities. Mehrunnisa Ali, Early Childhood 
Studies spe cial ist, presented a doc u men tary film pro ject 
with migrant and ref u gee chil dren from Syria in Canada. 
Listening to these chil dren cre ated new knowl edge about 
migrant fam i lies by focus ing on chil dren’s per spec tives on 
fam ily sit u a tions and fam ily roles as well as school and soci-
ety instead of reduc ing them to “trau ma tized beings.” Ali 
empha sized the impor tance to reach out and actively inte-
grate migrant chil dren into soci e ties due to under ly ing soci e-
tal power struc tures. Psychologist Rich Lee gave insights into 
his long-term psy cho log i cal research on adop tive fam i lies 
and pro adop tive nar ra tives regard ing Korean adopt ees, 
whose voices have long been neglected in research. With a 
more crit i cal lens, Lee pointed to the chang ing per spec tives 
of indi vid u als in long term stud ies from chil dren to youth, 
adults, and becom ing or being par ents. Addressing new and 
more crit i cal top ics like rac ism, cul tural issues and feel ings 
of loss discussed by the adopt ees in his research, he came 
to the con clu sion that par ents and adopted chil dren tend to 
avoid speak ing about neg a tive aspects of adop tion, as well 
as neg a tive feel ings regard ing the mean ing of names, sexu-
alization and objec ti fi ca tion of birth fam i lies. This empha-
sizes the impor tance of includ ing adoptee per spec tives in 
research for a more bal anced view on adop tion.

Kay Tisdall built on this point from a social and polit i cal 
sci ence per spec tive when speak ing about her applied re-
search in child hood stud ies and on children’s human rights. 
She encour aged research ers to see chil dren as social ac-
tors instead of focus ing on their socially constructed imma-
tu rity. Because chil dren are socially constructed as ide ally 
being in their fam ily or in schools, chil dren out of this con-
text, for exam ple in the con text of migra tion, are some thing  
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pol icy and insti tu tions tend to strug gle with. Therefore, 
Tisdall pleaded for the active par tic i pa tion of chil dren in 
such con texts and the rec og ni tion of their rights as essen-
tial to under stand chil dren as social actors. Subsequently, 
the polit i cal eth i cist John Wall intro duced the con cept of 
“childism,” sim i lar to fem i nism, which grew out of Childhood 
Studies to study chil dren’s agency and sub jec tive expe-
ri ence. As he explained, the lens of childism enables the 
decon struc tion of adult hood, that often cov ers chil dren’s 
expe ri ences. This helps to make such indi vid ual expe ri ences 
and chil dren’s per spec tives vis i ble. By using the exam ple of 
court deci sions on migra tion, Wall explained that the con-
cept of “best inter est” is often interpreted from the adult’s 
point of view, which can lead to false pro tec tion ism. Wall 
suggested that courts should lis ten actively to chil dren and 
learn from their exper tise as well as reflect their own norms 
and views. The implementation of childism could help to 
rearrange bor ders and power struc tures between chil dren 
and adults.

In the dis cus sion that followed the roundtable pre sen ta tions, 
chaired by Sheer Ganor, sev eral chal lenges were empha-
sized for schol ars try ing to access migrant chil dren’s subjec-
tivities. In gen eral, it is dif fi cult to approach chil dren (which 
often leads to small sam ples), and the focus on adult approv-
al and affir ma tion influ ences their behav ior. Particularly in 
legal sys tems, chil dren are silenced and fre quently aware of 
what they should or shouldn’t talk about. Therefore, research 
should not only be focused on agency and voices alone, but 
also on silences – to gain a more com pre hen sive view. Fur-
ther, the poten tial of (crit i cal) the ory in the field of child-
hood and adop tion stud ies as well as dif fer ent approaches 
to  uncover chil dren’s subjectivities and their entan gle ment as 
beings in the con text of their social and cul tural envi ron ment 
have been discussed. Overall, the inter dis ci plin ary roundta-
ble dis cus sion dem on strated how sim i lar the approaches as 
well as chal lenges in researching chil dren’s subjectivities are 
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across a range of fields and dis ci plines. This under lines the 
impor tance and poten tial of inter dis ci plin ary exchange and 
col lab o ra tion in the field of child hood and migra tion stud ies 
from a his tor i cal per spec tive.

The work shop’s first reg u lar panel, mod er ated by Bettina 
Hitzer, mir rored these man i fold per spec tives on chil dren and 
their subjectivities. Following the con cept of the first and sec-
ond work shop of the “In Search of the Migrant Child” series, 
the speak ers focused on indi vid ual pri mary sources. Simone 
Laqua-O’Donnell presented about mis sion ary chil dren and 
the con struc tion of child hood, represented in a  let ter by a 
thir teen-year-old girl to her par ents who were mis sion ar ies 
for the Basel Mission in India. Because mis sion ary chil dren 
were sent to boarding schools for edu ca tion, cor re spon-
dence was their only con tact to fam ily mem bers for years. 
Although shaped by epis to lary con ven tions as well as the 
social and cul tural expec ta tions of her mis sion ary back-
ground, short pas sages can be iden ti fied where changes in 
words, tone and nar ra tives sug gest glimpses on per sonal 
reflec tions, as Laqua-O’Donnell suggested. The sub se quent 
pre sen ta tion by Chelsea Shields ana lyzed a ques tion naire 
from social sci ence research about youth and futu rity in the 
Carib bean. This source is an exam ple for many sim i lar stud-
ies about the “new man” and soci ety in the Carib bean in the 
1960s, where chil dren were imag ined as actors in a decolo-
nized future. Quite unusu ally, the par tici pat ing chil dren were 
asked about their own auto bi og ra phy of the future. The re-
sults revealed their val ues, their mate rial and roman tic de-
sires, fam ily ideas and (chang ing) fam ily struc tures, but also 
how they had been shaped by patri otic and social nar ra tives 
of per sonal ful fill ment or nation al ist ideas in pri vate life. 
However, Shields crit i cally questioned the ten sions between 
the presented subjectivities and the over all frame of the sur-
vey, constructed by adults and influ enced by zeit geist. The 
over arch ing ques tions what such let ters or ques tion naires 
reveal about the chil dren and how a com par i son with sim-
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i lar sources can help to trace down per sonal per spec tives 
was discussed after the two pre sen ta tions as well as ways 
to  extract their voices and inter pret their silences to iden tify 
dif fer ent forms of subjectivities.

Bettina Hitzer opened the sec ond work shop day with intro-
duc tory remarks that called atten tion to three points. First, 
focus ing on chil dren’s subjectivities draws atten tion to 
chil dren as vul ner a ble beings. Nevertheless, they pos sess 
knowl edge and should be heard like adults, thus bring ing 
together conflicting ideas and notions. As Ali high lighted 
in the open ing roundtable, chil dren are con stantly looking 
for adults’ approval, which calls into ques tion whether they 
are as inde pen dent as we would like them to be. Second, 
Hitzer called for a dis tinc tion between chil dren’s subjectivi-
ties and their voices because subjectivities can be superim-
posed by con ven tions, norms, and prac tices of the dis tinct 
doc u ment genre, sit u a tion, and the rela tion ship of the per-
son addressed. Therefore, atten tion should be paid to these 
influ ences, and the relationality of doc u ments, for exam ple 
in com par i son with other sources of the same child or other 
chil dren at the time. Third, chil dren are often firmly linked 
to the future. In addi tion to their reac tions to the expec ta-
tions of adults, we can also ask for their dreams, fan ta sies, 
and desires. This led to the ques tion whether there are dif-
fer ences in chil dren’s and adults’ voices in sources and what 
impact this has on our under stand ing of them as social be-
ings influ enced by their envi ron ment.

In the work shop’s sec ond panel, chaired by Sheer Ganor, 
Friederike Kind-Kovács presented a short auto bi og ra phy 
of a Hun gar ian girl and her nar ra tive of migra tion dur ing 
the First World War. The text orig i nated from a col lec tion 
of 50 chil dren’s autobiographies to accom pany post war 
fundraising cam paigns. Guided by the ques tion of how war 
and migra tion affected this child’s life, the source con tains 
reflec tions on child hood, essen tial izes impres sions of the 
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past, and pres ents the con cerns, norms, and chal lenges of 
her life. Drawing on the phe nom ena of grow ing up too fast 
in migra tion, the divi sion between the notions of an ide al-
ized child hood and life in migra tion after wards emerges 
in this source. Kind-Kovács cau tioned that chil dren were 
asked by adults to write for a pur pose, and that the text 
went through editing, trans la tion, and selec tion pro cesses. 
From a dif fer ent per spec tive, Olga Gnydiuk presented 
reflec tions on ref u gee chil dren’s sub jec tiv ity in human i-
tar ian relief and reha bil i ta tion pro cesses after the Second 
World War. Her source, a let ter from a search and trac ing 
offi cer of the International Refugee Organization that was 
part of a case file, reports on a child but doesn’t pro vide 
access to the child’s voice itself. However, Gnydiuk argued, 
the girl’s actions as outlined in the doc u ment could point 
to her sub jec tiv ity: the ref u gee girl refused to accept the 
orga ni za tion’s plans for her future and presented her own 
per spec tive. The dis cus sion of this panel was focused on 
the impact of trans la tion and lay ers of editing for the iden-
ti fi ca tion of chil dren’s voices in migra tion con texts. This led 
to an insight ful debate about fun da men tal meth od o log i cal 
ques tions: if and how did (and do) chil dren’s voices dif fer 
from adults? How can chil dren’s subjectivities be traced, 
even if their voices are not passed down? And to which ex-
tent did migra tion (and war) influ ence the reflec tions on 
and nar ra tions of child hood?

In the third and final panel, chaired by Swen Steinberg, Ma-
gali Michelet offered insights into oral his tory inter views with 
so-called “Wardrobe Children” – migrant chil dren hid den in 
apart ments – from migrant fam i lies in Switzerland and the 
recon struc tion of their expe ri ences through sen sory expe-
ri ences. Michelet used the descrip tion of atmo sphere and 
chil dren’s capacities of obser va tion to learn more about 
the daily life of (ille gal) migrant chil dren and their fam i-
lies. The visual and audi tory mem o ries make it pos si ble to 
detect fam ily and migra tion his tory other than the “suc cess 
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stories”; such mem o ries uncover the reper cus sions of immi-
grant pol i cies and dis crim i na tion migrant par ents often tried 
to hide from chil dren. Kimberly Cheng presented a dif fer ent 
approach to oral his tory inter views by the exam ple of Jew-
ish ref u gees in the Shanghai Volunteer Corps as part of her 
study on the rela tion ship between Jew ish ref u gees and their 
Chi nese neigh bors in Shanghai dur ing the 1930s and 40s. As 
the city had been divided by for eign forces, its semi-colo nial  
nature shaped the expe ri ence of Jew ish ref u gees, who often 
came there as chil dren or teen ag ers flee ing from Europe. 
With two for mer ref u gees recollecting their per spec tives 
on the para mil i tary orga ni za tion, the sources pro vided in-
sights into the knowl edge of young peo ple about social insti-
tu tions as well as the aware ness of race, hier ar chies, and 
seg re ga tion pol i cies in the inter ac tions between Euro pean 
and Chi nese peo ple. The ques tions of how to con cep tu al ize 
teen ag ers and the impact of age in gen eral were the focus 
of dis cus sion fol low ing the panel. The use of sen sory expe ri-
ences in anal y sis was another widely debated point. Even if 
his to ri ans may find it chal leng ing at times to make sense of 
a child hood sen sory mem ory, it should be viewed as a per-
spec tive on how chil dren expe ri ence and mem o rize a sit u a-
tion dif fer ently than adults – and dif fer ently than an adult 
would expect it.

In her con clud ing remarks, Friederike Kind-Kovács under-
lined the fun da men tal effects of migra tion on chil dren and 
the dif fer ent forms of subjectivities research ers need to be 
aware of. The work shop dem on strated this com plex ity of 
chil dren’s subjectivities and how they are shaped by social 
envi ron ments. This empha sizes the neces sity of includ ing 
power struc tures and the influ ence of adult norms when re-
searching chil dren as actors and uncovering their voices and 
expres sions. In the final dis cus sion, the use ful ness of the con-
cept of chil dren’s subjectivities for fur ther research was unan i-
mously agreed on. Nevertheless, more work on def i ni tions 
is needed, espe cially regard ing its rela tion to voice, agency 
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and iden tity, and how to iden tify and ana lyze  silences. This 
dis cus sion was con tin ued at the con fer ence “Entangled His-
tories of Childhood Across Borders,” con vened at the Pacific 
Office of the Ger man Historical Institute Washington at UC 
Berkeley on Sep tem ber 19–21, 2022.

Julia Reus 
(Ruhr-University Bochum)


