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Drawing on interviews with guardians of unaccompanied minor foreigners in Belgium, this paper investigates the inequalities underlying the care relationships between guardians and their pupils. It does so by analysing the beliefs and practices of the guardians and considers how they both resist and reproduce dominant discourses on the minors’ presumed needs and rights in terms of care and protection. First, this paper examines the way these guardians negotiate middle-class imageries of ‘sacred’ childhood that are featured in exclusionary conceptualizations of humanitarianism. Second, it explores the role of an ethics of care in how the guardians navigate between a desire for standardization and the interpersonal care relationships with their pupils. I argue that the guardianship work does not only add to the guardians’ constructions of middle-class subjectivity, but that it also provides them with a unique perspective that tends to change the way they see ‘just’ care. 
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Introduction
The predicament of unaccompanied minors in the metaphorical West has steadily become the focus of attention in refugee studies and studies concerning questions of rights, policy and legislation (e.g. Chase, et al. 2008; Derluyn and Broeckaert 2008; Ní Raghallaigh 2014; Touzenis 2006; Watters 2008). Yet, only a relatively limited number of studies has focused on guardianships and foster care of unaccompanied minors (Arnold, et al. 2014; Bruun and Kanics 2010; Crawley and Kohli 2013; Goeman, et al. 2011; Fournier 2011, Wade, et.al 2012). Examining the beliefs and practices of guardians of unaccompanied minors in Belgium, the aim of this paper is to add to this emerging literature. By offering a critical philosophical study of the classed and raced inequalities underlying the ‘carescapes’ (Bowlby et al.: 149) in which unaccompanied minors get caught up when they enter Europe, I hope to contribute to our knowledge of the institutional, ideological and social context that shapes the agency of unaccompanied minors and the need and possibilities for solidarity within this field. Moreover, in contrast to studies focusing on negative stereotypes in, for instance, right-wing media and public discourses, the study of representations of immigrants and refugees that are rather sympathetic to their plight offers the opportunity to explore both the presuppositions and unquestioned ideas about immigrants that prevail in society (dominant discourses that are shared by the guardians) and the ‘counter stereotypes’ the guardians use to oppose these negative representations of immigrants (Judge 2010; Pupavac 2008).
The paper draws on different strands of literature. First, looking at the ‘privileged’ reception of unaccompanied minors as another humanitarian exception within current repressive closed-door immigration policies, it joins a growing body of critical research (Chimni 2000; Fassin 2005; Judge 2010; Malkki 1995; Nyers 2006; Pupavac 2008; Ticktin 2011) that points to the moral paradoxes of the increasing reliance on humanitarianism in the granting of residence permits. This critique addresses how criteria for acceptance are presented as apolitical, universal and objective (pursuing the protection of some basic human dignity), while immigration policy nonetheless is part and parcel of the implementation of the political world order of neoliberalism that stimulates the free circulation of capital and goods while it restricts the movement of particular groups of people. 
Second, it engages with critiques of the liberal rights model and the mobilisation of children’s rights in policy and advocacy concerning unaccompanied minors with a tendency to deny contextual and intersectional differences (see also De Graeve 2015). Critiques of Western imagery of child-saving and of the normalisation of Western notions of childhood in children’s rights conventions (e.g. Gadda 2008) are highly relevant for our understanding of the contradictions in prevalent conceptualisations of minors whose lives and independent migration trajectories do not comply with Western notions of childhood. 
Third, by putting care relationships and responsibilities at the centre of ethical reflection (e.g. Held 1990; Scuzzarello 2009), in contrast to a traditional ethical approach that is justice-based and focuses on individual rights, independence and rationality, the paper explores how an ethics of care and responsibility—rather than a humanitarian logic built upon the idea of ‘minimal moral duty’ (Every 2008:211) and the consistent pursuit of equal treatment of unaccompanied minors prescribed by allegedly objective and universal criteria and rules—might be important in an approach that is respectful and attentive to the needs of unaccompanied minors. 
The paper is structured as follows. After the description of the specific context and practical organization of guardianships of unaccompanied minors in Belgium and a brief section outlining the methods of my study, three sections of data analysis follow. The first part of this analysis discusses the guardians’ subjective view of themselves as guardians and the meaning they attach to this role. The second part examines the guardians’ opinions on the construction of unaccompanied minors as a humanitarian exception in current immigration policy and investigates how they negotiate the tensions of being positioned at the intersection of state immigration policies, on the one hand, and a humanitarian attention for children’s rights, on the other. The third part sheds light on how the guardians navigate the tensions between a desire for standardization and professionalization, on the one hand, and the particularities of the lived, and deeply interpersonal care relationships with their ‘pupils’.[endnoteRef:1] I argue that the guardianship work and the personal commitment to their pupils do not only add to their constructions of middle-class and meaningful subjectivity, but that these factors also offer them a particular perspective that tends to change the way they see ‘just’ care.  [1:  The terms pupil (Dutch) and pupille (French) are used in Belgian policy documents and by the guardians to refer to unaccompanied minors under guardianship. I translate this into the English term ‘pupil’, a term that is quite common in European policy documents and research reports.] 

Guardianships of Unaccompanied Minors in Belgium
The geographical focus of this paper is the Western European country of Belgium, and, more particularly, it is based on ethnographic interviews with guardians who live in the northern Flemish region. Belgium is a federal state composed of three cultural and linguistic communities (French-, Flemish-, and German-speaking) and three socio-economic regions (the Walloon, the Flemish and the Brussels-Capital region), with authorities divided between six (federal, community and regional) governments. The population of this small and rather densely populated country is predominantly Christian/secular and what is generally understood by the term ‘white’, yet it is subject to an increasing ethnic, cultural and religious diversification due to various forms of immigration. This makes up the context in which unaccompanied minor foreigners are received, along with a zero-immigration doctrine since the early 1970s, no clear or proactive federal immigration policy and a very complex state structure with recurrent conflicts of competences between the different authorities (Martiniello 2012:60,61). In Flanders in particular, immigration discourse and policy has been shaped by an ideology of autochthony and cultural homogeneity (Blommaert & Verschueren 1993) alongside a multicultural rhetoric of ‘tolerance’ which promotes some level of respect for cultural diversity (Martiniello 2012:65). Belgian immigration policies have mainly focused on accelerating procedures, on implementing stricter criteria for asylum, subsidiary protection and regularization, as well as on an increased encouragement to return immigrants to their countries of origin.
The official term ‘unaccompanied minor foreigners’ refers to a heterogeneous group of minors who have come to Belgium unaccompanied by their parents or any legal representatives, or who have been left behind in the country by their migrating parents who have been refused asylum, for instance. The reasons for migration can be very different, ranging from escaping war or violence, over being the victim of human trafficking for sexual or other forms of exploitation, to trying to escape poverty. Some of the minors are still in contact with or have been sent abroad by their parents (for security reasons, or in an attempt to improve their living conditions); others have lost contact or cut ties with their family. The minors come from a variety of countries, with significant numbers from Afghanistan, Guinea, Morocco and Congo-Kinshasa, and their gender and age vary, although most are teenage boys. In comparison to other EU countries, relatively high numbers of unaccompanied minors are found on Belgian territory each year. In 2013, for instance, Belgium had 1,682 recognized unaccompanied minors not applying for asylum, the third highest number of all EU countries after Italy and Spain, and 470 asylum applications by unaccompanied minors, which is the sixth highest number in the EU (after Sweden, Germany, UK, Austria and Italy).[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  See the European Commission website: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/e-library/multimedia/infographics/index_en.htm#0801262488c18d4d/c_ [accessed on 14 April 2015]] 

After Belgium’s conviction by the European court of Human rights for detaining for nearly two months a five-year-old girl and sending her back to the DRC unaccompanied, in 2004 Belgium introduced a series of legal provisions regulating the reception and protection of unaccompanied minors (Kanics and Senovilla Hernández, 2010), including the creation of a guardianship system within the Federal Department of Justice and providing for a three-phase trajectory of observation, stabilization and (for minors from sixteen years of age) supported autonomy.[endnoteRef:3] The verification of the child’s age is one of the responsibilities of the Guardianship Service (Kanics and Senovilla Hernández, 2010). Adolescents’ age claims are often questioned by immigration authorities and become the site of medical investigation, with radiographic examination (of teeth, hand-wrist bones and clavicles) and physical examination recording body height and weight (for critiques of ethnocentrism, inaccuracy and ethical concerns regarding the performance of age estimations, see: Smith and Brownlees, 2011).  [3:  See the Fedasil website (the Federal Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers): http://fedasil.be/nl/inhoud/niet-begeleide-minderjarige-vreemdelingen-nbmv-0 [accessed on 3 July 2014].] 

Another responsibility of the Guardianship Service is appointing a guardian for all recognized unaccompanied minors. The Belgian guardian system provides for two different types of guardians: (1) the employee-guardians who guide up to 25 unaccompanied minors for a fixed salary, and (2) independent guardians who get a fee per child. The independent guardians gain self-employed status when they are responsible for 3 to 50 minors. In contrast, when they have only one or two pupils, they are called ‘voluntary’ guardians (in that case, the fee they receive is exempted from taxation). Policy discourse and research, however, seem to emphasize the need for streamlining and European harmonization (see e.g. ENGI 2010; Fournier 2011), which has resulted in the suggestion to only hire employee-guardians in the future, as a way of raising standards (ENGI 2010). 
Guardians advise the minors on which procedure to follow, appoint a lawyer and act as a legal representative in all proceedings. In addition, they take care of the minor’s social well-being, education, mental and physical health, and arrange appropriate accommodation. The guardianship stops when the minors get asylum (and get a civil guardian) or when they turn eighteen (a problematic parameter, due to its technocratic and ethnocentric character). The care trajectory of the minors can differ significantly, dependent on a variety of factors, including the procedure they choose. While all minors are first received in one of the two federal observation and orientation centres, minors who apply for asylum are then usually housed in one of the federal reception shelters, Red Cross centres, the Local Reception Initiatives (ILAs/LOIs) of the Public Social Welfare Services or in reception facilities run by an NGO. Minors who decide not to apply for asylum and asylum-seeking unaccompanied minors who have received a positive or negative decision, are transferred to the supervision of the Flemish, French or German speaking Community authorities, and more specifically to their respective Youth Welfare Services. There they have to compete with other minors in ‘problematic educational upbringing situations’ (EMN 2009:31) (not necessarily foreigners) for the available places in institutions, in foster families or in supervised independent living accommodations. There are a few specialized initiatives for unaccompanied minor foreigners, including specialized shelters for victims of human trafficking. Other minors stay in host families (often members of the extended family of the minor), and some older teenagers live autonomously with the help of the Public Social Welfare Services (EMN 2009:31). Minors not uncommonly have to move from one facilty to another, which involves changing schools and adapting to new contexts and (in some cases) new language.
Methods
This paper draws on an ongoing study (2013-2016) on the care regimes of unaccompanied minors in the Flemish part of Belgium, involving interviews with guardians and foster parents of unaccompanied minors and adults looking back upon their lives as unaccompanied minors. It reports on the preliminary results of the first phase of this study, for which 11 independent and 2 employee-guardians were interviewed. The independent guardians had responded to a call for participation sent to all members of Gardanto, an organization who brings together and supports Flemish-speaking independent guardians. This recruitment strategy attracted mainly—but not exclusively—guardians who are retired from their main occupations, have a relatively low number of pupils and attach high significance to their guardianship work. The participating employee guardians were contacted through the Belgian Guardianship Service. I included them in my research as they are involved in the training of independent guardians and were most likely to voice the dominant policy discourse. Whilst my sample is obviously not representative of all guardians, the particular experiences of the participants in this study can nonetheless offer unique insights in understanding the potential of care ethics. 
All participants were ‘white’, Dutch-speaking Belgian citizens; twelve of them ‘native’ Flemings, one was born in the Netherlands.[endnoteRef:4] The majority of the guardians in my study were men (nine men, four women). Nine of the independent guardians had retired, while two combined guardianships with another job (one in the military and one as a psychologist). Interviews were conducted in Dutch and lasted between one and three hours. Most of the interviews took place in private in the participants’ homes or work offices , yet I also conducted one group interview with three guardians, and in some of the interviews the partner of the guardian was also participating. [4:  The official language in Flanders is Dutch, yet the colloquial language of Dutch-speaking Belgians is also called Flemish. ] 

I conducted the interviews as open, in-depth conversations. Following a short introduction explaining the purpose of the research and completing informed consent procedures, I usually started with the question: ‘Please tell me about your story and experiences as a guardian’. Rather than following a direct, strict questionnaire, I used the interviewee responses to direct the focus of the interview to relevant topics, including the guardians’ motivation, practices, experiences and their policy views and philosophical positions. All interviews have been audio recorded, fully transcribed, coded and analysed drawing on a grounded theory approach and constructivist anthropological epistemologies, aiming to achieve a critical reciprocity between empirical data and interpretation (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007, Hastrup 1995).
Guardianship and Middle-Class Subjectivity
In this section, I discuss the guardians’ subjective views of themselves as guardians and how their narratives are closely intertwined with discursive processes of giving meaning to their lives and constructions of themselves as empathic and concerned, worldly middle-class subjects. The voluntary and self-employed guardians I interviewed were relatively well-off, (highly) educated, (higher) middle-class people, with or retired from well-paying jobs. Their experience as guardians ranged from less than a year to eight years, and all had a relatively limited number of pupils at the time of the interview, ranging from one to ten. Their narratives differed from those of the two employee guardians in my study, in that the latter mainly produced work-life identities, with relatively little attention to philanthropic motivations or personal involvement. The narratives of the voluntary or self-employed guardians, conversely, centred around the personal gratification the guardianships offer them and they often designated their decision to become a guardian as an opportunity to give meaning to their lives, to engage in society in a meaningful way; and (for those who had retired) to help fill the void that they felt upon retirement. Vera, for instance, described her motivation to become a guardian as follows: [endnoteRef:5] [5:  Participants’ names have been changed; quotes have been translated from Dutch to English.] 

Vera: ‘I worked as a teacher in social work education.... I liked working with students, but on the other hand, I think school was too much removed from reality. And I still wanted to do something, after retirement, but something more real, something down to earth. And the international, the intercultural is something that has always attracted me.’ 
Taking up the task of a guardian, for the (often older) men and women in my study seems to be a means of keeping or acquiring status and, as such, constituting themselves as middle-class subjects. Being a guardian requires certain knowledge, skills and networks—cultural and social capital in the Bourdieudian sense—which they can call upon to help the unaccompanied minors under their care, but which also, as Bourdieu (2002:284) puts it, ‘[yield] profits of distinction for its owner’. Positive community responses can provide them with a feeling of being respected in society and being good citizens. Yet, some also brought up stories about family members or acquaintances who accused them of supporting the seemingly unstoppable stream of foreigners entering the country. Distinguishing themselves from people who utter such negative reactions was another means through which the guardians constructed their identities of good citizens, emphasizing middle-class values of civic responsibility, creativity and self-development. Guido, for instance, said the following:
Guido: ‘Here in the village, people often think it’s weird that I do this. I think it’s not even a matter of education. It rather has to do with an openness to change. Most people do not like change. And why do I do this? Because I like it and I think it’s useful. And I have time. I think I must stay socially involved.’
By stating that it is ‘not even a matter of education’, he implicitly claimed to be educated while setting himself apart from equally educated people who lack his openness to change and his social involvement.
Many of the guardians told me that they consider the guardianships as a way to be open to the world. François, for instance, described how it was like ‘a window to the world that opened to me’ when he first started being a guardian. Others see the guardianships as a continuation of their already being engaged with the world. Daniel, for example, who has been a guardian for eight years, taking responsibility for six to seven pupils at a time, illustrated his cosmopolitan disposition by referring to his former job as a civil servant at the international relations department, a job that involved a lot of international travel. Guido, who after his recent retirement started as a guardian of one pupil, mentioned his experience of working in the European Commission, including in development aid (and what he described as ‘working in a culturally diverse environment’). He said to believe that the international experience from his former job has made him more open-minded, left-wing and socially engaged, unlike other people who, according to him, often become more conservative when they get older. Mark, a high-ranked military officer in his fifties, pointed to his experiences of missions in warzones like Bosnia and Afghanistan as his main motivation for becoming the guardian of one pupil. He said that his experiences helped him understand why people are fleeing their countries, and described the guardianships as a way of supporting these people. 
Robert, who before his retirement worked as a banker, contrasted his lifelong work in the ‘competitive business world in which only numbers and results count’ with his work as a guardian that enables him to ‘help people quietly’. Many of the guardians seemed to think of their work of taking care of unaccompanied minors as a way of operating outside the cold, calculating, amoral world, dominated by impersonal relationships and competitiveness. Similar discourses can be found in constructions of parenting (or, more specifically, mothering) as outside neoliberal logics and the family as a moral counterpart to the corruption of the outside world (Hays 1996:30). What is interesting is that many of the voluntary guardians made some explicit connection between their identity as a guardian and their identity as a parent, foster parent or adoptive parent. Robert, for instance, stated ‘I have always been a family man, you know, but these guardianships have changed me, changed me as a person’.
Although they clearly recognized the differences between the commitments and strength of connections involved in parenting and guardianships, many of the independent guardians seemed to see some similarities.
Mark: ‘I try to be…not a substitute father, you can never be that, but I want to let him feel that he is not all on his own. I want to let him feel: look, I am here for you, if you have a problem, you can call me.’
The guardians seemed to emphasize the caring and supportive dimensions of their role through these references to parenting, or, in some cases, by situating their work as a guardian in a lifelong engagement in the care of different types of needy children. As such, they designated their guardianship work as just another way of caring for children with extraordinary needs. Mario, for instance, a psychologist who has recently taken up the guardianship of two unaccompanied minors, told me that he had worked for ten years in what he called ‘a professional foster family’, supervising about fifteen foster children together with his wife. Jan, a retired police officer, recounted how over the years he and his wife received a total of around 120 foster children in their house (for both short- and long-term stays) before he decided to start working as a guardian not too long ago. Daniel started his account of how he became a guardian by telling that when they married, he and his wife promised each other not to live for themselves alone. They did not only take care of their own three children, but also many foster children, and offered short-term emergency relief for both children and adults. He called the guardianships a continuation of their wish to care, albeit in a way that better suits their current health and age. Although Daniel’s wife did most of the care work during all those years (she was a stay-at-home housewife and he had a demanding job with long working hours and a lot of travelling), now it is predominantly him who takes up the guardianships. 
It is probably not a coincidence that, in contrast to other caring roles, the task of a guardian seems much more appealing to men too (for feminist critiques of the devaluation of women’s care work see e.g. Dalla Costa and James 1972). While the day-to-day care work is outsourced, guardianship is a coordinating role that requires a specific set of skills and knowledge about legal issues, laws and procedures, largely performed in the public sphere. It is caring, doing good, acting without striving for material gain, albeit in a way that is not socially devalued (for understandings of care as a citizenship practice see e.g. Lister 1997, Longman et.al 2013). This sentiment was uttered by François, when he explained why he had opted to become a guardian—rather than for instance a volunteer assistant of elderly people—when he retired:
François: ‘I saw my mother dying in the hospital, and there were people there to help her eat and fluff up her pillow. I really appreciated what these people were doing, but I do not see me doing that. I wanted something that is difficult, something with responsibility’.
By saying this, François, like many other guardians, construed himself as a skilled worker doing a job with high responsibility and high social interest (and insinuated that the ‘mothering’ type of care lacks such qualities). It is an example of how guardianships work as technologies of citizenship and are intertwined with discourses and dynamics of classed and gendered stratification (within the nation and globally). How the guardians negotiate the contradictions their role entails is further developed in the next section.
Anti-Immigration Policies versus Children’s Rights 
Guardianships were in fact created as a way to substitute parental authority and provide unaccompanied minors with an advisor and person of trust. Moreover, the voluntary or self-employed guardians in my study seem to frame their work as a kind of humanitarian aid—an image that is supported by the employment of employee guardians by humanitarian organizations such as Caritas or the Red Cross. At the same time, however, guardianships seem to be complicit in immigration policy. One striking illustration is the guardian’s duty to execute the deportation and bring their pupils ‘to the borders of the country’ when they have received a deportation order (even though children’s rights laws allow this only to happen on a voluntary basis).[endnoteRef:6] It shows how guardianships essentially constitute what Ticktin (2011:5) calls ‘a form of “armed love” in which the moral imperative to act is accompanied, explicitly or implicitly, by practices of violence and containment’. In this section, I describe the guardians’ opinions on prevailing discourses and policies that position unaccompanied minors as yet another ‘humanitarian exception’ (Ticktin 2011:5) prioritizing them over adult bodies. Moreover, I explore how they react to being positioned at the intersection of state immigration policies, on the one hand, and a humanitarian attention for children’s rights, on the other.  [6:  See website of the Federal Public Service Justice http://justitie.belgium.be/nl/themas_en_dossiers/kinderen_en_jongeren/niet-begeleide_minderjarige_vreemdelingen/voogd/vademecum/ [accessed on 31 October 2014].] 

The symbolic value of the social category of the minor (Eastmond and Ascher 2011) makes children ‘economically ‘worthless’ but emotionally ‘priceless’ (Zelizer 1985:3) and excludes them from the public realm of economics and politics. The unaccompanied minors’ suffering is considered legitimate not only due to their exclusion ‘from the normal identities and ordered spaces of the sovereign state’ (Nyers 2006:xiii), but also from the ordered spaces of the (nuclear) family and the ‘natural’ protection and supervision of parents. They are constructed as innocent, non-agential, depoliticized, passive victims, deserving our care and compassion, whereas adult immigrants, who try to escape the effects of capitalist globalization (Chimni 2000) are more easily considered to be responsible for their own problems. 
This view was also reflected in some of the guardians’ stories. François, for instance, a retired lawyer in his sixties, who has been a guardian of thirteen minors over a period of four years, sees a clear distinction between (deserving) children and (less deserving) adult immigrants: 
François: ‘I make a clear distinction between children and adults, adults who just come here because they see more opportunities here. A child doesn’t just come here to have better opportunities. When a child comes here, there is something more going on. A child…that is awful, you must help it. We shouldn’t, as is happening now, seek ways to refuse to believe his story… I don’t care about that story. We must look at what the child’s problem is. Can we send him back, psychologically? We must look at what is in the child’s interest. Can we send him back, and what happens when we send him back? And if it’s not good for him to send him back, let him stay here.’ 
This quote reveals underlying assumptions about children, and ‘orphaned’ children in particular, as vulnerable, innocent, passive victims, in need of care, but is also an example of the psychologization and pathologization of what is essentially a social phenomenon. The psychologizing language François uses, drawing on the tropes of refugee trauma and the trauma of being separated from parents and his statement that their story does not matter, may work to ‘other’ or exoticize unaccompanied minors, to turn them in ‘depoliticised passive victims’ (Judge 2010:9) or to situate ‘the problem’ in the minors themselves rather than in the historical and political contexts in their countries of departure and arrival (Judge 2010). Moreover, by singling out children, François draws on a depoliticized discourse that tends to render illegitimate immigrations due to global inequality while creating categories of individuals that deserve Western saving and compassion (Nyers 2006; Ticktin 2011). 
Sentiments against the thorough investigation of the minors’ background stories and against the refusal to grant them permanent resident permits have inspired a call for ‘child amnesty’ (kinderpardon), a call that has been supported by several of the guardians in my study (and is also in line with François’s statement above). A petition was launched after the deportation to Afghanistan in September 2013 of Navid Sharifi, a young man who had left Afghanistan as a toddler and arrived in Belgium in 2008 as an unaccompanied sixteen-year-old. Arguments drew on a discourse of humanity, depicting the decisions to send back ‘vulnerable’ young people to their war-torn countries as immoral. The petition called for the right of unaccompanied minors to stay in the country permanently on the basis of children’s rights, albeit only under certain conditions.[endnoteRef:7] Although these conditions were not specified, the petition text claims to envision the granting of residence permits to vulnerable youngsters who have arrived in the country as minors, who worked hard for many years to build a future in Belgium and no longer have any ties to their country of origin. This shows that even among the advocates of unaccompanied minors, the category of the vulnerable minor as a humanitarian exception remains rather ambiguous, and can easily shift to the category of illegitimate immigrant taking advantage of the generosity of the European nations. [7:  See: htttp:www.kinderpardon.be/ [assessed on 7 August 2014].] 

A politics of care that construes idealized victims, worthy of rescue, inevitably also produces their counterparts: the undeserving. As Ticktin (2011:4) phrases it, ‘noticeably absent are the laboring bodies, the exploited bodies: these are not the exception, but the rule, and hence are disqualified as morally legitimate’. The production of humanitarian exceptions in the guardians’ narratives also intersects with an ethics of partiality and proximity, prioritizing the plight of those to whom they are close and they are interpersonally connected with. François, for instance, personally stated that he suffered from ‘a moral contradiction’, a clash between his wish to alleviate the suffering of the individual, unaccompanied minors he has under his care while still believing in the fairness of the state’s immigration policy that protects borders and middle-class living standards from undesirable immigration inflows:
François: ‘I’m Belgian, I live in this country, which is a small and rich country. We can’t allow all poor wretches in the world to come to Belgium, we can’t say: “We’ll share and we’ll all progress”. I’d like to do that, but that’s impossible. And I’m a good citizen: I think we must protect our borders. But when I say this, I use the plural form. […] But as a guardian, I see only one child, and then I use the singular form, and that’s a big difference. Singular–plural. When I see that one child, and I hear him, and I see what he is lacking, then I say: “You can stay”. But that’s a contradiction, and I can’t resolve that.’
The oscillation ‘between a policy of pity and a politics of control’ (Fassin 2005:366) produces a very incongruous context for unaccompanied minors, based on a policy that was framed by Annabel, an employee-guardian, as having ‘two rhythms’: 
Annabel: ‘Telling the minors from day one that they can stay, have to go to school, learn the language, do their best, integrate, while at the same time they got the message that at the end of the ride they may have to leave’. 
This policy of ‘two rhythms’, treating unaccompanied minors as potentially unwanted immigrants while at the same time protecting them on the basis of children’s rights (and allowing them to stay until they turn eighteen), exemplifies the ambiguity of the current policy framework that seems to be uncertain about whether to punish or to assist, to prepare for return or to integrate. François illustrated this ambiguity when he expressed his worries about the intense care relationship between one of his pupils and the boy’s foster parents. The couple had agreed to take care of the then seventeen-year-old boy as he felt very unhappy in the relief centre.
François: ‘They are intellectuals, wonderful people. They have had three children, who have left the house, so they have plenty of space. They’re very nice people. […] The boy is very independent; he rides his bike through the city, and their relationship is very good, it works very well. […] They have been integrating him very much, and I wonder if not too much. Is this what is supposed to happen? What if he has to go back to his country and now he’s in that…not a rich family, but still…affluent. But he’s immensely lucky, and he knows, he’s told them that he’s grateful. But that’s an exception. And I wonder: Isn’t that too good?’
Although François believes the boy is very happy in his new family, he has doubts about the desirability of his integration in the host society and his forging of meaningful relationships, as he thinks the boy will probably be refused a permanent residence permit. ‘Isn’t that too good’ suggests his concern with the emotional distress that the boy’s removal from the family might cause. But his doubts also show that what are considered ‘normal’ children’s needs intersect in divergent ways with discourses of belonging, integration and worthy investment. Moreover, the quote demonstrates how integration and care are somehow seen as valuable resources, a form of capital which must be distributed carefully and preferably only to those who deserve it. 
Standardisation or Personal Care?
While the previous section emphasizes the guardians’ negotiation of the ambiguities inherent in the guardianship work and their doubts about what kind of care the minors need, this section documents how the guardians’ experiences as carers change their opinions about what is ‘just’ care. It shows how the narratives of the voluntary or self-employed guardians are informed by an ethics of care, rather than an ethics of rights, navigating between, on the one hand, the expectation of ‘professionalization’ and uniformity, defined as the ‘core standards for guardians’, and, on the other hand, the wish to enter into a personal relationship with the minors, alleviating their specific needs, on a case-by-case basis. 
Both the independent guardians and the employee guardians used a discourse of professionalism and emphasized the need to keep a ‘healthy’ distance—a discourse that is used in the training of and official guidelines for guardians. However, the voluntary and self-employed guardians seemed to negotiate the interpersonal nature of their work (and the way they focus on the ‘singular’) differently. While the employee guardians were more inclined to emphasize the need for setting and implementing standards and uniformity that enhance the equal treatment of all minors and for maintaining a clear separation between their role as a guardian and their private lives, the independent guardians seemed to leave more room for emotional involvement and an individual touch. They emphasized the need for a case-by-case approach and for responding to individual needs. Although most of the guardians claimed not to allow the pupils to meet them at their house (at least not before their eighteenth birthday), several of the guardians reported to be in a close relationship with one or more of their pupils, to have kept contact with some of them even after the termination of the guardianship, or to even regard one or more of their pupils as a family member in some way.
What is more, they tended to see their ability to be personally involved and meet the particular needs of their pupils as their greatest strength (in contrast to standardized treatment, based on purportedly objective criteria, such as scientifically determined age). Many of them said to believe that it is often their strong personal concern that makes a real difference for their (former) pupils. Erik, for instance, who has been a guardian for eight years, stated the following:
Erik: ‘When they turn eighteen, the guardianship stops and they are left to themselves. And that’s often when the real problems start, when they’re over eighteen. I keep in contact with some of them. One is 23 now, has a lot of problems. He lives here illegally while his last procedure is still running. He’s been here for six years now and I see him regularly. He even lived at my place for fourteen months, because he had nowhere else to go. He’s left to the mercy of the streets, has nothing… while he still needs support in all kinds of things. I’ve found friends of mine with whom he can often spend the weekend; he became part of the family there. He gets along with their sons well, they’re about his age. He gets some support there, also financially.’
The independent guardians I interviewed were often rather critical of the framework in which they have to work, especially when regulations or available resources tend to hamper their ability to perform their tasks the way they would like to. The prohibition on gifts to their pupils is one example of a rule that is heavily supported by the employee guardians but received with much more scepticism by the voluntary or self-employed guardians. Many of them gave examples of situations in which they judged gifts were acceptable. François offered the following anecdote:
François: ‘I had one pupil, a wonderful boy, but extremely impatient. He can’t sit still, and failed an exam once because he couldn’t stand sitting still any longer. Well, I bought him a bike. I asked the Red Cross [the boy resided in a Red Cross Centre]: a bike would be good for this boy, so he can go to school by bike instead of by public transport and gets some exercise. But they couldn’t give him a bike. So, I decided to buy one myself, a second-hand bike. Many guardians say: you can’t do that. But I say: in that case, I think I can. And now he rides across [name city] and goes to work by bike. I think it has helped him a lot.’
Some guardians found it frustrating that there is an increased tendency towards the regulation and policing of their work, especially in the current framework that, to them, still lacks uniformity in spite of the prevailing language of standardization and equal treatment. Some even called the reception of unaccompanied minors ‘a lottery’. Erik, for instance, explained this sentiment as follows:
Erik: ‘The welfare services in some cities work very well, are very open, while others only do the strict minimum. Sports club registration fees, for instance. I experienced that with a boy in [name city]; the welfare services there paid for his membership fees and they paid for his summer vacation football camp, while welfare services in some other places just don’t pay anything. So it depends on where they end up. It’s a lottery, and if they end up well, it’s good…But uniformity is only ‘on paper’; in practice, everything depends on local situations and circumstances.’
Although the independent guardians do not reject the need for equal rights and opportunities, their specific experiences of being in a close interpersonal relationship with one or more unaccompanied minors offers them a unique perspective from which they seem to prioritize an ethics of care.
Concluding remarks
In this paper, I have shown how care figures in contradictory ways in the narratives that are spun around unaccompanied minors. To begin with, it plays a central role in the exclusionary conceptualizations of humanitarian obligations (Every 2008) of immigration policy. In these conceptualizations, unaccompanied minors are turned into an exceptional category, a category of ‘morally legitimate suffering bodies’ (Malkki 2010:58), whose suffering deserves and even morally requires our care and hospitality. They occupy a crucial place in dominant imaginations of the humane, and the separation from their parents tends to be seen as an exception to some sort of natural order (Wernesjö 2012), thus more easily provoking reactions of compassion and solidarity than the suffering of their adult counterparts, for instance. As such, this selected group of underage, ‘racialized and gendered individuals deemed “exceptional” and hence morally legitimate’ (Ticktin 2011:223) is protected by regimes of care that are part of larger constructions in which entire nations present themselves as humane. The constructions created in this effort are intertwined with the imageries of middle-class and meaningful subjectivity held by the citizens who take up this care. However, as has been extensively argued in critical immigration studies, they also seem to facilitate rather than obstruct the smooth working of globalized neo-liberalism and are partly responsible for rendering other forms of suffering and violence it produces invisible and illegitimate. 
However, another role of care can be found in the guardians’ narratives, which illustrate how care can also be an important resource or form of ‘social capital’ for unaccompanied minors, as it might increase their (feelings of) belonging and integration and induce their ‘individualization’ (i.e. their coming to be seen in ‘the singular’, as one of the guardians phrased it). Ideally, once they turn eighteen, it can prevent them from shifting to the mere category of ‘human waste’ (Bauman 2004), of ‘undesirable’ bodies that are believed to place a burden on the social security system, to pose a threat to national security and even endanger European, Christian, ‘white’ civilization and middle-class prosperity and stability (see: Fassin 2005). The potential of care to contribute to the unaccompanied minors’ belonging in the host society (and, as such, to morally complicate their deportation) has fuelled the current care system of ‘two rhythms’ for unaccompanied minors, indecisive about whether to stimulate their integration into the host society or keep them apart for a swift return, wrapped in a language of the minor’s ‘best interest’ and a rhetoric of equal treatment, equal rights and standardization. 
The unique perspective of the independent guardians in my study, stemming from the deeply personal commitment with their pupils, can provide a lens through which the current emphasis in policy and research on equal rights, rationality and equal opportunities can be evaluated in a context of profound global inequality. Guardianship work often seems to be considered as in need of streamlining and professionalization (this opinion was most clearly voiced by the employee guardians I interviewed). This tendency has resulted in the adoption of rules and regulations that are often experienced by the independent guardians as hampering the quality of the care they can provide. Their narratives, and their tendency to respond through an ethics of care, can help us see what is lost by the current focus on equal rights and standardization.
Similarly, the naturalized rhetoric of ‘just’ repatriation policies and exclusionary humanitarianism could be destabilized by a recognition of immigrants in their individual humanity, rather than ‘as a group whose boundaries and constituents are removed from historical context, reduced to norms and terms relevant to a state-centric perspective’ (Rajaram 2002:251). The guardians in my study who see ‘concrete’ instead of ‘generalized others’ (Benhabib 1986:411), individuals instead of categories or statistics, need to be heard in the discussions on how we can move towards a more ‘just’ (Chimni 2000:257) and inclusive humanitarianism and immigration policy. Their testimonies might help us reconsider the way we think about care and open up ways of caring differently. 
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