Invitation to the workshop

Paper tigers or tiger papers:

The paper regime of modern societies
11am – 5.30pm, Friday 16th June 2006

Venue: Seminar Room 2, Department for International Development (QEH), 3 Mansfield Road, OX1 3TB
The modern society seems unthinkable without the papers that govern our lives. These papers include documents such as identity cards, passports, driving licences, visas, permits and so forth, issued or authorized by certain institutes (in most cases by the state but increasingly by para-state apparatus and even private institutes) for the purposes of identification, verification and permission. Without papers, one is officially dead; bureaucratically troublesome and even morally dubious. The relevance of papers varies enormously for different people in different situations, but nowhere is their importance more clear than when one is migrating across borders or living as a migrant.

But papers are just papers. While they play a central role in the implementation of migration policy, the dependence on papers yields unpredictable outcomes as they are mediated by people’s behaviour. For the most part, attempts to control migration by more stringent documentary requirements are failing. As “genuine” papers become essential part of our lives, so do the “fake” ones. Thus, are papers only a paper tiger bearing symbolic power of the authorities, or are they a real tiger – shaping our life in substantive ways and reflecting larger power relations?  

The emergence of a “paper society” reflects the iron cage of rationality, the bio-politics, the simultaneous surveillance and care, and the penetration of the Life World by the System, but papers are also related to the notion of liberty and privacy. Papers become an indispensable mediator between the state and the individual because the physical, “real” body is regarded as a private sovereignty, from which public institutions should distance. Papers are non-corporeal/ depersonalized also in the sense that papers supposedly leave the emotion, the ideology and the intention – what are “inside” of us – to ourselves. Thus, again, are papers a paper tiger that touches us on the skin, or are they a real tiger that has reshaped our hearts? 

Papers are an essential ruling instrument of the modern state, but a “paper regime” may also constrain the power of the state, particularly when paperwork is increasingly automated and becomes seemingly independent of human intervention. While it is feared that introducing the ID card system in the UK will undermine civil liberty, more papers are welcomed in some “developing” and transition countries as they are expected to enhance accountability, transparency and liberty. Examining how the same tiger walks around and is perceived differently across countries may shed new light on the nature of modern states.
While papers are such a common feature of our daily lives, they have largely escaped academic enquiry. This exploratory workshop will bring together researchers interested in paper regimes in order to exchange ideas and identify areas for further research. 
The workshop to explore some of the following questions:

1. The history and nature of papers: What are the similarities and differences between, say, the Chinese fu/jie/chuan (around 4th century BC), French aveu (18th century), Soviet Union propiska, British Entitlement Card, and the Smartcard? How has the passport evolved from the laissez-passez of the 19th century to the uniform globally recognised document of today? 
2. Paperwork: Papers won’t work without paperwork – designing forms, crafting information to fit to specific formats, going through/ circumvent the “proper procedure.” How do people – both bureaucrats (professional “paperworkers”) and the “common people” – perceive and handle the papers? 
3. The business about papers. The industry of producing counterfeit papers has attracted much attention, and the business dealing with genuine papers is surely a much larger business. Are there any links between the two? 
4. Paperless papers: Digital technologies and biometrics make papers invisible, but they link each individual paper to ever better coordinated systems – thus a more established paper regime. What does this mean to us? 
5. Use and “abuse” of papers: People’s relationships with papers vary enormously. Some see them as a necessary evil, while others see them as symbols of belonging and rights. How do these different view effect people’s behaviour - their willingness to use forged documents or change passports. What are the implications of this behaviour for the effectiveness of policy? 
While acknowledging the all embracing feature of the topic of papers, the workshop focuses on population mobility as the main empirical case: how does mobility challenge the established paper regime? How do the authorities attempt to “manage” migration by papers? 
The workshop will be organized as an open forum where a number of brief presentations are followed by open discussion. 
Places are limited so please register in advance by 7th June by contacting: 

Oliver Bakewell (oliver.bakewell@qeh.ox.ac.uk) and 

Xiang Biao (biao.xiang@compas.ox.ac.uk).
A light sandwich lunch and refreshments will be provided. 
Co-organized by: 

ESRC Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS), Oxford University
International Migration Institute (IMI), Oxford University
Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, The Netherlands
Asia Research Institute, National University of Singapore
