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A M B I VA L E N T H O M O N AT I O N A L I S M S

T ran sna t i ona l Quee r I n t imac i e s and Te r r i t o r i a l i z ed

Be long ing s

Melissa Autumn White
University of British Columbia, Canada

Prompted by a concern with the territorial and affective governance of

transnational queer migration, and with a focus on state regulations of ‘same-

sex’ family class migration in Canada, this essay explores the psychic and

geopolitical economies of locating ‘home’ vis-à-vis (homo)nationalized belong-

ings. Based on research conducted in Toronto, a city in which nearly half of the

residents were born outside of the country, this critical exploration is grounded

in narratives created through interviews with LGBTQ migrants. The interview

narratives open space to consider how discourses and representations of love and

intimacy are brought into coherence with national structures of feeling. I argue

that ‘same-sex’ relationship recognition in Canada’s immigration system

mobilizes homonational identifications and attachments given the centrality of

immigration and border controls to a transnational geopolitical economy of

unevenly distributed vulnerabilities.

People all over the world (everyone)

Join hands (join)

Start a love train, love train.

(The O’Jays 1972)
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Immigration discourse is a central technology for the reproduction of patriotic

nationalism: not just because the immigrant is seen as without a nation or

resources and thus as deserving of pity or contempt, but because the immigrant

is defined as someone who desires America. (Berlant 1997: 195; original

emphasis)

We are living in a system of Global Apartheid. (Hardt and Negri 2004: 166)

Introduction: Not Gay as in Happy, Queer as in . . .

In the autumn of 2006, Alex and Sam wedded at Toronto’s City Hall. Dressed

in cheap new suits with slick ties and holding beautiful flowers, they looked

absolutely fabulous. The guests � genderqueers and radical fairies of all

persuasions � looked good too. But the wedding was an address to a different

future than the one that might have been imagined by anyone not familiar with

the struggles that the couple had been weathering over the last several years.

A self-described polyamorous genderqueer trans-fag couple, Alex and Sam

had maintained a Canada�US border-crossing (in multiple senses) relation-

ship for many years. When Sam decided that he wanted to make Toronto his

‘home’ base, he and Alex began the process of putting together a family class

immigration sponsorship claim. Part-way into the process, the couple

realized that they were going to have tremendous difficulty documenting

their relationship in such a way as to render it intelligible � ‘legitimately’ so �
according to the guidelines set out by Citizenship and Immigration Canada.

So these radical anti-capitalist queers endeavoured to bring their relationship

into some frame of apprehendability1 vis-à-vis a very queer wedding that,

on its face, might have been read as a thoroughly ‘homonormative’

affair (Duggan 2002).2 The attendees took and posed for photos with

the couple and celebrated the subversive potentials (after all!) of gay

marriage. Some of these photos were carefully included along with other

forms of documentation in the comprehensive ‘proof-of-relationship’ dossier

Sam and Alex subsequently created as a crucial aspect of their sponsorship

application. Within a year, Sam’s immigration application came through on

the basis of ‘her’ recognizable relationship to Alex. Representing themselves

to the state as a legibly ‘lesbian’ couple, Sam and Alex are now able to

continue to plot and live out queer(er) futures on common nationalized

ground.

Ambivalent Recognitions

Perhaps this seems like a celebratory beginning. After all, Sam and Alex

could not have done this in the United States, for example. As states in the

1 I am drawing on

Judith Butler’s
suggestion that

recognition depends

on a prior
‘recognizability’

which rests on a

certain

epistemological
capture or

foreclosure,

described aptly by

the term
‘apprehension’

(2009: 3).

2 Duggan defines
homonormativity as

‘a politics that does

not contest dominant

heteronormative
assumptions and

institutions, but

upholds and sustains

them’, resulting in ‘a
demobilized gay

constituency and a

privatized,
depoliticized gay

culture anchored in

domesticity and

consumption’ (2003:
50).
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United States repeal domestic partnership recognition and the national lobby

group Immigration Equality presses Congress for immigration reforms that

would allow ‘same-sex’3 couples to be eligible for sponsorship, Canada’s

extension of formal relationship recognition to ‘same-sex’ couples in

immigration law, policy and practice appears to be relatively progressive.

In opening with this brief vignette of Alex and Sam, I want to gesture,

however, towards the arch of epistemological violence that is the immigra-

tion process � and not only for those whose bodies, feelings, thoughts and

lives do not neatly align with dominant norms. This is a form of violence that

affects all who apply for family class sponsorship, but that most profoundly

affects those of us rendered vulnerable by the very distance of our lived

realities from these regulatory norms (cf. Butler 2004).

For anyone who has crossed the ‘borders’ of sexual, sexed and gendered

intelligibility, the crossing of other territorialized borders only intensifies

those experiences of potential social abjection, unevenly and in tandem with

other dynamic registers of social difference. Borders emerge as sites of

heightened surveillance, and immigration policy is a border that marks a

highly surveilled crossing into the possibility of state-sanctioned residency

rights. The management of migration is an inherently violent process as it is

firmly yoked to the establishment of territorialized enclosures of popula-

tions, and thus the possibility of biopolitical governance (Foucault 1990).

Central to biopolitical governance is a shift from the sovereign right to kill to

what Foucault (2003: 247) has described as technologies of ‘making live’ and

‘letting die’ that are the hallmark of modern statecraft. Incorporating some

queer migrants into the fold of the nation through immigration recognition is

inextricably tied up with the refusal of recognition to others who are framed

as ‘undesirable’ or as ‘less deserving’ of permanent residency privileges (i.e.

in the context of asylum claims). Those who cannot secure recognition in the

immigration context are ‘left to die’ both in the figurative sense of social

abjection and in the literal sense, as in the case of failed asylum seekers who

are subject to torture and death in their ‘home’ countries, or those who are

refused residency rights in Canada because of HIV/AIDS status and are thus

denied access to ‘public’ (national) healthcare.

Thus, what interests me in Alex and Sam’s story is not so much an

optimistic orientation towards the potential ‘reversibility’ of power � of how

the law can be turned against itself in some instances by some individuals in

certain contexts (Foucault 1990: 101). Rather, I am interested in the queer

affective and political stakes in nationalized struggles for recognition, and

specifically, what stories of queer family class sponsored migration might tell

us about what Judith Butler has phrased, in a Lacanian formulation, ‘the

desire for the state’s desire’ (2004: 105). If we consider the production of

intelligible intimacy as a kind of currency exchanged for nationalized

residency privileges, what might this tell us about simultaneously affective

3 This is the
Canadian state’s

terminology, which I

enclose in scare

quotes to draw
attention to how

problematic it is in

terms of the

reification of stable
sex�gender

categories of

interpellation and
(mis)recognition, as

well as the collapsing

of sex into gender.
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and geopolitical economies of queer (im)mobilities, and indeed, the

territorialization of belonging itself? How might queer accounts of spon-

sored migration trouble or align with Jasbir Puar’s concept of ‘homonation-

alism’, or, put slightly differently, ‘homonormative nationalism’ (2007: 38)?4

To develop a partial response to these questions, I draw on research

conducted with self-identified bi-national and transnational lesbian, gay,

bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) migrants and sponsors who have

secured ‘same-sex’ family class migration privileges since the passage of

Canada’s 2002 Immigration and Refugee Protection Act. The interviews

were conducted in and around Toronto, Canada’s largest city, in the autumn

and winter of 2008�9. While the ‘evidence of experience’ is rife with

complexities and cannot be taken as unproblematically transparent (Scott

1991), the narratives I consider are nevertheless evocative of the extent to

which the high stakes of securing immigration recognition usher in the

possibility of deeply ambivalent homonational identifications and attach-

ments. Further, the narratives I re-present here intimate the ways that such

homonational attachments take hold of subjects in the context of an

intensifying system of global apartheid. By ‘global apartheid’ I refer to a

racialized and geopolitically uneven distribution of access to resources that is

both organized and naturalized vis-à-vis citizenship, border security and

immigration regimes (Hardt and Negri 2004: 166; Sharma 2006; Nevins

2008; White 2010). While apartheid tends to be associated as an explicitly

race-based biopolitical project, I take seriously David Theo Goldberg’s

argument that the modern state is always already a racial state (2002: 2),

and, following Nandita Sharma (2006), understand the legal production of

an effective apartheid system as manifest through differential citizenships

and residency rights. In other words, my focus is on the reproduction of

nationalized identities, which capture and indeed articulate differentially

embodied subjects (racialized, sexualized, gendered, productive/unproduc-

tive) through uneven distributions of vulnerability, wealth and access to

resources secured through border controls and immigration regimes. Paying

attention to my research participants’ deeply ambivalent identifications with

and attachments to nationalized ‘homes’, my qualitative analysis aims to

complicate understandings of ‘homonationalism’ that centre state biopolitics

and governance.

Homonational Subjection

In her influential book Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer

Times, Jasbir Puar argues that one of the effects of the ongoing war on/of

terror has been to rehabilitate some (but not all or even most) gays, lesbians

and queers to US citizenship (2007: 38). In putting it this way, however, Puar

4 Puar’s concept of
homonationalism

describes the way

that ‘some

homosexual subjects
are complicit with

heterosexual

nationalist

formations rather
than inherently or

automatically

excluded from or
opposed to them’

(Puar 2007: 4; my

emphasis).
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seems to limit homonationalism to those who already ‘formally’ belong � in

legal terms, at least � to the nation. As she argues, ‘some homosexual

subjects are complicit with heterosexual nationalist formations rather than

inherently or automatically excluded from or opposed to them’ (4). The

focus in organized queer struggles for familial recognition by the nation-state

over the last two decades � that is, the right to ‘same-sex’ partner

recognition, marriage and adoption � has made it possible for some queer

subjects to be read as respectable, potentially good and productive

nationalized bio-citizens. According to Puar, this homonationalist subject�
citizen becomes a possibility through the concomitant ‘transnational

production of terrorist corporealities’, which, she argues, effectively posi-

tions ‘homosexual subjects who have limited legal rights within the US civil

context’ to gain ‘significant representational currency when situated within

the global scene of the war on terror’ (4; emphases added). I extend Puar’s

and Duggan’s contributions to conceptualizing, critically, the new homo-

normativities: by focusing on immigration regimes, I explore how queer

subjectivities are continually rounded up (and therefore foreclosed �
affectively, epistemologically, ontologically) under the tent of nationalized

identities.

I thus engage Puar’s key concept of homonationalism from a distinctive

methodological and epistemological vantage point. I am interested in its

subjectifying (Ong 1996; Butler 1997) effects on queer couples seeking

national ‘inclusion’ for the purpose of common immigration and residency

status. In other words, I consider the affective and psychic life of

homonationalism, without presuming citizenship status. As Tamara Vukov

(2003: 338) has pointed out, so much of the literature on biopolitics,

governance and regulation focuses on policy, law and institutions of power

that there is a methodological gap in our understandings of how (individual

and collective) subjectivities are produced and shaped through what I call, in

a ‘post’-Foucauldian gesture, ‘affective governance’. Taking ‘the intimate’

and ‘the global’ as deeply intertwined, and indeed as co-constitutive (Mountz

and Hyndman 2006: 446), this essay is in conversation with a growing

interdisciplinary body of feminist, queer and postcolonial scholarship that

centres intimate, psychic life as a key node of national and transnational

formations of power (Berlant 1997; Butler 1997; Ahmed 2004; Orr 2006;

Stoler 2006).

Precarious Inclusions

After over a decade of legal challenges, grassroots activism and national

lobbying by the Lesbian and Gay Immigration Taskforce (LEGIT; founded in

Vancouver in 1991), Canada’s 2002 Immigration and Refugee Protection
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Act (IRPA) extended formal recognition to non-married ‘same-sex’ and

‘opposite-sex’ couples for the purposes of immigration sponsorship through

the family class provisions. These provisions allow Canadian citizens and

permanent residents to sponsor immediate family members for immigration.

While a genealogy and architecture of queer relationship recognition in

Canadian immigration policy is beyond the scope of this essay (see White

2013), it is important to note that state recognition of these relationships for

immigration purposes rests upon seven indices of conjugality laid out in an

oft-cited Ontario district court decision by Kurisko J. in 1980 (Molodowich

and Pentinnen):

. Shared shelter (e.g. sleeping arrangements)

. Sexual and personal behaviour (e.g. fidelity, commitment, feelings

towards each other)

. Services (e.g. conduct and habit with respect to the sharing of household

chores)

. Social activities (e.g. their attitude and conduct as a couple in the

community and with their families)

. Economic support (e.g. financial arrangements, ownership of property)

. Children (e.g. attitude and conduct concerning children)

. The societal perception of the two as a couple (Kurisko J. 1980, as cited in

CIC 2006: 19)

Documenting these indices � the ‘bona fides’ of the relationship � is a crucial

aspect of sponsorship eligibility. According to Citizenship and Immigration

Canada (CIC), ‘opposite-sex’ or ‘same-sex’ relationships must be ‘intimately

interdependent’, or what queer legal scholars Brenda Cossman and Bruce

Ryder (2001) have critically described as ‘marriage-like like’, to be eligible

for consideration. In practical terms this requires couples to produce quite

elaborate proof-of-relationship dossiers, which, prompted by CIC’s ‘Spon-

sored Spouse/Partner Questionnaire’, variously include photographs, written

correspondence (emails, love letters, cards, notes), travel documents (visas,

denied visas, airline ticket stubs), and letters of support from family, friends

and ‘respectable’ community members (employers, bank managers, minis-

ters, medical doctors, professors), as well as evidence of joint economic

holdings (joint bank account statements, credit cards, leases or mortgages,

automobile and insurance policies). These dossiers are particularly important

for ‘same-sex’ couples who have not been able to cohabit due to immigration

regimes and a bar against ‘same-sex’ marriage recognition (‘opposite-sex’

couples are generally able to marry across citizenship/national boundaries,

thereby securing common residency privileges through the bond of mar-

riage). The creation of these dossiers brings relationships into an ‘appre-
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hendability’ against particular grids of intelligibility, and such documented

lives are thus distanced from ineligible ‘bad faith’ relationships ‘entered into

for the purposes of immigration alone’ (CIC 2006). Approaching sponsored

applications through a hermeneutics of suspicion, immigration officers are

thus charged with sniffing out the phoney relationships (the ones that will

then be termed, oddly, ‘relationships of convenience’) from the ‘genuine’

loving, intimate and financially sustaining relationships.

Framing one’s relationship in what I call the ‘intimate archives’ of queer

migration is as much a process of exclusion, though, as it is of inclusion. The

intimate immigration archive is an exemplary ‘problem archive: raising

questions about how its materials got there and what materials are left out’

(Cvetkovich 2003: 133), and it is also a crucial technology for securing not

only mobility privileges but also common national residency rights.

Foucault, in his lectures on neoliberalism and biopolitics, suggested that

‘in the elements making up human capital we should also include mobility,

that is to say, an individual’s ability to move around, and migration in

particular’ (2008: 230), but mobility itself is no guarantee of becoming

biopolitically recognized. Indeed, my argument rests upon the extent to

which formal residency rights operate as a distinction between those who

become legible as subjects of biopolitical governance and those who are left

to die (Chapin 1998), or those who may live and die within a certain

territory and never be formally recognized as belonging, such as non-

immigrant migrant workers, irregular migrants and illegalized migrants

(Sharma and Chan 2007).

Territorializing Intimacy

In the context of family class immigration sponsorship, representations of

love and intimacy become an affective technology of passage through an

effective global apartheid system, whereby national borders become perme-

able to some subjects by way of their intelligibly eligible relationships to

persons with permanent residency or citizenship status. To demonstrate this,

I turn now to narrative reflections by LGBTQ migrants and sponsors

concerning the securing of common immigration and residency status in

Canada. A common thread running through these interview texts is that of a

fundamental ambivalence towards nationalized terms of belonging. On the

one hand, the securing of common territorialized belongings vis-à-vis their

intimate immigration archives offered my participants a sense of respite from

certain precarities (like losing status in the United States, potential deporta-

tion, maintaining a relationship at long distances), but on the other hand,

securing state recognition in nationalized terms opened up other unexpected
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vulnerabilities. Drawing on these narratives, this section attends to the

psychic and affective dimensions of intimate immigration governance to

consider the vicissitudes of ‘desire for the state’s desire’ (Butler 2004: 105)

and the ambivalence of homonational identifications, as expressed by my

research participants. At the same time, these narratives indicate the complex

geopolitical context that produces, shapes and governs transnational

migration experiences. I endeavour to remain attentive to the fact that

power takes psychic and affective forms � that there is no ‘outside’ of power,

but that there is no perfect subjection either. Therefore, I offer simulta-

neously empathetic and critical attention to the narratives that my

participants created in sharing their stories of sponsorship and migration

with me. While ‘empathy’ is a fraught term in that it risks equating a

projective identification with ‘fellow feeling’, I use it here � imperfectly,

hesitatingly � to signal my heartfelt respect for the struggles and challenges

that my participants have navigated.

Several years ago, Bokura, a self-identified white gay man with US

citizenship, and his husband Seiji, a gay Japanese national, filed for

immigration to Canada. Bokura filed as a ‘skilled worker’, naming Seiji,

who was a graduate student in the United States at the time, as his ‘same-sex’

accompanying partner. The two put together a beautiful immigration

archive, which included a full-colour cover page bearing the title ‘Our

Story’. Bringing together their individually composed reflections on their

relationship with dozens of colour photographs, cards, letters from friends

and family, and even a scrap of Seiji’s poetry that Bokura had carried in his

wallet for years, the couple approached their relationship dossier as an

intimate scrapbook of an important time of their lives, a document that they

could share with ‘the many friends and family members who were on this

journey with us’ (Bokura, personal interview 2008). In reflection on his and

Seiji’s relationship to the country in which they now share common

residency privileges, Bokura said:

Well, it’s incredible, every time we come back to Canada, there’s this relief. ‘Ah,

we’re home.’ Even the other time we came back one of the officers at the border

said, ‘Welcome home.’ It feels great because we do feel at home, and the recognition

of us as a couple . . . just the very simple recognition, it means the world. We didn’t

expect that. We were very practical in terms of why we immigrated to Canada. We

wanted to make sure that we could live as a family . . .but the reason why is that we

wanted a place where we could be stable. We don’t want one of us to always be in

question because of our status. (Personal interview, December 2008)

As this passage evidences, Bokura and Seiji feel a sense of hominess in

relation to ‘Canada’, a sense that Bokura explicitly links to recognition: ‘we
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do feel at home . . . just the very simple recognition, it means the world.’

While their immigration was prompted by ‘practical’ purposes related to

Seiji’s relative precariousness in the United States as a temporary resident on

a student visa, the couple indicate a strong affinity with the nation-state. In

other words, they express a homonational identification with Canada in this

passage, that is, an attachment to the terms of recognition that have allowed

them to ‘feel at home’ within this territorialized enclosure.

In a similar vein, Leah, a US citizen of adoptive indigenous and white

parentage who was sponsored through the family class provisions by her

Canadian citizen partner Katie, reflected:

There was a sort of gratitude about having our lives recognized. That was a really

important part of moving to Canada. Unfortunately, I had this idea that all

Canadians � well, not all, but in general . . . that people would be open and

accepting. And then we moved here and realized, you know, that’s not necessarily

true. (Personal interview, October 2008)

In this excerpt, Leah explains that the gratitude she and Katie felt at ‘having

our lives recognized’ was fundamentally, indeed materially, important to her

and Katie’s decision to move (back) to Canada. Leah also provocatively links

the extension of formal recognition by the state with a desire for the state’s

desire. Her anticipation of � or longing for � an ‘open and accepting’

imagined national community invokes an imagined community in a double

sense: both the imagined community that Benedict Anderson (1983)

describes as a condition of possibility for nationalized identification, and

the wished-for welcoming and loving community of friendly or benign

strangers Leah imagined she might encounter in day-to-day interactions. The

feelings Leah gives voice to in this passage also reveal, paradoxically

perhaps, a ‘homing desire’ (Brah 1996) for something approaching a ‘queer

homeland’, a longing to belong that takes the form of a desire for some

‘ontological security’ in the context of the multiple displacements migration

invokes (Fortier 2003: 115). Yet queer homelands, as Kath Weston puts it,

‘can be easier to desire from a distance than once you arrive on their

figurative shores’ (1995: 275).

From a psychoanalytic perspective, the extension of the right to permanent

residency, secured through immigration sponsorship, may mobilize this

desire for an always-on-the-horizon queer homeland. As human rights

theorist Costas Douzinas argues, ‘every claim to a ‘‘right’’ links a need of a

part of the body or the personality with what exceeds need, the desire that

the claimant be recognized and loved as a whole and complete person’

(2007: 48). Approaching Leah’s narrative through the lens that Douzinas

provides, I suggest that there is something in the ‘gratitude’ that Leah
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articulates above that is symptomatic of a desire for the love of the imagined

community, an infinite recognition of her and Katie as not just ‘rights-

bearing’ persons but as whole persons. In turn, this longing for a love that

exceeds formal recognition may indicate a tender hope for an expansive

pleasure or reward gained in return for a subjection to state power, that is,

through the intimate application for immigration sponsorship. In Douzinas’

terms, ‘rights become a phantasmic supplement that arouses but never

satiates the subject’s desire . . .desire is endlessly deferred’ (2007:48). Anne-

Marie Fortier has suggested that the deferral of desire is tied to home in the

sense that ‘‘‘home’’ is constituted by a desire for a ‘‘home,’’ rather than

surfacing from an already constituted home, ‘‘there’’ or ‘‘here’’’ (2003: 129;

original emphasis). In other words, ‘home is produced through the

movement of desire’ (2003: 129; emphasis added).

In contrast to Leah’s expression of disappointment over her and Katie’s

experience of partial and fragmentary recognition (formal common resi-

dency rights but a lack of felt ‘community’ and affective validation), Val and

Michael, a Caucasian American and Hong Kong Chinese gay couple who

have recently become Canadian citizens following a successful skilled

worker/family class immigration claim, expressed a sense of feeling ‘totally’

recognized and accepted as they crossed over the US border into Canada. As

Val recounted:

As we were coming in . . . the way we were treated as we were entering Canada as

new residents and as a gay couple was very much unlike what I expected and what

I was used to in the US. Cause we saw a lot of public servants who didn’t bat an

eye. You know, we did it as a couple and it was all like, ‘Ok, yeah,’ [feigns

boredom, yawns] ‘Welcome to Canada,’ that sort of stuff. It just felt natural and

real and completely accepting. I think it kind of confirmed what we had decided to

do, what we had gone through . . . that it was the right thing. (Personal interview,

November 2008)

In my reading, Val’s narrative evokes a powerful sense of arrival, of having

arrived (full stop; a closure). The feeling he describes of being met with a

bored indifference, of being subject to a yawning glance (if that) of a public

official is, in a way, evocative of a profound familiarity that blunts or

forecloses upon ‘difference’, a kind of ‘homecoming’ in which there is

‘being but no longing’ (Persram 1996: 213, cited in Ahmed 1999: 339).

This expression of stasis corresponds with dominant and taken-for-

granted notions of what Anne-Marie Fortier has referred to as ‘home-as-

familiarity’, where home is imagined as ‘a site where things and subjects

stand still’ and as an already constituted place ‘to be left behind or desired’

(2003: 116).
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Val and Michael’s reflections on their experiences with Canadian

officials contrast starkly with the couple’s experiences in the United States.

In the United States they had made a ‘home’ in California, where Michael

had worked for many years on a H1�B visa � a non-immigrant ‘skilled

worker’ visa. His residency privileges were temporary and tied to his work

visa, and ultimately conditional upon his continued employment. The

couple disclosed that their decision to move to Canada was made precisely

because of Michael’s continuing precarity, and to the fact that Val’s

holding of US citizenship could not auger a change in Michael’s status given

the lack of federal recognition for their relationship. Indeed, the couple

feared that if they had declared their domestic partnership through the

channels available in California prior to Proposition 8, Michael’s H1�B

status would have been jeopardized. After renewing his visa three times, the

couple feared that it could be revoked at any time and Michael could be

deported.

Val So why deal with all that stress, when there’s a country that wants us,

that welcomes us, and that recognizes our relationship just to the north?

A much more progressive country.

Michael If I had to go to the embassy or like renew my work permit, or apply for

a new one, if they see that I am partnered with an American . . .even if

they don’t recognize it, they would see it as an overstay risk. (Personal

interview, November 2008)

This excerpt reveals that the couple understands immigration status as

resolutely tied up with political economy. In our extended discussion,

Val and Michael indicated that the country that ‘wants’ them wants

them not only as a couple, but as a productive, contributing unit of

economic value, and is thus prepared to offer them the relationship

recognition that will afford both of them permanent residency status. After

all, their family class migration claim was tied to Val’s skilled worker

application. However, their nascent critique of the link between residency

status (Michael’s continuously precarious status, revocable at any time)

and the demands of the economy (the need to renew the work permit)

moves swiftly into a discourse of state desire: ‘a country that wants us,

that welcomes us.’

This displacement is important. It might be understood as an affective

defence against a self-perception of ‘entrapment’ � as communicating,

beyond ‘choice’ or circumstance, a sense of being caught up in a

transnational geopolitical economy that secures surplus (profit and desire)

through the production and exploitation of socio-legal sexualized and

racialized ‘difference’. But rather than developing an analysis of how the

couple’s co-residency rights were (and are) organized through an exploi-
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tative logic of the state’s role in securing the uneven terrains through which

global capitalism remains lucrative (for a very few), Val and Michael

instead put forward a strikingly homonationalist argument: ‘why deal with

all that stress, when there’s a country that wants us, that welcomes us, and

that recognizes our relationship, just to the north?’ Here Canada emerges

as a fantasized ‘much more progressive country’ in the sense that ‘Canada’

stands in as a holding place for desire through its extension of recognition

for queer relationships, offering the promise of safety via official residency

rights that carry the power to transform Michael’s status from one of

relative precariousness to one of ‘permanent resident’ and the eventual

opportunity to become a naturalized citizen. The possibility for a nascent

critique of political economy as mediated and secured through immigration

regimes thus yields to a desire for the state’s desire: ‘Canada wants us, and

so we want Canada.’

This sense of being actively desired by the nation-state is a twist on the

epigraph I borrowed from Lauren Berlant, in which she suggests that

patriotic nationalism is secured through immigration discourses in part

‘because the immigrant is figured as one who desires the nation’ (1997: 195).

Desiring the nation or feeling desired by the nation is key to the ways that

queer subjects become cleaved to (and/or become disaffected from) a sense of

national belonging, and thus implicated in emergent homonationalisms. As

Val elaborated:

The emotional thing, I have to say is, when we, again being in the US where there is

no recognition of your relationship whatsoever, and persecution you know, then to

go through immigration . . .We had to leave the country to stay together, and then

we finally got that package . . . It’s not such a big deal now, I mean you can get

married legally here in Canada for three years now, but in it, it said, ‘Other family

members accompanying’, and it had his name on it. And I started crying. Just to see

it in writing. Because until that point, the whole notion of having each other’s

names named as family members on a government document was just unheard of.

(Personal interview, November 2008)

Having one’s names linked together on a formal state document was not

only ‘unheard of’ but would have been seriously problematic for the couple

while living in the United States. When I suggested as much, both Michael

and Val replied affirmatively, in concert: ‘Exactly. Exactly. This is why we

did this.’ Because of Michael’s status as a non-immigrant worker, the couple

had to take care to conceal their relationship vis-à-vis the US federal

government, or Michael’s intention to remain perpetually ‘temporary’ in the

country would have been brought into question. His visa would have been at

risk of being revoked because he would, as he notes in an excerpt above, be
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considered an ‘overstay risk’ as a partner of a US citizen. In other words, his

intention to remain in the country as a non-immigrant worker, one with no

claims to the rights and obligations of permanent residency and/or citizen-

ship, would have been brought into question by any documentation of a kin

relation.

Bokura directly echoes these concerns in an excerpt from his interview

that involves him describing his and Seiji’s navigation of the US/Canada

border. As a Japanese passport-holding Canadian permanent resident, Seiji

must apply for a visitor’s visa each time he and Bokura travel to the United

States. The couple plan to apply for Canadian citizenship as soon as they

can, in part to ease their frequent travel across the border. As Bokura

described it:

Bokura The US immigration officer reminded us . . .how did she put it? ‘You’re

going for Canadian citizenship aren’t you?’ Cause then you won’t have to

do this every time.’ [Laughter]. Nice advice! It was nice that she was

checking us out, and I was also very proud of us. One of her first

questions was, ‘How do you know each other?’ And I said, ‘Well, we’re

married.’ [Laughter]. And to say that to an immigration officer, that

could potentially be a reason for her to doubt his reason to be temporary.

MW Right. Can you say more about that?

Bokura That’s a very complex thing with our . . . system in the US. It’s a catch-22.

Because if they suspect he is at risk to stay longer than his temporary

status, which is 90 days in his case as a [Japanese passport-holding]

visitor . . .because of not being an American, if they suspect he has an

intention of staying longer, they can just deny him entry. At that point.

And then, he’s not allowed to re-enter the US for ten years. And it is all

on the shoulders of one immigration officer making the judgement.

MW Because the relationship is not recognized . . .

Bokura Not in any which way! Now, ironically, and I think this could even be up

to the US Supreme Court level of irony . . . If an officer denied us entry

based on the recognition of Seiji’s being deemed an overstay risk because

we’re married, then by default, or de fact, or whatever the legal jargon is,

they’re recognizing our relationship for immigration purposes.

MW Yes, I see what you mean. Because they would recognize your relation-

ship status as a threat for overstaying.

Bokura Immediately the state is recognizing our relationship for immigration

purposes. Which means that the federal government is in fact recognizing

us. (Personal interview, December 2008)

I include this transcript at length because Bokura so aptly describes the

paradox � the ‘catch-22’ � of bi-national partner recognition in the United

AMBIVALENT HOMONATIONALISMS 49........................
Melissa Autumn White

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
A

uc
kl

an
d 

L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
9:

33
 1

7 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
14

 



States at the present moment, which was also touched on in Val and

Michael’s excerpts, above. The US state, vis-à-vis the Department of

Homeland Security, does, in fact, recognize ‘same-sex’ relationships for

immigration purposes, but only in a negative sense. This is a perfect example

of how recognition can be deployed to deny what exists, becoming, in fact, an

‘instrument for the refusal of recognition’ (Butler 2004: 113; my emphasis).

Lest this situation be taken as something unique to the United States, Dana

and Marie recounted a similar experience with migration in the Canadian

context. Both in their late twenties, Dana and Marie met in the Philippines,

where Dana, who holds Canadian citizenship, had gone to work on a short

contract with a feminist NGO. The two met at work and developed a

friendship taut with sexual tension and the pleasures of daily flirtation. As

their relationship developed they began to think seriously about how they

would continue their blooming love affair in a transnational context given

their differential access to mobility. Dana formally invited Marie to visit

shortly after her return to Canada, a required step for the issuance of a

visitor’s visa to nationals of the Philippines. In applying for the visa, the

couple took care to keep all elements of their ‘intimate’ relationship out of

the picture, for fear that the CIC would deny Marie’s visa on the basis that

she was not a ‘genuine visitor’ but rather someone with deeply intimate ties

to a Canadian citizen and thus an ‘overstay risk’. As Marie put it, ‘If you

have a stable relationship with somebody they think that you want to stay

here, and stay here illegally.’ This illuminates that affective relations are not

only scrutinized as a basis for potentially favourable immigration considera-

tion (as in the case of family class sponsorship) but are also interpreted by the

state as ‘risky’ attachments.

Running through all of these narratives is a latent homonational affect � a

hesitant cleaving to the nation, an ambivalent attachment at best, under-

pinned as it is by relative precariousness and a sense of vulnerability. Taken

together, these narrative reflections suggest that relationship recognition and

permanent residency rights are ‘that which we cannot not want’ (Brown

2000: 230; after Spivak 1993: 44), even though (or because) they promise,

produce or offer ‘violating enablements’ (ibid.).

Conclusion: ‘Cannot Not Want’ Wanting

Referring to immigration regimes, and more specifically to common

nationalized residency rights as fundamentally violating enablements (via

Brown and Spivak), may seem to be putting it strongly, given that many

(most?) migrants, non-migrants, citizens and non-citizens might well
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describe provisions for ‘same-sex’ migration (to particular countries) as

unproblematically enabling. Many of my participants’ narratives suggest

that Canada and the promise that it holds out for recognizing queer

difference make for a relatively progressive nation-state. In contrast with

the country’s closest neighbour (the United States), Canadian immigration

policy is much more enabling of queer migrations (see White 2013). But how

does such a framing stabilize the very logic of nations (i.e. nation-states as

territorialized imagined communities), even rendering these as somehow

beyond questioning as legal regimes of violence?

Queer struggles for recognition in relation to nation-states are deeply

ambivalent. This is not because these struggles are ‘merely cultural’ or

symbolic as opposed to ‘redistributive’ or material (Butler 1998; Fraser

1998). We ‘cannot not want’ relationship recognition in a moment when so

much rests upon particular � and highly peculiar � state valuations of

intimacy. Nonetheless, as this essay has endeavoured to demonstrate, queer

struggles for the state’s recognition are profoundly ambivalent because they

in effect deepen the very logics that the problem of queer (im)mobilities

might otherwise illuminate. What is missed is an opportunity to reflect upon

how queer (im)mobilities draw into urgent question the ways in which

immigration regimes secure a particular configuration of wealth and power

in geopolitical place. Too often, the problem of queer migration becomes

articulated in LGBTQ rights movement discourse as (and drastically

reduced to) the heterosexism and homophobic violence of nation-states

and their attendant relationship recognition policies, practices and laws (e.g.

immigration policy, marriage rights, adoption privileges). As Lisa Duggan

(2003) has argued, these kinds of moves subscribe to a liberal logic in that

the political goal becomes limited to a form of reificatory identity politics

de-linked from an economic analysis or critique of capitalism, geopolitics,

militarism and western foreign policy (also see Eng 2010). The goal

becomes limited to one of challenging problematic aspects of immigration

policies and the terms of relationship recognition offered by specific states,

obscuring a more transformative critical engagement with immigration

policy as a technology of intensifying � and simultaneously naturalizing and

justifying � a deepening inequity in access to global resources, including

mobility as a key resource in the development of human capital (Foucault

2008).

I have suggested that highly contingent representations of intimacy in

effect function like a pass in a global apartheid system � to borrow Michael

Hardt and Antonio Negri’s formulation � facilitating the movement of some

embodied-subjects-in-relation and not others. Representations of intimacy in

queer couples’ intimate archives become part of a system of exchange in a

complex bid for common residency privileges; the documentation of
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intimacy becomes a key technology for border crossings and the securing of

common ground. The biopolitics of mobility are intertwined with systems of

global apartheid in the sense that relationship recognition in nationalized

contexts, organized through border controls and immigration regimes, has

profound effects on a person’s ability to be recognized as a subject deserving

of life, of being biopolitically governed. While people do cross borders

whether or not they are legally authorized to do so, having a ‘pass’ (i.e. a

formally extended residency status) allows one to evade continual subjection

to vulnerability vis-à-vis a material lack of access to public services, housing

and employment.

What other kinds of futures might be possible, beyond struggles for (state)

recognition? As I have argued, there are serious consequences in terms of

social justice of seeing the struggle for queer mobility rights vis-à-vis

nationalized immigration and refugee policy and practice as one step

towards greater equality and the achievement of a ‘true’ and substantive

multicultural democracy. In lieu of working in solidarity with migrant rights

struggles more generally, queer strategies for relationship recognition seem

to have become the ultimate goal, leaving the inherently exclusionary and

violent system of immigration controls unquestioned, indeed as unquestion-

able. So, in closing, rather than asking the too familiar question ‘what is to

be done?’ I want to ask ‘what might we yet become?’ This question requires

us to imagine ways in which we might relate to one another beyond various

territorialized forms of recognition and distribution so that we might

envision queer(er) political futures � futures that might unfold through the

development of what Hardt and Negri (2009) propose as a creative project

of a global ‘commonwealth’,5 a queered non-capitalist wealth-in-common

that promises to challenge an increasingly fenced, bounded and heavily

bordered world.
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