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Introduction

Chains - Materials and Metaphors Forging Uneven Connections

Annemiek Prins
University of Amsterdam

Jesse Jonkman
Utrecht University

Without fail, chains evoke images of connections
saturated with power. As objects and physical forma-
tions, they bind people, animals, and things to specific
locations. Chains are the irons that incarcerate, the
handcuffs that demobilise, the locks that protect
private property, and the formations that state troops
morph into when trying to control ‘unruly’ subjects or
protestors. Enchainment is thus always, to some extent,
an act of enclosure; it fixes people and things in place
and implicates them in uneven relations of power and
dependence. While practices of BDsM remind us that
material chains and cuffs can signal consent as well as
control, such connections still produce a form of phys-
ical intimacy and proximity that is always politically
charged (see Musser 2014). Interestingly, this element
of constraint and tension — coupled with the promise
of, or struggle for, release — fades into the background

when chains are discursively used to depict linear,
transparent, and modular organisational forms and
economic flows. This issue of Efnofoor critically exam-
ines where and how such material and metaphorical
chains diverge, intersect, or reinforce each other.

As metaphors for flows and mobilities, chains
have the capacity to stretch beyond specific places.
For example, scholarly and policy analyses of ‘chain
migration” and ‘global care chains’ invite us to imagine
consecutive transnational migration patterns; concep-
tual moves that, more often than not, reduce human
migrants to abstract and apolitical numbers who simply
follow sociological rules of migratory cause and effect.
An arguably more popular usage of contemporary
global chains, though, refers not so much to humans
as to the objects they exchange. Half a century ago,
Terence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein (1977)
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coined the idea of the ‘commodity chain’ to theorise
far-spanning financial circuits, in which production
and consumption were tied via successive links. The
notion travelled widely beyond academia — even as it
lost much of its critical zeal in the process. It also paved
the way for succeeding popular-academic concepts such
as the ‘global value chain’ (see, for example, Gerefti,
Humphrey, and Sturgeon 2005) and the ‘supply chain’
(see Tsing 2009), which stress how practices of value
creation and outsourcing connect people and things on
a planetary scale. In a slightly different vein, within
the field of international development studies, the
term ‘aid chains” has been used to explore how moral
geographies of care and gift-giving become subject to
uneven, neo-colonial power dynamics (Silk 2004).
Chains are hardly impartial indexations of human
activity. Especially when uttered in corporate and state
offices, ‘chain talk’ almost invariably enacts an image of
linear spatiotemporal connection, in which commodi-
ties appear to travel smoothly from one distinct place/
time to the next, all the while appearing unaftected by
the worlds they encounter along the way. It is an image
that not only glosses over the contingent and fleshy
practices that render capitalism an everyday possi-
bility (Tsing 2005; Appel 2019), but that also denies
the unruly temporal rhythms and crisscrossing spatial
movements to which commodity-making is subject
(Smith 2021; Caraballo Acufia 2022). If anything,
as symbolic descriptions of relationality, chains seem
determinedly sequential. The repetitive and rigid way
in which individual rings or components are interlinked
suggests a connection that is at once forged and fixed,
and therefore offers little help to envisage change and
growth within economic activity. As Tim Ingold (2015:

15) writes, unlike the figure of the ‘knot’, which emerges
out of interlacing lines, ‘Chains are articulated from
rigid elements or links, and retain their connections
even when tension is released...they have no memory
of their formation’. Put another way, stuck with their
own vicious circularity, each link of the chain is locked
in perpetual assembly with its neighbouring links, as if
there was never a before, and never will be an after, of
the current constellation. Chains do not so much explain
relationships as hold them in place, thereby obscuring
how things came to be connected in the first place.

However, even if the figure of the chain may not
adequately capture the instability and complexity
of social connectedness, it nonetheless opens up
productive lines of anthropological enquiry. After all,
chains are incessantly invoked as politically charged
cultural registers, which animate material forma-
tions and enclosures whose violence is far from purely
conceptual. Getting goods from A to B is never an
exclusively technical effort, and typically hinges on
ruthless security apparatuses whose legal, physical,
and human infrastructures aim to protect supply-chain
logistics from defiant political activity (Cowen 2014).
To ensure the smooth running of the chain, you need
your weapons to protect the supply route, your concrete
to wall off the enclave, your customs officers to track
down the unauthorised objects, your riot police to quell
the protests. In metaphorical economic chains, then,
the hard and unyielding materiality of handcuffs,
irons, and other chain-objects is never far away.

What all this highlights is that global chain connec-
tions are profoundly uneven and invariably premised
on acts of disconnection and disengagement. Or more
precisely, the networked systems mobilised around the
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idea of the chain, while holding certain discursive and
material realities together, always negate and disguise
others. To be sure, supply-chain outsourcing offers
a grotesque example of such porous connectedness.
For in many ways, the creation of commodity value
is premised on staying purposely ignorant of the daily
goings-on in production sites, and with that, on the
devaluation and exploitation of the (non)humans living
there (Tsing 2009; Smith 2021).

And yet, although currently driven by present-day
instantiations of corporate unknowability, this intimacy
between privileged consumption and peripheralised
production — between ‘glitter’ and ‘gloom’ (Luning
2013) — is anything but new. In colonial modernity,
commodity chains were for several centuries actualised
through the attendant enchainment of Black, Indig-
enous, and Brown peoples, from whose enslaved labour
Euro-American empires extracted surplus value by way
of cotton, gold, sugar, and otherwise (Mintz 1985; Leal
2018; Yusoft 2018). Today’s emancipation commemo-
rations such as Juneteenth in the United States and
Ketikoti in Suriname and the Netherlands urge us to
remember these chains and to honour the people who
broke them. At the same time, such remembrances
highlight that the severance and undoing of oppres-
sive ties requires continuous effort and struggle, as the
shackles of the past are tethered to injustices of the
present, including police violence, legal and economic
marginalisation, and the institutional and academic
silencing of People of Colour (Simpson 2014; Burton
2015; Todd 2015). Moreover, forms of contemporary
servitude and forced labour remind us that human
bondage is not something of the past and works
increasingly through forms of financial indebtedness.

The five articles in this issue interrogate chains as
power-laden imaginaries and objects thatindex, enforce,
and reconfigure enclosures, even as they simultane-
ously forge connections. The first contribution by Lisa
Marie Borrelli and Annika Lindberg blurs the material
and metaphorical dimensions of chains, and hones in
on the deportation regimes that sustain and uphold
the violent enclosures of ‘Fortress Europe’. Drawing on
fieldwork conducted with border and migration control
officials, as well as on analyses of regulatory documents
and monitoring reports, the authors untangle the
various chains that hold together deportation processes
and ‘produce, enforce, and normalise the expulsion of
people based on their legal status’. Their analysis high-
lights how material chains — including metal cuffs, body
belts, zip ties, and other devices of corporeal restraint
—intersect with the custodial and administrative chains
that afford the everyday logistics of deportation. The
latter in particular, as Borrelli and Lindberg show, are
not seldom employed to smoothen and sanitise forceful
processes of expulsion — limiting the opportunities in
which people can visibly or audibly resist their deporta-
tion. Yet the authors remind us that even as deportation
chains are often actively concealed from public view,
they also continue to be incorporated into spectacular
and punitive performances of state sovereignty, in ways
that echo ongoing histories of enslavement, violent
dehumanisation, and racialised control.

Naturally, the chains that link up violent pasts with
presents are situated at multiple scales — of which the
nation-state’s carceral regime is only one. Scaling down,
Andrea Rozenbaum’s article zooms in on the Brazilian
village of Vila Agostina (a pseudonym). She recurs to
the metaphor of chains to analyse entrenched relations
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in the present that are built on historical inequalities.
Vila Agostina was long home to a sugar mill that
employed many local villagers. The mill entered in
decline in the 1980s. The owners deserted the village,
leaving in their wake an uncompensated workforce
and a collective trauma of abandonment. But village
fortunes changed when, several decades later, Marcelo,
a descendant of the mill owners, and his partner Laura
settled in Vila Agostina. The couple let villagers live
rent-free on their properties, financed their economic
projects, and initiated an art museum that boosted
the village’s economy and morale. Yet, as Rozenbaum
suggests, the couple’s gift-giving may be best analysed
by focusing not just on what is being exchanged, but
also on the Maussian expectations by which givers and
recipients become entangled as a result of the exchange.
Giving back to the village not only allows Marcelo and
Laura to ‘pay off’ the debts that their family owed to
villagers, but might also consolidate the latter’s position
at the bottom end of historical relationships of power
and dependency, insofar as they are unable to recipro-
cate the couple’s gifts. It is now the villagers who feel
indebted to Marcelo and Laura. In light of the former,
Rozenbaum maintains that contemporary ‘chains of
dependence’ only make sense when analysed as part of
larger histories of territory-making.

Such chains of dependence are also a central focus
of the article by Brian et al., which explores how queer
male sex workers (Msws) in Kenya are embedded
in relationships of financial dependence with the
community-based organisations they work for. The
article presents the outcomes of a collaborative research
project, called ‘Imarisha hustle’ ‘(Empower the hustle’),
which was carried out by five community researchers

10

— Brian, Joseph, Njenga, Steve, and Victor Ochieng! —
all of whom identify as msws, alongside one academic
researcher, Lise Woensdregt, who has conducted long-
term research with (queer) sex workers in Nairobi. The
authors show that one way in which Msws navigate
(economic) precarity is by assuming an active role
within sex worker-led organisations. Situated in global
aid chains and often reliant on (foreign) funding, these
organisations offer modest but stable stipends to Msws
acting as peer educators or outreach workers. Brian et
al. argue that these organisations, although constituting
crucial sites of belonging and peer-to-peer support for
Msws, also foster forms of financial dependency that
hinder msws’ ability to diversify income strategies
and invest in long-term economic opportunities. The
authors’ plea that donors and organisations should
prioritise economic empowerment and financial
education feels particularly urgent in light of the recent
UsAID budget cuts. Indeed, the dependencies and aid
chains that Msws are part of seem to reflect, in many
ways, a world order that is increasingly falling apart.
The final two papers deal with yet another form
of planetary (inter)dependency, namely: commodity
chains. Simone Toji’s text takes us to Sdo Paulo’s
textile and clothing industries. She analyses the extent
to which lived experiences of research collaborators
in this sector are consistent with the ‘chain’ analyses
of academic, state, and industry experts. She takes
stock of three expert frameworks, formulated around
the notions of the supply chain, the value chain,
and the sweatshop, and argues that each framework
at once adds to and delimits our understanding of
garment industries. Influenced by Isabelle Stengers’
(2005) ‘ecology of practices’, Toji views the three
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frameworks, as well as her interlocutors’ narratives,
as distinct ‘practices’, with each practice operating
according to its own situated logics and resulting in
distinct material outcomes. Holding these practices in
generative tension, Toji proposes that, while the three
expert frameworks offer complementary understand-
ings of the garment sector, they also miss out on how
it is experienced by practitioners. Whereas supply
chain, value chain, and sweatshop analyses suggest,
respectively, a national, transparent, and exploita-
tive Brazilian garment economy, small-scale business
owners and workers, conversely, describe an unstable
and partly informal economy, which depends on the
work of international migrants and on morally imbued
forms of collaboration. Toji’s ethnography brings into
stark relief that, by staying attuned to research partici-
pants’ worlds and words, we get a much more complex
picture of a controversial production chain than those
offered by variously detached expert accounts that
claim to speak on the chain’s behalf.

The closing article by Jop Koopman and Midori
Huang similarly highlights the nuances, contradictions,
and malleability of commodity chains, as it examines
how millennial coffee farmers in Indonesia carve out
spaces of independence within global supply chains.
Amidst environmental vulnerabilities and neoliberal
political structures, coffee farmers try to create greater
economic wriggle room for themselves by bypassing
intermediaries and establishing more direct linkages
with future customers. They do so by embracing niche
markets, such as specialty coffee, and by creating direct
and personal connections with millennial customers
through social media and the organisation of eco-tours.
At the same time, Koopman and Huang show that

il

these innovative strategies are inherently precarious,
with farmers frequently falling back on established
connections and the sale of commercial coffee, as they
remain vulnerable to climate change, volatile markets,
and the accruement of debt. Moreover, leveraging
algorithms to maintain online visibility also comes
with costs and financial risks. Koopman and Huang
therefore conclude that, rather than escaping dominant
capitalist structures, millennial farmers are reworking
them as they navigate and negotiate shifting chainscapes.

Ultimately, the different papers in this issue high-
light that chains are not as linear, sturdy, or all-encom-
passing as they may appear at first sight. Whatever they
attempt to capture or hold together always seems to be
on the cusp of escaping. The frailty of chains creates
room for negotiation, diversification, and shortcuts,
but also breeds securitisation and violence, as becomes
poignantly clear from the monograph Exit Wounds that
is reviewed in this issue by Rodrigo Pefia Gonzilez
and Dulce Alicia Torres Herniandez. In this work Ieva
Jusionyte (2024) investigates how the constant flows
of guns and supplies across the us-Mexican border
creates violent interdependencies. Her work offers an
important reminder that no matter how far chains
stretch across space, they are always firmly anchored
in uneven territorial and embodied relations.

Notes

1 As explained by the authors in the article, the community
researchers in this project have chosen to use only their first
names in recognition of the hostile socio-political climate for

queer male sex workers in Kenya.
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