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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Waiting in the welfare lines. Exploring everyday racism as waiting
in the migration and unemployment complexes in England and
Sweden

Väntan i välfärdens köer: Vardagsrasism som väntan i Englands
och Sveriges migrations- och arbetsmarknadskomplex
Paula Mulinari a and Maja Sager b

aDepartment of Social Work, Malmö University, Malmo, Sweden; bDepartment of Gender Studies, Lund University,
Lund, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article explores how different layers of waiting shape the everyday
lives of women asylum seekers in the UK and unemployed women in
Sweden. We examine the continuity of waiting between and within the
migration, labour and welfare complexes. The analysis identifies three
layers of everyday waiting: everyday waiting as repetition, everyday
waiting as forced and denied work and everyday waiting as invisible
and disposable time. We argue that the constant neglect of people’s
time – and hence lives – enables exploitation, precarisation and
insecurity. The article shows that waiting is a central aspect of how
racism is organised and legitimised within the welfare system. While
issues of waiting have gained increased attention in social work
research, the relationship between waiting and racism remains
undertheorised and understudied. This article attempts to contribute to
this line of research.

ABSTRAKT
Artikeln utforskar hur olika lager av väntan formar vardagen för kvinnliga
asylsökande i Storbritannien och arbetslösa kvinnor i Sverige. Vi
undersöker kontinuiteten i väntan mellan och inom migrations-, arbets-
och välfärdskomplexen. Analysen identifierar tre lager av vardagsväntan:
vardagens väntan som upprepning, vardagens väntan som påtvingat
arbete och samtidigt förnekande av arbete, och vardagens väntan som
osynliggjord och disponibel tid. Vi argumenterar för att den ständiga
försummelsen av och vårdslösheten med människors tid – och därmed
liv – möjliggör exploatering, prekarisering och osäkerhet. Artikeln visar
att väntan är en central aspekt i hur rasism organiseras och legitimeras
inom välfärdssystemet. Medan frågor om väntan har fått ökad
uppmärksamhet i forskning inom socialt arbete, är förhållandet mellan
väntan och rasism fortfarande underteoretiserat och understuderat. Den
här artikeln bidrar till denna forskning genom att analysera relationen
mellan väntan och vardagsrasism.
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Introduction

Talking about a revolution?
It sounds like a whisper

While they’re standing in the welfare lines
Crying at the doorsteps of those armies of salvation
Wasting time in the unemployment lines
Sittin’ around waiting for a promotion

Tracy Chapman – Talkin’ About a Revolution (1988)

Tracy Chapman’s song Talkin’ About a Revolution grasps the feelings that many of the unemployed
and asylum seekers we have interviewed express – that their time is being wasted while standing in
migration and unemployment lines. The empirical material for this article evolves from two research
projects: one exploring the everyday lives of asylum seekers in Manchester, UK and the other explore
the everyday lives of unemployed women in the city of Malmö, Sweden. While analytically working
through these materials in tandem, we found that waiting is a common experience that shaped and
regulated the everyday lives of the research participants. Waiting seemed to be a fundamental node
through which experiences of racism, control and borders were named. Conceptualisations of
waiting as an expression of power governing the lives of both migrants and the unemployed
have been gaining increasing research attention (Anderson, 2015; Khosravi, 2017). Inspired by this
literature and our empirical material, we aim to explore waiting as an aspect of everyday racism.

While the UK and Swedish contexts of social policy are highly relevant to compare analytically
(Finch et al., 2022; Nygren et al., 2021), this article is instead inspired by Bridget Anderson’s work
on methodological de-nationalism (2019) and takes the dynamics of waiting instead of the nation-
state as a shared place of departure. We think that this enables other forms of whispers to surface.

The article is structured as follows. In the first section, we present our theoretical points of depar-
ture and give an overview of central research on waiting. This is followed by a presentation of our
two sets of materials. We also discuss the methodological, analytical and ethical commonalities
between the two projects. Thereafter, we explore three forms of everyday waiting – everyday
waiting as repetition, as forced and denied work and as invisible and disposable time.

Waiting as everyday racism

There is a growing interest today in the issues of waitingwithin different research fields (Janeja & Bandak,
2018). Political ethnographerOzolina (2019) argues that to examine the contemporary logics of neoliberal
governance,weneed to see ‘waitingasan indispensableelementof contemporarygovernanceandevery-
day experience’ (p. 6) and as a specific form of state control under austerity. According to gender scholar
Raphael (2021), ‘waiting for statewelfare provisions is a crucial aspect of the relationship betweenmargin-
alized groups and the state institutions’ (p. 121). Bourdieu (2000) argues that waiting is one of theways of
experiencing the effects of power, and sociologist Auyero (2012) describes waiting as a ‘temporal pro-
cesses inand throughwhichpolitical subordination is reproduced’ (p. 2).Hewrites, ‘Toput it bluntly, every-
day political domination is what happens when nothing apparently happens, when people just wait’
(Auyero, 2012, p. 19). Social anthropologist Khosravi (2021), whose theories on waiting as a process of
stealing time have inspired this article, emphasises waiting as a racialised phenomenon:

Waiting is racialised. Some groups are kept waiting longer than other groups. Some groups are kept waiting
longer than other groups because their skin is darker. This secures racialised inequality. (p. 204)

For Khosravi (2021), the imposition of waiting legitimises and normalises the racialised exploitation
of those who are forced to wait. He argues that borders turn migrants’ time into wasted time, and the
temporal bordering of waiting, delaying and circulation is based on the rationality that migrants’
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time is less worthy; as it is defined as worthless, migrants also become cheaper to exploit. To some
extent, Khosravi (2021) moves research on waiting from the field of governance to the field of labour.
Waiting is not only an expression of state governance but also a central dimension in the creation of
a racialised workforce and unequal racialised labour relations. Following Khosravi, we understand
waiting not merely as an effect of racial inequality but rather as a central aspect of how racism is
put into practice, lived and experienced in the welfare state. According to sociologist Kundnani
(2021), ‘race is a material feature of the division of labour that neoliberalism produces’ (p. 16). He
argues that race ‘provides the means of coding and managing the material boundaries between
different forms of labour, such as citizen and migrant, waged and “unexploitable”, bearers of entitle-
ments and bare life’ (Kundnani, 2021, p. 3).

Waiting can thus be understood as a way through which the state, as well as capital, racialises
people, treating them as a specific form of labour, as Khosravi (2021) argues. Inspired by the
efforts to conceptualise waiting as a practice related to processes of racialisation, in this article,
we explore waiting as an aspect of everyday racism. Essed argues that everyday racism consists of
the racial attitudes and actions that are worn into the very fabric of society. Inspired by her under-
standing of racism as reproducing ‘largely through routine and taken-for-granted practices and pro-
cedures in everyday life’ (2003, p. 1), we explore the ways in which waiting – through a variety of
mechanisms and conditions – is experienced in the everyday lives of the research participants. In
the next section, we present some of the literature that has influenced our analyses.

Waiting in the welfare line: a research overview

In social work research, issues of time are often explored in relation to the paradoxes and conflicting
temporal logics that social workers need to manage (Olsson & Sundh, 2019). Recently, lack of time has
become a central area of research (Owens et al., 2019). For instance, several researchers have shown
how the implementation of New Public Management has affected the temporal organisation of social
work and the different strategies that social workers have developed to address often-paradoxical
demands (Astvik et al., 2014). Research has also explored how conflicting temporal logics affect
people in need of different forms of social support and the special role of waiting in those processes
(Andersen & Bengtsson, 2019). Nielsen et al. (2021), for instance, examine the experience of being
unemployed through the lens of waiting and conclude that the experience of waiting varies depend-
ing on the sense of control that the unemployed have. Other researchers have studied the role of
waiting in creating situations of poverty and welfare dependency (Samzelius, 2020). Within critical
border and migration studies, waiting has gained increased attention (Jacobsen et al., 2021). Scholar-
ship has made visible the various forms through which refugees’ waiting is controlled and the way in
which this regulates the everyday lives of refugees, for instance, through experiences of waiting
(Djampour, 2018), uncertainty (Herz & Lalander, 2021) and labour precarity (Sager & Öberg, 2017).

In different ways, researchers in these fields explore waiting as a central aspect of the processes
through which the state governs, categorises and differentiates the population not only along the
lines of citizens/non-citizens but also along racialised, gendered and classed notions of rights, deser-
vability, entitlement and disposability. We are inspired by this research, as it shows, amongst other
things, the necessity to study waiting as an active practice of power, shaping the organisation of the
welfare state and its different systems. While issues of waiting have gained increased attention in
social work research, the relationship between waiting and racism remains undertheorised and
understudied. This article attempts to contribute to this line of research.

Methodology and methods: waiting as a starting point

The empiricalmaterials thatwe are analysing in this article comprise two sets,whichwere collected and
initially analysed within two different projects in two different cities: Manchester, UK and Malmö,
Sweden. The authors conducted these projects separately, with different aims and research questions.

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK 3



Maja Sager’s study was conducted in 2012–2015 in the UK and aimed at exploring self-organising
and other forms of organising for migrants’ and asylum seekers’ rights as stakes in bordering pro-
cesses. The project was guided by an approach to social movements as sites of knowledge pro-
duction, and the material consisted of in-depth interviews with 26 migrants, activists and non-
government organisation workers, as well as field notes from the participatory data. Eleven of the
interviewees were women with experience of applying for asylum, and the article focuses on
them. The themes covered by the research participants and that were dominant in the meetings
and conversations echo a period when British border regulations were increasingly articulating
the aim of providing a hostile environment for asylum seekers. Issues such as precarity and destitu-
tion, isolation, limitations of the systems of asylum reception and assessment of asylum applications
are central in the material. The descriptions of the situation in which the research participants found
themselves had many connections with time and waiting – the sense of losing years from one’s life,
counting the years separated from one’s children or the lack of control and overview of the coming
years. At the same time, they were connected with the research participants’ everyday lives – the
paradoxical clash between too much time and too little time and the ways in which one’s time
was controlled and shaped by the authorities’ demands and conditions.

Paula Mulinari’s study was conducted in 2018–2021 in the city of Malmö, Sweden. The aim of
the study was to explore the unemployment experiences of woman who have migrated from the
global south, with a special interest in experiences of racial and gendered exploitation and collec-
tive and individual forms of resistance. The material consisted of a two-year ethnographic study in
the municipality of Malmö, policy analyses and interviews with both unemployed women and
social workers. Unequal time distribution and how the unemployment complex both controlled
women and deprived them of their time in different ways surfaced as themes. Waiting
emerged as an experience often related to racism. The material presented in this article comprised
30 interviews. The women were aged between 25 and 54 years, and all had permanent residence
or citizenship status. Some had lived in Sweden since they were children, while others had been in
the country for only a few years. The majority had children. They came from several countries and
had diverse educational and religious backgrounds. The women were all racialised by the state, as
they are defined as belonging to the category of ‘foreign born woman’. While this is not a legal
category, it is a category that shapes much of the work done by social workers within the muni-
cipality towards the women. While the women had diverse experiences of racism, for instance
depending on class, religion, and skin colour, they all shared the experience of being targeted
as a specific group of unemployed marked by both race and gender. Of special interest in this
article is how waiting in itself becomes a way to racialise the women, by creating them as a
specific form of labour.

While the aims and contexts of the projects differ, they share common methodological and
analytical grounds through their framing within feminist traditions of knowledge production and
ethical reflexivity. Both projects work with feminist standpoint perspectives on knowledge pro-
duction about the everyday and on a conceptualisation of the everyday as a crucial location from
which to trace connections between analytical scales, especially between subjective experiences
and structural conditions (Essed, 1991). Both projects understand the everyday as both constituting
and constituted by intersectional processes of differentiation, with a special focus on the categories
of race, migration status and gender. Ethically, beyond fulfilling formal ethical demands such as
informed consent and deidentification of the material, the projects have been conducted within
feminist traditions of ethical reflection on reciprocity, accountability and positionality. While being
differently located in terms of experiences of migration and racialisation between ourselves as
authors, as well as in relation to the research participants, we would both position our understanding
of knowledge production at the crossroads of research and social movements. We think of experi-
ences from antiracist, labour and migration rights social movements as part of the knowledge pro-
duction, and the research participants are invited into the process of knowledge production as
subjects of knowledge rather than as providers of data.
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The analysis of waiting has, as discussed in the previous section, often been limited to analyses of
either unemployed citizens ormigrants. However, Khosravi notes that there are similarities between
the temporal control of the unemployed and that of migrants (2017). Hence, this article is an explora-
tory attempt to analytically approach these points of convergence from the perspective ofmethodo-
logical de-nationalism, as developed by labour and migration researcher Anderson (2019). Anderson
(2019) writes that the study of migration risks reinforcing the hegemonic idea of a stable community
disrupted by migrants and proposes that we work towards a methodological de-nationalism that
does not assume differences imposed by the state but that

seeks to investigate what this does for theory, politics and practice. It makes visible and investigates the work-
ings of state-imposed categories of migrant and citizen in all their differentiations, their impacts on the experi-
ences of individuals and groups, and the management, governance and accountability of national(ised)
territories and international/global relations more generally. (p. 6)

According to Anderson (2019), one way to approach an analysis inspired by the idea of methodologi-
cal de-nationalism is by foregrounding time as a boundary around access to rights. Inspired by
Anderson, we take the temporal experience of waiting as our point of departure rather than the
legal and national frame. Central to our argument is the similarity in the fundamental presence of
narratives about waiting despite the different national and welfare regime contexts.

Chandra Talpade Mohantys argues that people in marginal social positions have the ‘ability of
human agents to explain and analyse features of capitalist society’ (2003, p. 511). Her concept of epis-
temic privilege stresses central knowledge from the margins about the organisation of capitalism.
This, she argues, does not mean that people in marginalised locations have the only relevant knowl-
edge about power and inequity but that they have a particular and unique perspective that provides
a specific understanding of how exploitation works. In relation to our material, we argue that the
women’s experiences of waiting are central in exploring the gendered and racialised forms of tem-
poral inequality and exploitation.

Departing from a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) that focuses on waiting, we analyse the
materials separately and then comparatively in ways that seem to stretch across the differing con-
texts of the projects. Through the thematic analysis, we identified three layers of everyday
waiting in the material – everyday waiting as repetition, everyday waiting as forced and denied
work and everyday waiting as invisible and disposable time. We use the concept layers as a way
to grasp how different forms of waiting are embedded into one another while at the same time
having different organisational and everyday expressions. Waiting shapes the relationship to the
state and the labour market while also shaping individual life courses in terms of work, family and
planning.

Everyday waiting as repetition

A central aspect of everyday racism, according to Essed (1991), is that, while heterogeneous in its
manifestation, it is unified by the repetition of similar practices (p. 288). In our two separate materials,
waiting was often referred to as a repetitive practice. It is essential to emphasise that waiting, neither
in the migration complex nor in the unemployment complex, means doing nothing. On the contrary,
one could argue that waiting is both emotionally and physically hard work but is always defined as
non-work; therefore, it is regarded as something that does not take time while simultaneously reg-
ulating people’s everyday lives.

Keisha came to the UK from a country in West Africa in 2007 and applied for asylum. Here, Keisha
reflects upon her experience of having to report to the border authorities while applying for asylum
and – after years of campaigning and a couple of stays in the detention centre – finally receiving her
residence permit in 2012.

And then there’s the reporting. You have to be reporting to the immigration centre all the time, so it’s… I’ve
signed [reported] in different ways; I’ve signed every fortnight, weekly, daily even! […], and when you go
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there to sign, you’re a bit worried because they’ve taken me to the detention centre twice, and it was when I
went to sign. So, until you get in, you finish and you get out, you’re not sure [what will happen]. And even
when [you’re] coming out, it’s not that you’re totally sure, but you’re free until next time. (Keisha)

In this statement, Keisha not only expresses how the period between applying for asylum and receiv-
ing a residence permit is marked with time in terms of being one long period of waiting for the possi-
bility of getting a residence permit; she also shows that there are many additional forms of waiting
and how time is marked in a variety of ways: waiting for the next time to report and the time in
between reporting as periods of being free, undergoing the reporting process and waiting to be con-
trolled, scanned and exposed to what Keisha and several other research participants understand as
arbitrary decisions about detention. Omolola adds to the perspective on detention as not only a
place of fear of deportation but also a place of arbitrariness and withholding of time:

They still wanted to deport me. So I was kept in the detention centre. I was there for one year. I requested for bail
several times, […] I did say to them to tag me, to give me electronic monitoring. They refused. So I was just kept
in detention there for nothing. I was there for a year. (Omolola)

Memory, an asylum seekek from a country in the south of Africa, describes the waiting to have her
case processed:

You have no life, totally. It makes it so difficult for years and years. If you can imagine, [since] 2008 in this country
[the interview was conducted in 2015], you’re doing nothing. You’re not allowed to do anything, and by the time
you’re 60 or 70 years old, that’s when they can give your stay! Really, what’s the point when you’re just waiting
for the grave?

While the research participants point towards a sense of a lack of meaning, a lack of forward move-
ment through life, waiting is, at the same time, not at all experienced as being pointless. On the con-
trary, it is experienced as a way for the state to exercise control.

The accounts from the perspective of waiting for a residence permit tend to describe the resi-
dence permit as an end point to the waiting. However, from the perspective of the unemployed
women in Sweden, their accounts instead suggest that the waiting continues: it has a continuity,
stretching from the migration complex to the unemployment complex. Sara came to Sweden
seven years ago and received a permanent residence permit three years ago. Her account explicitly
captures this continuum of waiting – first, in the migration complex, and then in the unemployment
complex.

I talked to a friend the other day, and she asked me, ‘What do you do?’ I answered, ‘I wait’. I feel like I’ve been
doing this for so long. I’m here, and I can work. I want to contribute. I like Sweden, and I want to give something
back. I waited for asylum, and then I thought, ‘Let’s go!’ And here I am, still waiting. (Sara)

When Sara finally got her residence permit after waiting for four years, she thought that it meant
‘Let’s go!’, but she was still waiting; this time, she was waiting to be able to work. Hana has been
in Sweden for over 10 years. Like Sara, she was first waiting for a residence permit and, thereafter,
a job opportunity. All this time, Hana had no possibility of working, and when I asked Hana what
she did during these years, she shrugged her shoulders and answered,

I waited. I went back and forth, applied for new jobs, went to new courses, got a new social worker and a new job
coach, told them everything all over again, started again and wrote more CVs. I just waited. (Hana)

Hana’s detailed account of the everyday experience of waiting for opportunities in the labour market
shows another example of the repetition of mundane practices, which adds a register of repetitive
short-term waiting on top of the long wait. Thinking of waiting as a practice that not only reflects
racial inequality but also creates racial inequality, one can analyse Keisha’s, Omolola’s and
Memory’s, as well as Sara’s and Hana’s, experiences as examples of how the state racialises
waiting. Waiting becomes a way of structuring the lives of the racialised other, placing them on
hold while at the same time demanding constant and repetitive control. There are central differences
in how the unemployed in Sweden and the asylum seekers in the UK experience everyday forms of

6 P. MULINARI AND M. SAGER



waiting, especially in relation to the forms of the violence of waiting to which they were subjected in
terms of the constant threat of deportation. However, we shed light on the continuity of waiting and
how waiting becomes a border in itself, shaping the everyday life of the racialised other. Waiting
becomes a way to regulate not only the path towards a residence permit, citizenship and work in
terms of who can become citizens and/or workers and when but also under what terms they will
become citizens and/or workers (Mulinari, 2021). A central aspect of these terms is precarity in
relation to one’s daily sustenance and labour.

Everyday waiting: between forced work and denial of work

Not being allowed to work but often being described as not wanting to work in public discourse is a
common experience amongst the asylum seekers in the UK. Here, Yetunde, a professional with an
education in science who left her home country in West Africa to apply for asylum talks about
the experience of not being allowed to work:

You’re not allowed to work. I can’t imagine that I’ve not worked since November 2011. It’s traumatic. How much
more? I’ve heard of so many women being on this asylum for three, four, five years and not being allowed to
work. Even if they have skills, they can’t contribute. (Yetunde)

Memory also expresses the frustration of not being allowed to work:

They came to my workplace; they took me and put me in detention because they found me working, and they
said, ‘You’re not allowed to work’. […] When you can’t work and you can’t do anything, you start becoming a
burden to them. Now, they have to look after me. It’s unfortunate because the people they go after are those
who can do something. We’ve got the skills, we’ve got everything, but you’re bound to stay and become desti-
tute, which is not fair.… I was a carer; it was excellent. (Memory)

Memory is punished for working, and she expresses the unfairness of the decision not only towards
her but also towards the people she takes care of. This insecurity creates a situation of precarity, in
which people cannot plan their future or take control of their everyday sustenance. Moreover, once
or if they finally get permission to work, they are forced into specific sections of the labour market.

In the context of the crisis of care, Farris (2017) argues that migrant women are often forced into
care work. One of the projects that Inclued followed targeted specifically ‘foreign born women’ (a
term used by the state and the municipality see Inclued, 2018), and aimed to get the woman into
the assistant nurse profession. Although many of the women were glad to participate in the
project (because they were paid and the possibility of getting future employment was high),
some did not want to be in care work. Anya entered the programme after her university degree
in tourism was deemed invalid in Sweden:

Did I have any experience in this [doing care work]? No. When they asked me, ‘Do you want to work in care?’ I
was like, that’s not me. I want to continue my studies in tourism. I’ve studied tourism, and I know four languages:
Arabic, English, French and Swedish. They said my education was not valid here, so I lost five years of my life. It’s
not that I didn’t like the project, but it wasn’t what I wanted to do. But here I am. At least I’ll get a job. (Anya)

Many of the participants entered the programme because they lacked other opportunities; their
former education was denied in Sweden. Marwa, for instance, had an economics degree:

I never thought of this [line of work], but it’s better than sitting at home. Perhaps, in the end, I’ll go for studies in
economics, but for now, for a while, I’ll work. I have an economics degree from my home country, but I can’t use
it, they said. I sent them my diplomas and everything, but they said no, it couldn’t be translated, so I couldn’t go
to the university, and then I wanted to work, and they said no. They’ve stolen four years of my life. (Marwa)

We understand the denial of former education, work experience and knowledge to be part of what
Khosravi (2018) defines as stolen time. The stealing of time through waiting, delaying and refusal
forces people into parts of the labour market that they initially did not consider. In other words,
time appropriation through waiting creates a space where even precarious work, or work they
never considered interesting to them, becomes an option. Waiting in the welfare lines, first, in the

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SOCIAL WORK 7



migration lines and then in the employment lines, is an important aspect of how labour becomes
racialised and gendered because it, as Kundnani (2021) argues, becomes a way by which labour
power becomes divided.

De Genova (2021, p. 195) argues that the control and manipulation of migrants’ time can be
read as tactics of precarisation, which are fundamental in the creation and maintenance of
migrants as flexible and disposable labour. Precarity is not limited to precarious forms of con-
tracts or labour conditions but is rather built up across the migration, employment and social
security complexes through a continuity of waiting. We argue that waiting in and for welfare
is a way for the state to create a precarious workforce with a long experience of waiting and
a long experience of irrational rules and insecurity. The denial of their time is, in the end, a
denial of their lives.

Everyday waiting as invisible and disposable time

The research participants express different ways in which their time is constantly made invisible and
undervalued. One example of how this is done in the UK, is through the Azure card scheme for allow-
ance provisions. The Azure Card is a preloaded plastic card that is valid in a limited range of shops.
Memory, along with many other research participants, talks about the ways in which this form of
provision controls her everyday life in several ways.

I did put a fresh claim, and I’m just waiting for them to decide.… They gave me accommodation, and I’m given
a card, an Azure card, which is very difficult to get to use. [In] some shops, they say you can’t buy clothes, you
can’t buy this, and it’s also specifically for certain shops, for Asda and Tesco and, of course, Boots… And I have to
walk a long way to go to the nearest Tesco.

Sofie, who is unemployed, was forced to move from Malmö to temporary housing in a town 45 min
from Malmö.

My kids go to school in Malmö, and I study in Malmö. So, every morning, I get the kids up super early, get them
on the train, get one to school and the other to day care. And after that, I have to get myself to SFI [Swedish for
immigrants] and, than to my internship and then home again.

We argue that a central aspect of the architecture of waiting is how the time of the racialised other is
made invisible. The research participants are defined as people waiting for citizenship or for work,
and as the descriptions of everyday administrative mechanisms convey, the state and municipalities
seem to consider their time disposable. In Memory’s accounts about the way in which their daily
allowances were distributed through the rigid scheme of the Azure card and in Sofie’s accounts
of being forced to relocate to a home that compelled her to travel for several hours a week, the
administrative decisions and mechanisms imposed on them suggest that they are understood as
having unlimited time. When the racialised other is imagined as without a life and without the
need to care for others, stealing their time is also easy. Keisha grasps the sense that one’s time
and life are not valued by the state.

You’re not sure; you live in a limbo. We don’t know what’s happening. Today, we’re out socialising, but we don’t
know if tomorrow we’ll be taken into detention just like that.

Basically, in this situation, there is neither a certain further limit nor a certain continuity. One could
be detained tomorrow, but one could also end up for years in the limbo of an irregular legal
status.

Another central aspect of the racialisation of waiting is the power to constantly change the rules
while arguing that these are stable, consistent and rational. A striking example is the case of the
unemployed women in Malmö, who had been told that the programme they entered would lead
to certification and jobs as assistant nurses. However, towards the end of the three-year programme,
the municipality suddenly decided that they would not become assistant nurses but only care nurses
because of a lack of funding. After being informed about this, Nasira said,
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They’ve taken three years of my life. If I had known that, I wouldn’t have entered the programme. I would’ve
chosen another path. I chose this because they said it was nearly guaranteed that we’d get permanent employ-
ment. I didn’t want to become an assistant nurse, but I wanted paid employment, secure employment, and they
said that this was it, and now here we are. Again, we do not know what will happen. Again, we have to wait.
(Nasira)

Nasira entered the programme after waiting for many years to get other forms of employment. She
had a university degree that was not valid in Sweden, and while she would have wanted to continue
her studies in economics, the waiting she had been forced into and the denial of her former edu-
cation left her with few options other than entering the care work programme. However, once
again, she found herself in a situation in which her time was not only delayed but also stolen.
The time that Nasira and the other women had invested in their education and all the work they
had done during their internships would not result in a professional degree as they had been prom-
ised. The disregard of the value of the women’s time and investment was blatantly expressed when
the municipal officials were almost offended by the women’s critique, arguing that the women
should be glad that they had been paid during the programme. The women, by contrast, were
unhappy. Nasira argued that the organisation was chaotic.

It’s chaos. First, they say that you’d be an assistant nurse, and then, no, you’ll only be a care assistant. This is
chaos. I’ve been studying for something for two years, and now they say that I’ll become something that
takes 10 weeks to become.

The women, who were led to believe that they dealt with a rational bureaucracy, experienced the
opposite – the organisation was chaotic and unorganised, and it had no strategic plan. Nasira
pointed out here an important aspect of the ways in which people are left to wait on the
margins of citizenship and labour. The waiting, as well as the sense of arbitrariness of the
waiting, the time scales and the expectations put upon the person who is waiting, is not primarily
structured by a well-functioning purposeful administration but one that blatantly disregards
people’s time as a central aspect of its organisation. Ahmed uses the concept of strategic ineffi-
ciency to explore how organisations cope with complaints. She writes, ‘Inefficiency is not just
about the failure of things to work properly, but can [also] be how things are working’
(Ahmed, 2018).

In relation to the migration and unemployment complex and temporality, there is strategic
unaccountability in which organisations make demands on people’s time but are in no way
held accountable for wasting the time of others. This is possible because the people on hold
are defined as not having any time that can be wasted. What emerges is the experience of
people confronting an organisation that never needs to be accountable for the time and life
they waste and the pain they inflict.

It sounds like a whisper – talking about waiting

Waiting in the welfare lines is hard work. It is work that, while never defined as work, structures the
everyday lives of the asylum seekers and unemployed women we have followed and interviewed. It
is hard work, both in the UK and Sweden. While the social contexts in which the women find them-
selves differ, we have, inspired bymethodological de-nationalism, been able to analyse shared experi-
ences across these contexts in terms of everyday racism as waiting.

The analysis identifies three layers of everyday waiting in the material: (1) everyday waiting as rep-
etition, (2) everyday waiting as forced and denied work and (3) everyday waiting as invisible and dis-
posable time. The first layer of waiting – everyday waiting as repetition – is the way in which
everyday waiting happens through not only the repetition of mechanisms of control and surveillance
but also mere administrative mechanisms in the refugee reception or welfare provision, whereby
people find themselves under constant control by the state and the municipality. An important
aspect of this everyday waiting is that it contains different time registers, ranging from long-term
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waiting for employment or residence permits to waiting in the waiting room for a welfare institution
or the home office reporting centre. The shorter everyday time registers are characterised by the rep-
etition of acts, gestures and contacts with authorities with which the research participants are forced
to comply. The everyday waiting, often for long periods, is the basis for the second layer of waiting –
everyday waiting as forced and denied work. Insecurity and precarity are simultaneously the reasons
for and the effects of waiting, and their relation to time is not only immediate in the here and now
but also points towards the future. The two sets of materials largely represent different forms of inse-
curity and precarity; the asylum-seeking participants deal with insecurity in terms of migration status
and the threat of deportation, while the unemployed participants mainly refer to insecurity in
relation to subsistence and labour market participation. However, the materials clearly show the
ways in which waiting permeates both labour market and migration status insecurities. Waiting
makes citizenship unstable for those with a pending status and for racialised citizens, and the
wait for citizenship or a legal status is directly and indirectly connected with labour market perform-
ance, sometimes through demands, sometimes through the need for survival and other times
through the prohibition to work. A central aspect of this second layer of waiting is the stealing of
time through the neglect of former education and work experience. The third layer of waiting –
everyday waiting as invisible and disposable time – is about the ways in which the research partici-
pants understand the role of waiting and what it means to have been left in the lines like they have,
whereby the state regulates, through waiting, the future for people. This delay is linked to the idea
that the time of asylum seekers and the unemployed is disposable to the state, which is experienced
by the participants most explicitly through the authorities’ lack of accountability for the chaotic
handling of their time. A central dimension in the layers of waiting is the constant neglect of
people’s time and hence lives, which, as Khosravi (2021) argues, enables higher levels of exploitation,
precarisation and insecurity.

What about the revolution? Is there a whisper? Perhaps the whisper is in the critical gaze of the
research participants who explicitly identify waiting as an expression of power, racism and inequality.
They identify the layers of waiting as mechanisms holding them in place and creating uncertainty,
loss and pain. To talk back, to name waiting as a practice of gendered and racial inequality, is perhaps
the whisper of a revolution. Research in social work on waiting in and for the welfare state needs to
engage in exploring those whispers.
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