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The Journal for Undergraduate Ethnography

Editor's Welcome
Martha Radice

Dalhousie University, radice@undergraduateethnography.org

Great changes have been afoot this past year at The Journal for
Undergraduate Ethnography. The last number of volume 7 was our
first issue published in a gorgeous new style template, designed by
Inlet Communications of Nova Scotia, Canada, and inspired by the best
of the student designers’ work over previous issues. The new template
not only makes the text look great, it also offers lots of options for
illustrating the articles, ensuring that The JUE is as intellectually and
visually engaging as ever!

This issue, volume 8 number 1, is the first to be published on our new
website, which uses Open Journal Systems, open source software
developed by the Public Knowledge Project to make open access
publishing more viable, and is hosted and supported by Dalhousie
University Libraries. Thanks to librarians Jennifer Lambert for set-up
and Geoff Brown for ongoing assistance. The transition would not have
been possible without the technical wizardry of Liz Michels, a recent
graduate of Dalhousie’s Honours program in Social Anthropology, who
worked for the JUE as an editorial assistant thanks to the Faculty of Arts
and Social Sciences undergraduate research assistantship program. I'd
also like to thank founding editor Jason Patch (Roger Williams
University) and the team at Common Media for giving us such a good
model to work with at the original website.

continued...
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we have ever published now has a Digital

Object Identifier (DOI), a persistent label
that helps locate and identify articles over time.
The JUE also now has an ISSN (2369-8721) and
has been registered in the Directory of Open
Access Journals (DOAJ), a list of high-quality
peer-reviewed open-access scholarly and
scientific journals. One of our next tasks is to
upload article metadata into DOAJ to increase
JUE's discoverability.

The move to OJS means that every article

This issue of the JUE opens with three
articles focusing on migration and identity.
Sarah England (Dalhousie University) conducted
an innovative research project with young
women immigrants in Halifax, Nova Scotia,
whom she invited to take photos of and talk
about places in the city that were meaningful to
them. Alannah Berson (University of British
Columbia) studied the dynamics of interactions
in a “neighbourhood house” in Vancouver,
where gentrification is rapidly changing social
relations in the neighbourhoods in which these
innovative community centres are located.
Sarah Han (Wheaton College) explored how
Baloch women living in the United Arab
Emirates negotiate their cultural and
multicultural identities through the ways they
navigate opportunities in education, marriage,
and citizenship.

The next two articles shift to the realm of
health and illness. Esra Arslanboga, a medical
student at Durham University, interviewed the
health care assistants working in palliative care
in a children’s hospice to find out why they
might, or might not, pursue career pathways
toward nursing. Kate Pashby (American
University) explored how students with chronic
pain conceive of their pain, and what
frameworks they use to communicate it. The

’,
The Journal for Undergraduate Ethnography

Volume 8 Issue 1
ISSN 2369-8721

Cover photography this issue is by Bill De La Rosa.

last article takes us back to migration: Bill De La
Rosa (Bowdoin College) investigates how
clandestine migrants survive the structural
violence and harsh environment of the Sonoran
Desert on their journeys across the US-Mexico
border.

| think you'll agree that this issue of the JUE
makes great reading and shows the wide range
of social milieus and theoretical questions that
undergraduates can use ethnographic methods
to explore. I'd like to thank editorial assistant
Alastair Parsons, a recent graduate of
Dalhousie’s Honours program in Social
Anthropology, for his meticulous and invaluable
work on this issue. Last but not least, | deeply
appreciate the energy that the members of our
Senior Editorial Board devote to their
thoughtful, thorough and encouraging reviews
of the articles. Thank you all!

Happy reading!

This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
4.0 International License.
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Picturing Halifax: Young
Immigrant Women and the Social

Construction of Urban Space
Sarah England

Dalhousie University, sarahfengland@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

This study explores the social construction of space in the lives of
young immigrant women. Drawing upon data from photo-
elicitation interviews, | analyze how young women who recently
immigrated to Canada interpret and transform the meanings of
spaces in their everyday lives. Using the social construction of
space as a conceptual framework, | demonstrate how the social
positions of young immigrant women are reflected in and
negotiated through their use of urban space. While participants
share perceptions of risk and experiences of gendered safety
issues, all negotiate these issues by gaining spatial knowledge
through exploration. They all also experience Otherness in
various spaces. However, they construct belonging by developing
diverse social networks, claiming space, and getting involved in
the international community. It is evident that the city affects
how, and whether, young immigrant women mobilize their
identities as immigrants. New spaces bring new understandings
of their identities as women, young people, and immigrants. This
study illuminates how young immigrant women transform cities,
and how, in turn, the city transforms them.

Keywords: immigrant women, urban space, gender, youth, photo-
elicitation, participatory research
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Introduction: Addressing the rise
of diversity

he experience of the city is not entirely
individualized. Gender, ethnicity, age,

class, and cultural values are all elements
that influence how one interprets and navigates
urban space. However, people also exist as
social agents who construct and shape their
own unique meanings within those spaces (Low
1996b). Spaces are reconfigured, interpreted,
and experienced differently according to
people’s social positions. The accelerated
mobility brought by globalization has saturated
urban space with diverse everyday encounters
that transform both the city and the people
living in it. Immigration and its by-product of
‘urban multiculture’ have been positioned as
exterior forces imposing on the fabric of
countries and the cities within them (Hall 2015,
854). However, immigration is not best
understood as invasive reconfiguration (Hall
2015); rather, immigrants actively shape urban
space while negotiating the difference that
characterizes their everyday lives.

Globalization continues to bring an increase
of urbanization and diversity to Canada, with 95
per cent of immigrants choosing to live in cities
(Statistics Canada 2011) and immigration
targets increasing to 320,000 newcomers
settling in 2017 (Statistics Canada 2016). Young
immigrant women settling in Canadian cities
contend with the intersection of age, gender,
and immigrant status as social positions that
shape  encounters  with  their  urban
environment. Facing numerous transitions,
young immigrant women are required to ‘grow
up’ and ‘adapt’ while establishing jobs, social
networks, new understandings of gender,

mobility, identities, and new modes of being.
Debates in feminist theory have highlighted the
need to incorporate intersectionality into
analysis, meaning it is vital to address the
overlap of multiple social positions such as
gender, race, age, and class (Maynard 1994,
2002). Although more and more studies within
urban anthropology address intersections of
youth, race, gender, and urban space, the
integration of the immigrant experience with
these social positions is underdeveloped. More
generally, youth studies only weakly addresses
intersectionality (Green and Singleton 2006).
This study addresses the need to incorporate
young immigrant women’s voices, particularly
those who have settled recently, into social
research by examining the intersections of
gender, age, and the immigrant experience
within urban space. Young immigrant women'’s
voices must be brought to the forefront of
urban policy in order to work towards a city that
accommodates a// people. This leads to my
research question: how do young immigrant
women socially construct space in Halifax, Nova
Scotia?

To address this question, | use photo-
elicitation interviews to illuminate the
experiences of eight young immigrant women
who have immigrated to Canada in the last
eight years. Through this participatory
approach, | explore how young immigrant
women construct ‘belonging’ in their new city,
and how the experience of space in Halifax
compares to the participants’ country of origin.
Situated in broader discussions in urban
anthropology and geography, this study looks
at how young immigrant women shape the
urban landscape, and in turn, how the urban
landscape shapes them. As defined by Low
(1996a), the social construction of space is the
“phenomenological and symbolic experience of
space as mediated by social processes such as
exchange, conflict, and control” (861). | use this
key concept to gather insight into the way
young immigrant women experience and
transform space in Halifax, a coastal city in
Nova Scotia, Canada that is relatively small yet
is also the economic and cultural hub of the
Atlantic region. According to the National
Household Survey of 2011 (Statistics Canada
2013), Halifax has an immigrant population of
31,245, which is 8.1 per cent of the total
population.
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This article begins with an overview of the
social construction of space as a conceptual
framework and draws on studies that give
insights into gender, age, the immigrant
experience, and urban space. Second, it
outlines the study's methodology. Third, it
explores how perceptions of risk affect
participants’ experience of space, and how
participants negotiate gendered safety issues
by developing spatial knowledge. Fourth, |
discuss how women navigate encounters with
Otherness  through sociability, renewing
international networks, diversity, and claiming
space. Lastly, | examine the ways in which
young immigrant women access and mobilize
new identities as immigrants, women, and
young people through their use of space.

The Social Construction of Space:
Gender, Age, and the Immigrant
Experience

The notion that space is simply a passive,
neutral setting in which things occur has been
problematized in urban anthropology and
geography. Places are not “inert containers”,
but rather “politicized, culturally relative,
historically  specific, local and multiple
constructions” (Rodman 1992, 641). Rather than
being viewed as a static backdrop to key events,
place needs to be conceptualized. Addressing
this need, the social construction of space is a
way in which locality is accounted for and
theorized. The social construction of space is a
transformative process conducted through
people’s “social exchanges, memories, images,
and daily use of the material setting” (Low
1996a, 862). Therefore, space has multiple
meanings for different people. Employing the
social construction of space as a conceptual
framework can both “contextualize the forces”
that construct it (Low 1996a, 862), and
illuminate the experiences of social actors who
construct their own meaningful realities. Thus,
examining how young immigrant women
socially  construct space shapes new
understandings of immigrant settlement and
integration in Canada.

Gender and Urban Space

For Massey (1994), places themselves are not
only gendered in the messages they transmit
and relations they form, but they also “reflect

and affect the ways in which gender is
constructed and understood” (179). As a result
of the gendered public-domestic dichotomy,
Massey (1994) outlines that women'’s identities
are restricted as a consequence of their
constrained spatial mobility. However, this
spatial dichotomy is contested by the
inadequacies between gender ideology and its
ability to provide an accurate picture of
women'’s realities (Brettell and Sargent 2013). In
other words, although women are in principle
limited by spatial gendered restraints, reality is
more convoluted. In a participatory photo
project in Sweden, migrant women took photos
of inclusive spaces in their lives. Many photos
were taken at school, with groups of culturally
diverse female friends, leading researchers to
infer that the notion of belonging in space for
migrant women is highly gendered. They state,
“when considering gender as one of a series of
social identities, the gendered space that exists
between sameness and otherness is one where
gender might be used as a rallying point for the
common interests of women” (610). This
underscores the need to examine the role
gender plays in the construction of belonging
for newcomer women.

Youth and Urban Space

Although often seen as “passive recipients of
social transformations” (Nayak 2003, 167),
young people are powerful social agents
producing their own spatial knowledge and
identity. Aiming to address the lack of focus on
young people in urban studies, Skelton (2013)
demonstrates the importance of young people’s
mobility in identity formation through a case
study of Auckland, New Zealand. She argues
that for young people, whose lives are typically
characterized by transitional periods, mobility
between different spaces is integral to
achieving independence, sustaining
relationships, and ‘growing up’ (Skelton 2013).
The strength of Skelton’'s (2013) argument
stems from the 81 semi-structured interviews
conducted with young urban dwellers, allowing
them to describe their subjective experiences.
Skelton shows how “the city is constituted at the
street level through footsteps” (Skelton 2013,
468), a perspective | adopt in this study.
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Immigrant Experience and Urban Space
Immigration brings diversity to the social
exchanges of everyday life and functions as an
integral part of urban transformation (Hall
2015). Hall (2015) argues that the key to
understanding urbanization and migration lies
in understanding these  processes as
“participatory rather than an invasive” (854)
processes of change. Using the London as a
case study, Hall (2015) discovers that
constructing a sense of belonging is not a
process of cultural acceptance, but rather an
engaged negotiation of diversity within the
framework of inequality. Hall (2015) emphasizes
that examining the ‘ordinary’ and ‘everyday
opens new understandings of immigration as
“part of the lived processes of societal
change” (855). Hall (2015) outlines that migrants
practice “everyday resistance”, transforming
London streets into platforms of *“shared
discontent” (859) and learning multiple
languages to allow for strategic economic
networking. Framing her study through active
migrant participation, as opposed to migration
as a process simply “carried out by migrants
and regulated by the states” (865) provides a
key framework in looking at the immigrant
urban space relationship.

This literature review gives rise to questions
such as: In what spaces do young immigrant
women feel they belong? What dimensions
does being a young immigrant woman add to
intersectional discussions of space? How does
mobility affect young immigrant women? What
is the link between identity, transition, and
adapting to new spaces? These questions show
the need to unpack how young immigrant
women socially construct space in Halifax.

Methods: ‘A Picture is Worth a Thousand
Words’

This study employs photo-elicitation interviews
to gather material through  women'’s
idiosyncratic visualizations. In photo-elicitation
interviews, participants take photos that are
used later as interview stimuli. As opposed to
purely verbal interviews, interviews using
photographs work to stimulate memories of
participants in unique ways (Clark-lbanez 2004),
allowing participants to “reflect on related but
indirect associations with the photographs
themselves” (1513) and reveal meanings that
would otherwise remained hidden. Photos

make visible the complexities of everyday life,
existing as visual inventories of objects and
intimacies, extension of the social, and “connect
one’s self to society, culture or history” (Clark-
Ibanez 2004, 1511). Thus, this study used
photos to anchor experiences and complexities
in and of space.

| followed four phases in the photo interview
process as structured by Kolb (2008). The
opening phase included a brief meeting or
email exchange with interested women in order
to introduce myself and the photo prompts,
discuss aims of the research, and go through
the informed consent process. In the active
photo shooting phase, participants took photos
of their daily lives in urban space over the
course of three days in Halifax. Participants also
used old photos in order to incorporate spaces
they were not able to visit during the period of
data collection. In the decoding phase,
participants met with me to discuss the
meaning and experiences associated with their
photos in a semi-structured interview. In the
final stage, analytical scientific interpretation, |
coded data according to my key concepts, such
as belonging, mobility, identity, and safety, but
also left categories for codifying the interviews
to “emerge from the empirical data itself” (Kolb
2008).

| locate my study in Halifax, Nova Scotia as a
microcosm of broader immigration trends to
small cities in Canada. According to the National
Household Survey (Statistics Canada 2013),
8,305 (or 29 per cent) of Halifax's total
immigrant population of 31, 245 arrived
between 2006 and 2011. This is an increase of
more than 50 per cent on the number of
newcomers who arrived between 2001 and
2005. Of the 8,305 immigrants arriving in
Halifax between 2006 and 2011, 46 per cent are
women, and 14.5 per cent of those women
were aged between 15 and 24 at the time of
immigration. Within this segment of the
population, | recruited eight participants using
snowball sampling, a recruitment strategy that
builds trust between researcher and participant
by “introduction through a trusted social
network” (Woodley and Lockard 2016, 377). In
order to vary the countries of origin amongst
participants, | also distributed flyers, visited
community and religious organizations, and
created online postings.
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All women included in my study are 18-25
years of age, have university degrees or are
university students (although this was not a
criteria of participation), are able to engage in
conversational English, and have arrived in
Canada in the past five years. Participants
include two women from the Philippines, two
from Kuwait, and one each from Mexico, Egypt,
U.S.A, and China. All are from large urban
centres. To ensure confidentiality, women
either chose or were given a pseudonym. Any
potential identifiers have been concealed,
photos have been printed with permission of
the photographer, and faces have been blurred.

Due to scope and feasibility, | only conducted
interviews, and not observations. This, of
course, means | only know what people say
about space and not necessarily what people
do in practice. Nonetheless, photo-elicitation
interviews created a participatory process that
generated rich data. Photo-elicitation
methodologies can “disrupt some of the power
dynamics involved with regular interviews” and
“empower the interviewee” (Clark-lbanez 2004,
1512-1513). Participants dictated the content
discussed during the interview through their
photos, enabling them to talk about what
spaces they found important and valuable in
their lives. Furthermore, the participatory
nature of this method required frequent
contact throughout data collection, allowing
rapport to be built in a way that exceeds single
semi-structured interviews. When a participant
and | looked at the photos together, there was
always a reason, story, or experience behind
why she chose that photo. The photos chosen
by women anchored experiences in a
meaningful way and triggered memories that
facilitated discussion. Using a method that
allowed young immigrant women to lead the
interviews through photos established a
platform that highlights their voices and the
particular stories they want to be heard.

Findings

Freedom, Risk, and Gender

All the women | spoke to interpret urban space
to some degree through threatening
experiences as well as through gendered risk
perceptions. By risk perceptions, | mean the
way in which women assess space as safe or

not safe, and to what degree. Awareness,
perception, and management of risk inform
how we live our lives and make social
relationships, and what spaces we occupy
(Green and Singleton 2006). Through risk
perception and assessment, processes made
necessary by gender, spaces are often
interpreted as threatening, and as a result,
avoided. For the majority of participants,
memories of gendered, threatening
experiences instil spaces with fear and
influence how they assess their safety in space.
This exemplifies that risk assessment and
perception are spatially located.

Participants in  this study perceive
themselves as vulnerable in certain spaces as a
result of their gender. This is reflected by May,
who moved from China 5 years ago, telling me
a story about a man who verbally harassed her
while she waited for her bus. May said that this
man had been consistently verbally harassing
young Asian women around Halifax, stating,
“we don’t know how to protect ourselves or
how to defend [ourselves], so...that's the most
scary part.”

Having only been in Halifax for a year, May
had never experienced this type of verbal
harassment in China. This left her feeling more
vulnerable to the situation. Unsure of how to
report the situation, and unfamiliar with
resources available to her, May responded to
this experience by avoiding the space. Zoey, an
Asian-American from The United States, had a
similar  experience of racialized verbal
harassment in public space. As she told me,
“Men only come up to me, | don't know to be
like ‘I like Asians!” or something you know, that
kind of weird stuff. Which definitely makes me
feel unsafe.” Like May, Zoey has encountered
racialized verbal harassment for the first time in
Halifax. Feeling vulnerable and ill equipped as
women in urban space was a consistent theme
in all interviews. Mutya feels “cautious” and
uneasy on public transport. Lily avoids certain
spaces when it gets dark. Maria started putting
her bag on her lap to block access to her body
when she heard about a case of sexual
harassment on Halifax busses, and Nina states,
“if 1 were a man than | would probably feel
more confident walking down the street ‘cause |
wouldn't feel threatened by anything.” Risk
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perception and feeling vulnerable in space goes
beyond sensory interpretations, directly
affecting women's feelings towards space, as
well as how they move through it. For May and
Zoey, and many of women | spoke to, how to
assess risk and how to respond to these
incidents (during the incident and after, such as
finding out what resources are available for
support and reporting the event) have become
additional learned parts of their new urban
lives.

Interestingly, there is a tension between
gendered safety issues and the newfound
spatial freedom some women have in Halifax.
While some participants value having the
freedom to occupy spaces they could not in
their home country, often due to their gender,
the majority of women also feel unsafe in the
spaces where they feel free. Coming from
Egypt, Lily feels she is gaining independence by
walking outside by herself, stating, “In Egypt,
there's no way a woman can walk [outside]. You
get, you know, verbal kind of comments. You
don't feel comfortable walking down the street.
But here, it's something | value so much, the
privilege of being able to walk from one place to
another.” Lily also values networking events for
career development that she could not attend
in Egypt. However, she also feels threatened
walking alone on the streets after 9pm and
cornered in the small spaces where networking
events are often held. May expresses the
importance of accessibility to public transport,
because it allows her to get to the important
social spaces in her life, yet, the bus stop is also
where she experienced verbal, racial
harassment. The nightclub where Zoey
expresses herself through dance and “doesn’t
feel judged” is also where she feels unsafe and
cornered by men asking what race she is. These
tensions were prominent in majority of
interviews when discussing photos of spaces
women feel free and independent.

An additional tension is present between
new freedoms of mobility and the spatial
restrictions of mobility they face as women. All
participants express that since immigrating to
Canada they have gained independence
through increased mobile freedom in
comparison to their home country. This
includes accessibility to public transport,

occupying public space, and the privilege of
walking alone on the streets. However, they all
also express the limitations of mobility they
face as a result of their gender. Participants’
mobility is restricted by what time of day it is,
resulting in the avoidance of spaces at night;
therefore, altering their everyday lives in space.
Maria, who immigrated from the Philippines
two years ago, told me she doesn't like going to
certain places “especially at night,” continuing
with, “you know the feeling?” The majority of
women | spoke to referenced this “feeling’ as a
result of being in space at night as a woman, as
Lily explained to me:

| don't think [men] are scared of
darkness. | feel like women are
much more scared of the concept
of darkness. We just feel like people
can take advantage of darkness. We
feel like physically we're not fit to
be stronger. So it would be the
physical ability that gives you that
vibe, what time of day it is gives you
that vibe, and the space also where
you are... So, if you're like, at a park
or if you're at the club, gives you
those kind of vibes as well. Who
you're surrounded with, what kind
of state of mind are people in.

Nina, who immigrated from Kuwait three years
ago, is scared to take cabs back home or walk
the streets alone at night. Rosa states, “these
spaces at night, you have to be a bit more
careful if you're a woman than if you're a man.”
Gendered risk perceptions thus influence these
women’s mobility and spatial realities, including
who they share space with, how they feel in
space, and what spaces they occupy.

Despite their risk perceptions, spatial
avoidance, and threatening experiences, all
participants said that overall, they feel safe in
Halifax. Initially, | was surprised by this
consensus, given the frightening situations
endured by some. How do a// of these women
maintain a sense of safety in Halifax, despite
risk  perceptions, fear, or threatening
experiences they have told me? The answer is
that in order to settle in their new cities,
immigrants must learn how to physically and
socially navigate the new space in order to
develop “the new social and spatial networks
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that will allow them to feel connected, commit-
ted, and rooted in a new place” (Rahder and
McLean 2013, 161).

For these newcomer women, this important
spatial knowledge is developed every day as
they frequently occupy new public spaces, try
out new restaurants with friends, explore new
areas of the city, take public transport, and
wander alone in public parks (see Figures 1 and
2). Through regular occupation and participa-
tion in the urban landscape, they actively build
new spatial knowledge, familiarity, confidence,
and in turn, socially construct safe space. As Zo-
ey told me:

Normally | find [when I'm] outside
walking by myself | don't feel unsafe
in general. Mostly because I'm more
at ease with nature [and] being by
myself. | like having open public

Figure 1. Photos of exploration. Source: Reproduced with permission from anonymous participants.

spaces and being able to use
them and wander around in
them. [...] Even walking from my
house to downtown. Just being
able to do that. | don't feel unsafe
so it makes it way more pleasant
for me to live here.

May echoes this, stating, “I like Halifax. Be-
sides, | think I'm more familiar here so I'm not
worried about, like, safety issues.” All the
women | spoke to emphasized the importance
of learning the city through exploration be-
cause it enables them to gain familiarity and
spatial knowledge.

When asked what advice they would give
to other young immigrant women, most par-
ticipants told me that exploring the city,
‘putting yourself out there’, and experiencing
all parts of Halifax were of utmost im-
portance. This was illuminated by Lily's re-

5
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sponse when asked what her advice would be
for other young immigrant women, stating,
“Take every opportunity to walk and explore the
city. There’s no way you can explore it if you
don't walk around spaces to feel comfortable
and secure.” Zoey expresses that spatial
knowledge is important to feeling like she fits
in, Maria develops spatial knowledge through
public transport, and Lily explores different
parts of Halifax through volunteering. Develop-
ing spatial knowledge through exploring the city
and getting involved transforms spaces to be
familiar and safe, as Nina highlights, “If you can
go into that space and continue exploring, then
you just get used to it and it becomes- it stops
being new; it just becomes part of your life.”

This emphasis on exploring is linked to the
transitionary life stages of immigration and age,
as exemplified by Mutya from The Philippines,
“There’'s so much to explore. When | got here
everything is new. So | wanted to discover it. So
that makes me go out more, right? When you're
younger you want to go out and try a lot of
things. Maybe it has something to do with grow-
ing up, too. So | feel like I should go out more.
To grow.” Mutya continues to state that her par-
ents have “had their fair share of exploration
and all that stuff. They're done.” Furthermore,
when asked why her and her brother experi-
ence the city differently to her parents, Nina re-
sponds, “because we're young, we're open to
trying new things or adapting. But my mom
says she's at a point in her life where she
doesn’t want to change, she wants stability.” In
line with Skelton’s (2013) findings, mobility be-
tween spaces is integral for young people to
develop independence, form new relationships,
try new things, and ‘grow up'. However, mobility
for young /immigrant women is of increased im-
portance, as it allows them to explore new ur-
ban spaces and, in turn, gain the spatial
knowledge needed to construct safe spaces.

Women negotiate gendered safety issues by
constructing spatial confidence and knowledge
through exploration and involvement in Halifax.
Women are not kept safe by staying inside their
homes; rather, spaces become safer through
frequent occupation, or as some participants
say, ‘just getting out there’. These women are
not victims of gendered safety issues, risk per-

ceptions, or urban fear, nor is Halifax defined
by the restrictions these factors bring. Rather,
Halifax is primarily a space of excitement, free-
dom, and exploration where new spaces bring
new feelings, new social relationships, and new
modes of being. Immigrant women's everyday
use of space has the potential to create accessi-
bility for a//women, and as Koskela (1997) puts
it, “women'’s spatial confidence can be interpret-
ed as a manifestation of power” (316).

Figure 2. Photos of exploration. Source: Reproduced with
permission from anonymous participants.

Feeling ‘Out of Place’

As young immigrant women eat at new restau-
rants, walk around public spaces, try new activi-
ties, relax in nature, and attend university lec-
tures, their everyday lives in urban space are
packed with new social encounters and ex-
changes. All the women | spoke to have felt
Othered in some way while interacting with the
dominant, white Eurocentric culture in Halifax,
meaning they feel treated or perceived as fun-
damentally different, or ‘alien’, against the dom-
inant culture and race.

May and Lily explain that feeling like an Oth-
er is a result of cultural difference. For example,
Lily expresses that her encounters with Canadi-
ans create Otherness through fear of judge-
ment, stating, “Culturally, | feel there’s a huge
difference between Canadians and immigrants
in general. | feel like we have that... fear of be-
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ing judged.” May, who works at a residence hall
at her University, feels residents don't take her
seriously because she is Chinese, stating, “If you
explain [the code of conduct] to them, they
don't care and they don’t want to listen to you
because oh, uh because uh, ‘you're a Chinese
person’ and ‘what do you know about Canada?' |
think it happens to lots of immigrants.” Feeling
pressured to be similar to her coworkers due to
the lack of diversity, Maria has felt like an Other
in her workplace. When asked how being an
immigrant relates to her workplace, Maria re-
sponded, “At first | felt it was a threat. I've never
felt so bad about myself.” She told me that she
used to feel threatened when white, older peo-
ple would come up to her to ask where she is
from based on her appearance, but felt pres-
sure to adapt Western customer service behav-
iours in the space. The experience of Otherness
when being “called out” was also felt by Zoey,
who feels reduced to race when people ask her
unwarranted questions about what race she is,
or where she is from. Zoey told me that these
challenging moments of Otherness have result-
ed in negative memories attaching themselves
to those spaces. Whether it's judgement from
cultural difference or not being taken seriously
at the workplace, being made to embody Other-
ness affects how the research participants feel
in space. These examples show that encounter-
ing the non-immigrant Canadian majority popu-
lation in public spaces can often mean being
“called out” for visible difference.

Rosa and Mutya have both felt “outcast” in a
university setting. Describing her first few
weeks of university, Mutya states, “l noticed
people didn't want to sit next to me. | don't
know if it's because I'm not- | didn't want to as-
sume, that's bad. You don't want to assume
that people are being racist to you.” Rosa some-
times feels intimidated attending her mostly “all
-white gym,” and experiences moments of isola-
tion when she has to explain how to pronounce
her name, stating, “It's a little-- maybe like out-
casting? Obviously not on purpose, and no-
body's trying to outcast me, but it feels weird to
have to repeat your name or answer the ques-
tion ‘'oh where are you from?” Rosa also ex-
plained her challenges contending with discrim-
ination in Halifax, stating:

| think we experience much more
discrimination in a way because
we're not Canadian, even though we
might look the same, or like, the
people that are Canadian don't all
look ‘Canadian’. But | think our cul-
ture is very different from here so
how we experience things is very
different from how people that are
born here experience things, right?
Plus, when in Mexico, for example,
everyone was like me and everyone
looked like me, so coming here it's
also very... it's a different experience
[compared to] someone that was
born here.

In this way, Rosa highlights that both visible ap-
pearance and ‘invisible’ cultural differences de-
fine how she encounters power in space.

Nina has experienced various moments of
Otherness as an immigrant, one of which oc-
curred while walking around Halifax, where a
man yelled at her to leave the country. Un-
doubtedly, this overt verbal discrimination
made Nina feel like an Other. However, she also
told me less explicit instances of encountering
Otherness. Nina said she feels “out of place”
being around people drinking, being in spaces
in Kuwait where rich people go, visiting spaces
in Jordan and Lebanon where “members of a
certain sect frequent”, and lastly, as she states,
“sometimes when | don't see people who are
similar to me | feel out of place. Like maybe I'm
not supposed to be here, maybe this place is
not for me.” Nina also describes feeling like an
Other due to her hijab, stating, “I do feel kind of
uncomfortable. My hijab, for example. If | go to,
let's say, a restaurant where there aren't people
wearing hijab or where there are people drink-
ing or something, then | would feel kind of re-
stricted. Well, not really restricted, but, what's
the word? Like, | would feel that | shouldn't be
there.” Whether marked by class difference in
Kuwait, belonging to a different sect in Jordan,
or being a visible minority in Halifax, feeling out
of place is something she has experienced in
every country she has lived. However, each mo-
ment of ‘displacement’ is constructed by differ-
ent contexts and each affects the way in which
Nina experiences space, what spaces she
chooses to occupy, and whether she feels like
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Figure 3. Participants and their social networks. Source: Reproduced with permission from anonymous participants.

she belongs. In general, although participants
recounted only a few explicit experiences of dis-
crimination, most articulated an awareness of
their position as an Other in urban spaces, and
therefore always potentially subject to discrimi-
nation and racism.

All young immigrant women | spoke to en-
counter Otherness as they experience new
spaces. However, these women also actively
negotiate these everyday encounters with Oth-
erness. One way they do this is by finding unity
in diversity, or being  “together-in-
difference” (Ang 2003), through building ethni-
cally diverse social networks. Every woman |
spoke to had a friend group composed of other
immigrants or international students, or friends
of similar cultural origins (Figure 3). Underlining
these international bonds are perceptions of
commonality based on shared experiences, un-
derstanding, and the absence of judgement. Lily
told me she finds a common ground with inter-

national people because they share the same
experiences, stating, “You would find at least
common grounds as to feeling the same way.
Feeling like you don't belong at first, you know,
going through the same struggles of adapting.
[...] Culturally, I feel like | might be judged rather
than if |1 speak to someone, you know, who's
been through the same thing.” Lily describes
this as “an unspoken understanding,” a notion
that encapsulates how majority of participants
justified their international social networks. Par-
ticipants found comfort and relief in building
diverse social networks, as illuminated by Neg-
sti from Kuwait, “I thought that if | didn't find
people where I'm from, I'm not gonna fit in. But
after a while | met people who were from other
places. And, to be able to have conversations or
to have things in common with people from
different places was great.” Furthermore, four
participants told me they express themselves
through their diverse social networks, no mat-
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ter what spaces they occupy. This illustrates
that the construction of belonging is mobile and
has the ability to transform spaces to ones of
belonging by moving from place to place.

Figure 4. Religious spaces highlighted by participants.
Source: Reproduced with permission from anonymous
participants.

In addition to constructing belonging through
their social networks, participants also actively
find, claim and construct spaces that belong to
them. They do this primarily through carving
out religious space and giving back to the inter-
national community. Local churches serve as an
avenue for Mutya and Maria to meet diverse
groups of people and renew their international
social networks (Figure 4). They actively claim
this space through renewing their connection to
the international community and practicing Fili-
pino rituals. For Nina, the prayer room at her
university is more than just a place to pray.
Stating that it makes her feel safe because she
is “acknowledged as a Muslim in society,” and
free from judgement, she links that space to a
feeling of belonging. Before showing me a pho-
to of the prayer room (Figure 4, top left), Nina
states, “Immigrants may be intimidated by
these places where they see a lot of um... native
people going. Maybe they feel that these places
are not for them.” Standing in stark contrast to
the spaces Nina interprets as “not for immi-
grants,” the prayer room is a space that belongs
to her. Massey argues that the “identity of a
place is always being produced and reproduced
through its processes” (Massey 1994, 171). In
line with Massey’s argument, these young immi-
grant women actively shape the identity of
space to be spaces of belonging. In other

words, by negotiating Otherness through social-
ly constructing belonging in space, young immi-
grant women also create spaces that belong to
them.

Giving back to the international community
and forging international bonds are ways in
which participants claim space for themselves
and larger international communities. For ex-
ample, three participants find value in helping
other immigrants adapt to Canadian life. Work-
ing as a resident assistant at her university, May
states that she expresses herself through her
workplace because, “lI always wanted to help
international students adapt to Canadian cul-
ture and university life in Canada. So | feel like |
want to do something for them.” Lily, who took
a photo of the farmers market for a place that
is important to her (Figure 5), told me about her
experience working with Syrian refugees to es-
tablish a sustainable food business, stating, “It's
a space where | feel important because | feel
like | have made something happen, I've helped
even just for a slight bit.” Moreover, Rosa volun-
teers for the international student society at her
university, working to establish a voice for inter-
national students on campus. These women
actively work to claim and make space for inter-
national communities. The spaces where they
help international people are used as avenues
to situate themselves within their wider com-
munity, renew larger international networks,
and utilize their own experiences to help oth-
ers.

Figure 5. Lily's photo of the farmers market for the
prompt ‘place that's important to you’ Source: Repro-
duced with permission from an anonymous participant.

Lily, Negsti, and Maria negotiate Otherness
by changing their understanding of what it
means to be an immigrant in Halifax. These
three participants construct everyday belonging
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in space through discovering value in being an
immigrant. Negsti sees her cultural background
as an asset for getting a job as a translator to
help refugee families, and Lily believes her im-
migrant identity brings a different perspective
to her workplace, stating, “I feel like who | am is
being rewarded all the time.” Maria, who origi-
nally felt threatened by customers asking where
she’s from at her workplace, now sees it as an
asset to develop her customer service skills. For
these women, belonging is not finding spaces
they ‘fit in" or becoming more Canadian; rather,
they negotiate Otherness by finding value in
their identity as an immigrant.

When participants responded to the ques-
tion of what an ideal space would be for young
immigrant women, discussions did not include
‘cohesion’, ‘assimilation’ or ‘fitting in'. Rather, the
majority of participants stated that their ideal
space would include “diversity;” “a space to talk
to people from different cultures;” “common
places for everyone;” “accepting of all people;”
and “a collective space where everyone’s al-
lowed.” When responding to this question,
many women were aware of the idealism of
their responses. However, their answers also
shed light on a different understanding of be-
longing /n and to space. As Mutya disclosed, “I
have my Canadian; | have my Filipino, but I'm
still me. I'm not completely adapting everything
so I'm bringing my own to the table as well.” For
these women, belonging is not a process of co-
hesion or integration to Canadian culture; ra-
ther, belonging is constructed through everyday
processes of diversity in space. In line with
Hall's (2015) argument, for these women, be-
longing is an everyday, participatory process
that is “renewed and remade rather than simply
accommodated” (865). They are involved in “an
active making of new urban spaces” (Hall 2015,
856) and therefore, urban transformation.

Mobilizing Identities: Spaces as Becoming

According to the literature on gender and
space, women's identities are perceived as re-
stricted due to the confined spatial mobility--
especially confinement to domestic spaces-
that contributes to their subordination (Massey
1994; Rosaldo 1974). However, all participants
chose photos of their bedrooms, or homes, as
places where they “express themselves,” or “feel
most themselves.” As participants told me, this

transitionary period of their lives requires them
to perform new understandings of gender, per-
form “maturity” at their jobs, speak English, and
perform new cultural behaviours in order to
“adapt”. Some participants expressed that part
of understanding space involves observing how
people act within it, and adopting those new
learned behaviours, such as how women dress,
how young people socialize, or how people
greet each other in the grocery store. Thus,
spaces outside are characterized by constant
performance. Home, however, is a refuge from
this learned spatial performativity, both gender-
based and cultural, that young immigrant wom-
en feel they must take on. Home is where
Mutya dances, Rosa learns about herself, Maria
learns new recipes, Nina can take off her hijab,
Zoey can finally think clearly, and Lily can speak
Arabic with her mother. Home is where identity
is both formed and rooted. For these women,
home is not where gender roles are located or
performed, nor are their identities restricted
due to expected domesticity. Home is where
performativity is interrupted and identity is ex-
plored and refreshed.

Figure 6. Photos participants chose of their homes and
bedrooms. Source: Reproduced with permission from
anonymous participants.

Not only are these women new immigrants,
but they are also transitioning into adulthood,
adapting different ideas of womanhood, trying
to find temporary work, places to live, and de-
ciding a career path. Whether it was fear of hav-
ing to move back to the country they came
from, or nervousness about getting a job in
Canada as an immigrant, all participants ex-
pressed ambivalence or uncertainty in some
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Figure 7. Photo of the church Negsti goes to be alone. Source: Reproduced with permission from an anonymous participant.

way. In response to this uncertainty, an evident
theme throughout the interviews was seeking
spaces of stillness and control. Participants view
these still, quiet spaces as separate from the
outside world. Often labelled by participants as
“my space,” these are spaces that are predicta-
ble, in stark contrast to the unpredictable out-
side world laden with movement and change,
as Negsti said about her church: “Outside
there’s a lot of movement. [Here], you feel like
the place is pausing for a moment.” In these
spaces, they are able to slow time, be in control
of their environment, and address the anxieties
of adjusting to new environments, negotiating
Otherness, and developing new social and gen-
der identities. These are spaces where they can
exert some level of control, standing in opposi-
tion to the ambivalence that characterizes their
lives.

When describing why these spaces are im-
portant to them, women told me the following:
“It's where | can stay for a while then go back to
normal life” (May), “I feel like my room is like my
mind. | can think there” (Negsti), “It's where |
have that alone time” (Lily), “I pray there, which
is a personal expressions of myself” (Maria),
“you make it your own place, rather than places
outside” (Rosa), “you forget you're in Halifax
when you're there, you forget about the world
for an hour” (Nina), “I have complete control
over it. It's a place you can feel ground-
ed” (Zoey). While these spaces are viewed as
quiet and still, even sacred, as May told me
about her piano room (Figure 8, top left), they
are still moving. These still, quiet spaces are
where the processes of identity formation are

at work. Participants disclosed that these spac-
es are where they learn about themselves and
find, as many state, “time for myself”
“freedom,” and “space to think.” When photos
of these spaces were discussed, conversations
revolved around how they are spaces for them-
selves. These spaces are where participants ex-
press themselves, pray, study, paint, try new
things, and speak to friends from their home
country. While these women may experience
their secluded spaces as immobile and un-
changing, they still embody movement through
the processes of identity formation. In line with
Massey's argument, even if space is perceived
as still, place is not being-- it is always becomn-

ing.

Figure 8. Spaces of seclusion and stillness. Source: Repro-
duced with permission from anonymous participants.

Participants expressed the need to connect
to their cultural identity upon immigrating to
Canada. This need to access and mobilize their
new identities as immigrants is facilitated by
certain spaces. Mobilizing different dimensions
of their “old selves” and maintaining a connec-
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tion to their cultural heritage through space is
important for all participants. This is exempli-
fied by Maria, who accesses her cultural identity
through attending Church with other Filipinos,
stating, “When I'm there | just feel like I'm my-
self again, like a part of myself is actually still
alive even if | don't feel it. [...] Sometimes the
world is just running right... it's going and you
tend to forget some things that are of value to
you.” These women use different spaces to act
on different dimensions of their identities, with
some spaces highlighting the formation of their
new identities as immigrants. Four participants
connect to their cultural identities at home,
where they can speak their language, cook food
from their home countries, and connect with
their families. May accesses this part of her
identity through helping other international stu-
dents adapt to Canadian life at work, or as she
states, “l| found myself.” Furthermore, as Mutya
states:

The only time | feel I'm an immi-
grant is when | have to get in touch
with my Filipino roots. But | don't
see it as a negative thing because
I'm gonna stay here and eventually |
want to be a Canadian. But at the
same time, I'm taking both of my
identities with me. It's like a mixture
of both. | miss my home and every-
thing, and a lot of things that | do is
- it still has to do with my being Fili-
pino. But | don't see it as a negative
thing. It makes me different, but it's
not something bad. The word immi-
grant is kind of getting to me |
guess, because this is my home
now. I'm gonna live here. I'm not
planning on going back.

Mutya also highlights that eating at Filipino res-
taurants, or attending events where Filipinos
gather, are a way for her to act on her cultural
identity, and therefore her identity as an immi-
grant. Accessing and forming an immigrant
identity is important in their integration to Ca-
nadian cities. Furthermore, Rosa and Negsti
both desire more spaces where they can ex-
press their cultural identity through sharing cul-
ture, traditions, spices, clothes, and customs. It
is important to note that the context of being in
Canada shapes how immigrants express identi-

ties or address their heritage because the policy
of multiculturalism officially validates it. This is
exemplified by Lily's belief that being an immi-
grant in Canada is an asset in her career devel-
opment compared to other countries. Thus, the
need to share one’s culture may play out differ-
ently in a country where there isn't an explicit
recognition of multiculturalism.

The women | spoke to form new definitions
of gender identities and what they view to be
adult and ‘Canadian’ identities. An important
component to accessing and mobilizing new
understandings of themselves is their life stage,
where new identities must be formed in order
to ‘grow up’ and ‘adapt’. All aged between 18-25,
many of the participants work to carve out
parts of themselves that exist separately from
their parents. Many believe that moving to Can-
ada has allowed them to ‘grow up’ in different
ways than they would in their home country, as
May states:

| think the main thing | learned in
Canada is that | know more about
myself because in China you're al-
ways a child. You're a child, all the
time! Even though people thirty or
forty or so, they're still a child to
their parents, their grandparents,
their families. So you never get a
chance to really... be yourself. Or be
an adult. An independent adult.
Back in China I'm always the “good
girl,” but that's not what | want to be
forever. Every time | go back [to Chi-
na] they say ‘oh you're more mature
now; you're an adult! You're not a
girl anymore!" and | feel proud of
myself because they treat me differ-
ently so they don't treat me as a lit-
tle girl, they treat me as a young
adult with my own thoughts.

This quote reflects the thoughts and feelings of
all participants, who expressed that they are
more outgoing, confident, and independent as
a result of the new spaces they are able to oc-
cupy and activities they do in them. They are
now able to live alone, get part time jobs, hang
out in public spaces, establish new social identi-
ties, and have freedom from parents who previ-
ously dictated what spaces they occupied. Ob-
serving Western women in urban space has al-
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Figure 9. Photos where participants express cultural identity. Source: Reproduced with permission from anonymous partici-

pants.

so brought new understandings of gender iden-
tity and performance, with many participants
stating they have become “less conservative”
than they were in their home countries. Many
women share the belief that if they were to stay
in their country of origin, they would not have
developed in the same way. May believes her
life has changed because the primary goal for
young women in China is to find a good hus-
band. Negsti expressed that living on her own is
a privilege, as she could only move out as a
woman in Kuwait if she got married. Further-
more, when asked if her life would have fol-
lowed in the same direction if she stayed in
Egypt, Lily replied, “Knowing how | came here to
Canada, | would have been much more closed
and struggling with interacting with strangers. |
wouldn't have met someone like you, for exam-
ple. That outgoing personality | have right now
wouldn't have been developed at all.” While all
participants view these changes as positive, it is
important to note that these changes are linked
to perceptions of who women think they should
be within their new urban landscapes (an inde-
pendent ‘Western’ woman). As these young im-

migrant women contend with new spaces, they
also form new social identities and understand-
ings of themselves as a result of their life stage.

Conclusion

This study unpacks how young immigrant wom-
en actively transform their city against a fore-
ground of inequality and racialized contexts,
revealing the social construction of space to be
at the core of their urban experiences. First, |
have emphasized two tensions experienced by
participants in space; one being between new-
found spatial freedom and gendered safety is-
sues, and the second between freedom of mo-
bility and the spatial restrictions they face as
women. | argue that young immigrant women
negotiate gendered safety issues through the
development of spatial knowledge and through
these processes, help transform spaces to be
accessible to a// women. Second, | outlined the
diverse ways in which young immigrant women
experience Otherness in space. What's empha-
sized here, however, is that they actively negoti-
ate this Otherness by constructing belonging
and claiming spaces.
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After examining how young immigrant wom-
en shape the city, | analyzed why women chose
their bedrooms, homes, or secluded spaces as
where identity manifests. | discovered that
home is a refuge from both the performativity
they must adopt and the change that character-
izes their life stage. As places where the pro-
cesses of identity formation are at work, | argue
that while perceived as still, these spaces re-
main in motion. Lastly, | examined how partici-
pants act on and mobilize their new identities
as immigrants, women, and adults through
different spaces.

This study illuminates that young immigrant
women are not passive recipients who simply
encounter social change, inequality, or new un-
derstandings of themselves. Rather, they active-
ly engage in the processes that transform cities
through claiming spaces, constructing belong-
ing, negotiating inequality, and acting on differ-
ent social identities. Young immigrant women
are not simply accommodated; rather, they ac-
tively weave themselves into the fabric of cities.
Addressing the underdeveloped research of
young immigrant women in Canadian urban
spaces, this study shows that participants’ eve-
ryday experience of urban space is participa-
tory, active, and negotiated.

Exploring how young immigrant women in-
terpret and experience urban space opens up
ways of understanding larger issues involving
diversity, inclusion, and identity within cities.
Engaging with the ‘everyday’ social construc-
tions of space builds new understandings of
integration, where space is actively claimed and
shaped by immigrants. Further research is
needed that allows the voices, needs, and per-
spectives of young immigrant women to be in-
tegrated in social research and urban policy. As
this study focuses on the everyday, and how
people subjectively interpret space, more re-
search is needed that analyzes how young im-
migrant women in particular are affected by
overarching structures of power. It is vital to
explore how the institutions of political and eco-
nomic power that constrain or direct agency
influence life for young immigrant women. Fur-
thermore, an analysis that includes young im-
migrant women and c/ass as a social position is
required. Addressing the rise of diversity in cit-
ies calls for reframing questions of immigrant

integration to consider how spaces are actively
claimed and constructed as ones of belonging
by immigrants themselves. If cities are to be-
long to all people, all people must create them.
If this is to be achieved, acknowledging that
people experience space differently is crucial,
and the multiple ways young immigrant women
experience space must be incorporated, under-
stood, and acted on by urban policy makers.
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ABSTRACT

Vancouver, British Columbia, is a changing city with a diverse
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entrification and radical changes in
G neighborhood demographics are

frequent  conversations  throughout
Vancouver, British Columbia, as the third-
largest Canadian city continues to have a
notoriously tight housing market and a long
history of immigrant neighborhoods. Mountain
Neighborhood House is situated towards the
southern end of the city. The house is part of a
citywide system of non-profit “neighborhood
houses,” sites for community programs to give
people a place to socialize or get support. As
such, it is at the forefront of helping diverse
sections of the neighborhood population
through a variety of services. As the
surrounding area undergoes gentrification, the
house continues to focus on reaching out to
low-income and new immigrant families, while
also offering daycare to those lucky few who
can afford it and can get one of the limited
spaces. In this article, | examine how the
various populations  served by  the
neighborhood house seek space in the house
and create and navigate various interactional
identities bounded by events. Members of the
house create imagined communities via
participating in events at the house, which
create interactional teams that depend on the
liminality or in-betweenness of the house to
bring together people otherwise separated by
stages of gentrification.

The Neighborhood

The Mountain neighborhood is about a 30-
minute bus ride from the downtown core of
Vancouver and, like the downtown, s
undergoing development that is changing the
faces of businesses and of residents, including
gentrification. Gentrification has been the
subject of much debate, but it can be
understood as “a complex process, or set of
processes, involving physical improvement of

the housing stock, housing tenure change from
renting to owning, price rises, and the
displacement or replacement of the exiting
working-class  population by the middle
classes” (Hamnett 2003, 331). The city has a
recognized housing shortage that continually
forces housing and rental prices up (Sutherland
et al. 2014). Frequently, older buildings,
apartments and houses are torn down and
rebuilt with newer, more expensive versions of
what was there before, displacing the previous
residents, often students or immigrants. The
ethnic food restaurants are giving way to
expensive cafes and shops selling vintage
clothing and local handicrafts. This creates an
area that glorifies objects and activities from
times past (Glass 1964), while restoring older
buildings to newer ways of life to support
various interpretations of artistic consumption
(Zukin 2010). This follows a decade-long trend
of low vacancy rates in Vancouver, a city push
to create a “livable” space, and a broader shift
in the economy to people being employed in
sociocultural fields (Ley 2010). This area is the
perfect illusion of a diverse artistic paradise;
however, Vancouver rent prices are beyond the
reach of most artists and there are only a few
traces remaining of the immigrant culture that
previously characterized the area.

Walking through the neighborhood revealed
a noticeable difference in socialization patterns
between the newer houses and freshly painted
apartment buildings compared to the older or
more rundown houses. Among the newer
houses, not that many children play outside,
and rarely do people spend much time talking
to their neighbors over fences. Instead, people
seem to focus on their own families more and
there is little feeling of being united by anything
other than geographic location. This pattern of
outdoor sociability is similar to what Levy and
Roman (2010) describe as hidden dimensions of
culture and class. They suggest that people who
move into an area as a result of gentrification
often use outdoor spaces for specific activities,
not for prolonged social engagements like older
residents do (Levy and Roman 2010, 288). Such
differences in lifestyle patterns can even lead to
feelings of resentment between older and
newer residents, based on different
conceptions of work and play (Levy and Roman
2010, 289). While | was living in the
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neighborhood, my landlord warned me
repeatedly about people hanging around in the
area and there were a few times that | noticed a
community police vehicle patrolling the area,
creating an aura of fear and institutional
intimidation that compelled people to adhere to
the idea of spending time indoors unless going
somewhere or engaged in a specific activity
(Pérez 2010). Thus, the current concept of
neighborhood in this area might be that of
people sharing a geographical area and a belief
that their neighbors are going though similar
life styles and experiences, forsaking the
imagined historical idea of “neighbors” being
united through direct engagement with those
who live nearby. This contrasts with the
imaginary communities of Mountain
Neighborhood House, where employees aim to
facilitate neighbors engaging with other
members of the house through various
activities.

Methods

Given the changing patterns of socialization
between neighbors as a result of gentrification,
the neighborhood house is a primary
socialization space, a space shared by the older
and newer residents of the area. | spent six
weeks  volunteering in the  Mountain
Neighborhood House as part of an
ethnography course, helping with various food
and social programs. During this time, |
observed and talked with staff and members of
the house as they organized or accessed the
diverse  programming.  Throughout my
conversations and fieldnotes, as well as my
interview with my supervisor, | noticed that
discrete interactional spaces were created
throughout the house. To analyze the creation
of distinct social spaces in the house, | use the
concept of “taming space,” following Robertson
(2007), to discuss how members navigate and
claim physical space for themselves or their
group. This navigation process depends on the
formation of “teams” and “regions,” as defined
by Goffman (1959), as well as the “in-
betweenness” or liminality (Turner 1967) of
both the house and the teams, which creates
temporary interactional sites that may reinforce
or challenge team identities maintained outside
of the house. Gentrification has fostered a
transition between established patterns and

residents and new ones, creating an in-between
state in the process. Thus the neighborhood
house acts as an interactional stage for the
various identities and the creation of “imagined
communities” (Anderson 1983) based on
individuals’ conception of their own and others’
“neighborly” identities.

The House

| went to the neighborhood house to meet with
my supervisor and get an idea of what
programs the house offers and in which | would
be involved. From the front door of the house, |
walked past a few chairs to the left of the front
desk and a set of small offices on the right. Staff
normally shared each office with three or four
other people. Beyond this entryway was a set of
stairs on the left, more chairs and a fireplace
just beyond that, and a daycare at the end of
the hall. There was a kitchen to the right of the
daycare, followed by two large rooms called
East and West Hall on the right side of the
hallway, along with some bathrooms. Most of
the special events take place in the East and
West Halls because they have a foldable
dividing wall between them and are the largest
rooms in the house. While the East Hall was
empty when | first arrived, the West Hall was
occupied by a Chinese seniors’ conversational
group learning English. The upstairs had a small
glass-walled meeting room, a preschool, and
three larger meeting rooms. There were more
offices where staff again shared rooms with
three or four other people.

When | met Brianna, my supervisor, she
listed the variety of programs that the house
offered: a daycare, a preschool, special events
to encourage people to socialize, and
settlement programs to inform recent
immigrants about Canadian culture and help
them learn English if necessary. My work at the
house centered on helping in the kitchen during
the special events, making a map of food assets
in the area, such as low-cost or environmentally
friendly food, and administering a survey about
what programs people were using and whether
they had suggestions for future programs. The
survey was not created by me, was not part of
this project, and continued after | had left,
which meant that | did not have access to the
results. The ensuing observations and
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reflections focus more on the process of
administering the survey rather than the
questions listed on it.

In the process of conducting the survey |
spent time sitting on the first floor outside of
the daycare, kitchen, and two main rooms. In
the mornings and afternoons, parents in their
30s wearing suits, clean-cut spandex exercise
wear, or fresh t-shirts and jeans would drop off
their children at the daycare. Meanwhile, Asian
seniors would occasionally sing in a Chinese
choir in the East hall, or a Spanish play-group
would gather in the West Hall. Even when the
seniors saw the children on the way to the
washroom, they would never acknowledge the
children, just as the well-dressed parents rarely
looked to the sides of the hallway as they
dashed in with the forgotten lunch bag or
walked and talked with their child on the way
home for the day.

Despite sharing the same building in the
neighborhood, and even the same open space
of the hallway, it seemed like the different
groups using the house did not interact with
each other. However, when | was sitting in the
chairs just off the hallway, | often found myself
talking to staff, members, and anyone else who
sat down for a moment. Sometimes the people
were regulars, people who were almost always
at the house, enjoying the coffee, waiting for a
phone call, or waiting for the free bread given
out on Fridays. Other times they were people
who just wanted to drop in and visit with staff
or other people who were frequently at the
house. The chairs offered a place to sit and
spend time without being in an activity, which
might be why people tended to talk more here.
While conducting the survey, | talked to a man
who said he had spent almost a decade living in
the area and that he liked coming to the house
and doing various small jobs for the front desk,
like changing light bulbs. He said that other
times he just wanted to come in and sit down
for a while. He was older, with grey hair, almost
always wore a dusty embroidered cowboy shirt,
and frequently joked with the woman who
worked the front desk.

The boundaries of the patterns of sociability
in the house simultaneously reinforce and
contradict the patterns of taming space that
Leslie Robertson (2007) describes in her

discussion of the Vancouver Downtown
Eastside (DTES). “Taming space,” as Robertson
defines it, consists of the “negotiations,
transgressions and accommodations [people]
make within particular spatial regimes” and the
processes of how people reconcile their
individual  identities with  wider social
stereotypes of who occupies, works in, or
passes through the area, each subject to their
own stereotypes (Roberston 2007, 527). For
some people, the Mountain neighborhood
house acts as a social ground where they are
accepted and given a safe place to enjoy free
coffee, just as some of Robertson'’s interviewees
find social recognition and acceptance for the
first time in the DTES (Robertson 2007, 540).
Women in the article talk about having space to
call their own in the form of apartments
(Robertson 2007, 544), or having a social space
to have an identity accepted by a larger group
(Robertson 2007, 539). Similarly, the
Neighborhood House encouraged socializing
among some members, but only within certain
groups based on specific activities or services.
Instead of strongly advertising the house as a
place to spend periods of time, the flyers at the
house stressed its services and did not mention
its free coffee and chairs. Like Ho's (2015)
account of a nearby neighborhood house, the
free coffee and focused efforts of staff created
a welcoming atmosphere for members but, in
the Mountain Neighborhood House, group
membership was enforced by participation in
events or services used. For instance, the choir
singers stuck together and did not talk to the
people on the couches, the daycare parents, or
the people in the room next door. This is an
instance of taming space, of a room in the
house being temporarily claimed as a place of
identity based on an activity being scheduled
there. However, part of this taming process is
simply the negotiation of linguistic and other
communicative divides between various groups
within the space.

In addition to linguistic challenges in
communicating in a multilingual area, there
were activity-based barriers, as different
activities encouraged groups to form around
the activity. Goffman defines a performance
team as “any set of individuals who co-operate
in staging a single routine” (Goffman 1959, 79).
The various purposes for which people use the
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house operate as “routines” that guide how
people present themselves and think of others.
These teams then act in “regions” of the house
that bind people’s perceptions of themselves,
the house, and others in the house (Goffman
1959, 106). Goffman defines a region as “any
place that is bounded to some degree by
barriers to perception” (Goffman 1959, 106).
The various areas of the house function as a
source of identity, offering people a sense of
purpose for being there, whether to socialize or
to participate in a particular program. The
“barriers to perception” can thus be walls within
the house, activities that direct the focus of
participants away from other occurrences in the
house, and so on. In acting like a team, people
lose some aspects of their individual identities
as they seek to perform their task, making it
difficult to interact with others outside of the
group. The focus of such teams in turn claims
some physical space within the house, making it
a temporary region of team-based identity.
Such identity performances focus on “express
[ing] the characteristics of the task that is
performed and not the characteristics of the
performer” (Goffman 1959, 77). The house is
thus broken down, socially and physically, into
the various ways and reasons that people use
the house, ensuring that groups of people with
similar backgrounds and desires meet and
socialize. Interacting with individuals from other
groups is not discouraged, but neither is it
encouraged.

Pamphlets and activities at the house
frequently focused on different subgroups of
the population, such as Mandarin or Cantonese
speakers, Spanish parents, or parents needing
childcare. With the focus on recent immigrants
and the number of language related programs,
it could be that people using one service do not
communicate with people using another service
for lack of a common language. Either way,
people could identify as members of the same
organization, and neighbors, yet avoid actually
interacting with other members. The concept of
“team” as defined by Goffman can thus be
understood as operating at a few levels and
styles of connection within the neighborhood
house: the level of group activities for a range
of audiences, that of the members of the
house, and that of the wider neighborhood.

Regions and teams are not necessarily the
same thing, but the concept of a neighborhood
house depends on the group identity of
“neighbors” where the shared task is living in
some sort of communal way. Teams in this
context are formed by performances of identity
which inhabit particular regions of the house
and wider neighborhood for varying periods of
time. In the house, there are some regions that
are very slow to change, like the daycare area
or the kitchen, where set activities always occur,
but there are other areas that change more
rapidly, like the larger communal areas where
different events are held on a daily basis. The
wider neighborhood's patterns of gentrification
are similar. There are some regions that change
more rapidly and whose barriers to perception
change who is included or excluded at faster
rates than some local area stores and houses
which hold on to their barriers longer. The
sense of community depends on the vibe of the
neighborhood, and how it is defined and
enacted depends on how various waves of
neighbors interpret “neighborly” behavior.

Helping at Special Events

While | was at the house | worked in the kitchen
during a Cooking Club meeting and a
Multicultural Dinner. Both events were based
around being sociable over dinner, but were
different sizes and had different target
audiences. The Cooking Club is about 20 to 30
people who get together every two months or
so and, led by a rotating volunteer cook,
prepare food from different regions. The
participants ranged in age and background.
Some were young couples who had just moved
to Canada, others were in their 40s and 50s and
used the event as a chance to catch up with
friends they had met in other programs run by
the house. The event filled the kitchen with
laughter, mostly English conversation, and spicy
-smelling chicken.

The Multicultural Dinner was a much larger
event with almost 100 people participating from
the community and different programs in the
house, a choir performing, and formal
decorations. The kitchen was led by two
Spanish-speaking women and some other
volunteers, a few of whom were also members
of the Cooking Club. Most of the cooking
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instructions and conversations were conducted
in Spanish mixed with a bit of English because
there were a number of Spanish-speaking
volunteers and one cook who did not speak
much English. However, not all of the
volunteers spoke Spanish; two women spoke
Mandarin or Cantonese as their first language,
English as their second, and no Spanish. These
women came to help prepare the food and
ended up working with me preparing the rice,
separately from the rest of the food
preparation. When the food was served, the
volunteers brought it out to the attendees -
who had bought tickets - and then we ate in a
different portion of the house, away from the
performing choir.

The two events seem quite similar in that
they both focus on serving food in a social
setting, but the exact bounds of where and
when in the meal process the socializing
happens are quite different. In the Multicultural
Dinner, the focus is on talking over the meal
and enjoying the entertainment together,
whereas the Cooking Club socializes throughout
the cooking and eating process. During the
Multicultural Dinner, there was a clear divide
between those who paid for the dinner, and
thus ate in the decorated room with music, and
those who prepared the dinner and sat out in
the hallway, making the dinner a large
production rather than a gathering of friends.
However, this gathering, in contrast with the
Cooking Club, could potentially facilitate
interactions between people from different
programs in the house.

During the Cooking Club meeting, the divide
was more between people’s different reasons
for being there than what we did: between the
members of the Cooking Club on the one hand,
and, on the other, the staff and the volunteers
(like me) who helped get the cooking process
started but left the kitchen as more members
showed up to take over. When the club meeting
first started, | was part of the cooking crew,
cutting vegetables and adding spices; as more
people showed up, however, Brianna, my
supervisor, asked me to leave the kitchen and
help her with other parts of the event, like
making name tags. She said that knowing when
to draw back from an activity and leave it for
the participants is an important part of giving
participants a safe and fun space to be. As the

staff withdrew, the kitchen became a place of
laughter, spicy smells, and people talking about
food and other parts of life.

The more congenial atmosphere of the
Cooking Club could be a result of a club policy
of trying to speak English as a common
language, as well as of trying to get as many
people involved with the cooking process as
possible or of chatting with people sitting at the
tables while the food was cooking. A common
language makes it easier to get people involved,
but only if they speak that language, which is
one thing that made the Multicultural Dinner
different. That evening there was no clear
common language, so the group divided along
linguistic lines as well as the lines drawn by the
event organization itself. Although the dinner
preparation included more people, it also
alienated more people, at least on the
volunteer end.

Thus the creation of social interactions in the
neighborhood house contrasted with the unity
depicted by Lees (2010) and the methods of
taming space described by Robertson (2007),
even if the goals were similar. The house is an
institutional effort to facilitate the creation of
social networks that in Lees' field site occurred
more organically. Staff at the house seek to
bring together and recognize the different
strengths and roles of members through
different activities (Lees 2010, 398) and must
deal with a heterogeneous population (Lees
2010, 393). The house, partially funded by the
government and run by a board of wealthier
area residents, is a highly programmed effort to
mimic the type of face-to-face networking that
can occur more organically in communities, like
what Lees  describes. However, such
unintentional casual networking is difficult to
create in an area undergoing major
gentrification, when significant differences of
class or lifestyle may divide the population. The
house also gives people a place to see their
friends and belong, similarly to how the DTES
offers a place of belonging (Robertson 2007,
539). However, as Robertson discusses, there is
also a desire to tame space for oneself or one’s
group (Robertson 2007, 544). The house was a
site of a complex and ever-shifting web of social
relations depending on the people and groups
present.
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The governing factors of this web seemed to
be language abilities and the will to establish a
common language in a given activity, as well as
people’s purposes or reasons for going to the
house. These aspects follow Goffman’s
assertion that “in so far as they [in this case,
members of the neighborhood house] co-
operate in maintaining a given impression,
using this device as a means of achieving their
ends, they constitute what has here been called
a team” (Goffman 1959, 84.) If a person sought
to be social, like the regulars who chat over
coffee and come in several days a week, then
that person’s community of people to interact
with encompassed others encountered in those
situations. If a person saw the house as a place
to do a certain activity or access a service like
daycare, then that person saw only those in the
narrowed field of focus around those services
and events. The various social groups active
within the neighborhood house depend, to
some extent, on the members of those groups
using the programs to achieve a certain end,
whether it be socializing, cooking a meal,
learning a language, or otherwise being
socialized into the urban Canadian context. The
two dinners discussed differed mainly in scope:
the Cooking Club had fewer participants but
had more flexibility in who could interact with
whom; the Multicultural Dinner served more
people but generated a narrower definition of
who interacted with whom, limited by who
shared a table in the dining room or a language
in the kitchen. (Unfortunately, due to my
position in the kitchen, | was not able to see
how people chose which table to sit at and who
to talk to.) Thus it is not just physical space and
its functions, but also social and mental space
and goals that determine how people interact
and include others or not.

An Administrator’'s Point of View

During my time at the neighborhood house, |
interviewed my supervisor, Brianna, about how
she saw her position within the house as the
Community Developer and where she wants
the programming to go. She explained, “We
work on those different spectrums of the
community development. We go from service,
to engagement, to empowerment.” Thus my
supervisor saw the house not just as a place
where people would meet, but to have those

meetings give people power and confidence in
their own abilities such that they eventually feel
more certain of their autonomy and agency.
This was part of why the house relies heavily on
members to act as volunteers to share their
time and knowledge. If members put their own
work into a project, like in the Cooking Club,
they had something to show for it, a meal to
share with friends, along with new or
reaffirmed cooking abilities. The people leading
programming at the house then sought to
facilitate social and knowledge exchanges,
developing social networks, and building a
stronger sense of community in the process.

Specifically with regards to the Cooking Club,
Brianna said, “It's a good way to feed your
family. It's a good way to make friends. It's a
good way to have more of a social experience.
Because you could get really isolated.” She
contrasted this with the Multicultural Dinners
by saying, “[the Multicultural Dinner is] more
open just because there's a fee, it's easier right?
And we have more space, like we take up to a
hundred, maybe eighty people.” The latter was
also more widely advertised due to the larger
space capacity. The Multicultural Dinner
reached out to people across programs and
even outside of the house, thanks to people
inviting their friends, possibly creating further-
reaching social networks. The Cooking Club was
smaller and focused on deepening in-house
relationships, often formed in the settlement
programs or between people who like
socializing around food. Brianna realized this,
noting, “The Multicultural Dinner is more
sharing, like open sharing without necessarily
getting too close. Yeah, and | would say the
Cooking Club is about more like making friends
because you actually get to relate to people
more closer than, than the dinner.”

Brianna’'s understanding of the differences
between the two groups reflected the
conclusions | reached about them, but is based
on a different point of view. While she was
talking about the house as a whole, my position
in the kitchen gave me get a glimpse of how
some of the volunteers, many of whom are
members of the house, interact in these
different contexts. | do not know if Brianna has
seen or thought about these differences
specifically as she did not mention them in the
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interview. However, based on volunteer
comments, the programs were run differently in
the kitchen and, based on my observations, the
staff handling of these two events does not
quite match up with Brianna's stated intention.

A volunteer during the Multicultural Dinner,
who was also a member of the Cooking Club,
tried to get more of the women to speak in
English, saying that this would help include
more people in the cooking process. The
Multicultural Dinner did not have a rule about
language use that members imposed and
reinforced like the Cooking Club did. At neither
event did a staff member comment on trying to
speak a common language, suggesting that it
was the members who thought that the rule
was important enough to try and enforce.
Again, this demonstrates how different groups
within the house constituted Goffmanian
teams. These teams depend on the ways that
members deploy group identity characteristics
by controlling their mask in a group
performance. Goffman’s idea of masks, “the
role we are striving to live up to” (Goffman 1959,
19), encompasses how people try to act within a
social interaction to follow established social
rules and expectations. While the Multicultural
Dinner did not have an overt rule about
language use, there were clearly other social
expectations at play in terms of how people
interacted in the kitchen versus out where the
entertainment and socializing was occurring.
Even within the Cooking Club there were other
clear means of mask control that governed how
people interacted with each other. For example,
people shared stories about where they were
from, listened to the person leading the event,
and so on. All such activities culminated in
establishing an outwardly orderly event and
coherent group interaction that reinforced
elements of a group identity.

This instance is almost the opposite of what
Stacey Pigg (2013) found in her work with
international non-profits, where the language
was too tightly controlled to be relevant to the
people the organizations sought to help. Pigg
argues that the NGOs she studied could not
actually help the people in the area because the
NGOs were not allowed to translate the
language of the organization into the language
of the local people. The wider organizations had
too great a control over their members’ actions

and the organizations’ self-presentation
through pamphlets and language, and people
within them were stuck trying to work through
broken policies. In the case of the
neighborhood house, it was instead the lack of
language policies or suggestions that isolated
different people. While English was the
language of the Cooking Club, it made sense
that it was not the /ingua franca of all events,
like the Chinese choir or Spanish parenting
group. However, perhaps having a stated
language policy for some events would help
achieve the goal of empowerment in a mixed
language environment. Of course, this would
only address the question of how to
communicate in an environment where people
have already gathered to socialize with each
other; it does not examine the complications of
interpreting and understanding how people
and the house are set up to socialize or not
across different groups inside the house.

Communities, Space, and
Liminality

The neighborhood house offered a variety of
programs for people to bond over, creating
communities of people where everyone could
see each other. However, the community of
people who identified as members also created
imagined  communities,  which Benedict
Anderson (1991) defines as “/imagined because
the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow
members” (Anderson 1991, 6). Anderson is
talking about nations, but such ideas can also
apply to smaller numbers of people, since most
members of the house do not regularly see
each other but still identify as members of the
same group, the neighborhood house. The
members of the house also form a community
by Anderson’s definition because “in fact, all
communities larger than primordial villages of
face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these)
are imagined” (Anderson 1991, 6). Thus the
members of the house may belong to a variety
of imagined communities because any group
that considers itself a group might not
physically see everyone thought to be in the
group at a given time or activity, but still acts as
a collective, and is thus an imagined
community.
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These imagined communities exist on
multiple levels, arising from connections on the
Goffmanian teams created around the activities
in which people participate. They also socialize
limitations based on the languages people
speak, the places they identify as coming from,
the places they live, and so on. Thus, the
divisions of the surrounding neighborhood area
might also have been a function of imagined
communities, where specific streets arbitrarily
made up part of an identity from the accident
of who ended up talking to whom. However,
within the house, the divisions between groups
and the cohesion of different groups were
strong or weak to different degrees depending
on the situation. Such variations are based on
perceived aspects of team identity and what
elements of personal masks facilitate or
challenge the conception of a particular group
identity. For instance, in a kitchen where there
were women from different Spanish speaking
countries, the women mentioned which
countries they came from, but then fell into a
single group by speaking a common language.
This created a cohesive group of Spanish
speakers while defining a boundary of who was
not a part of it, by virtue of using a language
that not everyone in the kitchen could speak.

This does not explain how the larger house
events hailed a larger group identity that was
pushed aside once the event is over in favor of
smaller activity-based group identities. There
was something special about the larger events
that let people break through the smaller
imagined communities that function on a daily
basis, in order to focus on the larger community
of membership in the house. Unlike the
instances when daycare parents ignored the
people sitting on the couches, or when the
Chinese choir did not interact with the kids
group next door, the Multicultural Dinner and
the Cooking Club were liminal events.
Liminality, for the purposes of this paper, is the
idea that for short, defined periods of time, a
new social or interactional order is created in-
between established orders. These events were
in-between the daily social patterns, like who
talked to whom while sitting in the couches on a
given day, or who came in for coffee, because
the coffee and couches were available any time
the house was open, while the special events
were transitory moments. Consequently, during

these larger events, people developed a liminal
persona, which Victor Turner (1967) describes
as “invisible” because “the structural “invisibility”
of liminal persona has a twofold character. They
are no longer classified and not yet
classified” (Turner 1967, 96). The larger events
brought people from different subgroups
within the house together and created an in-
between space where people could
simultaneously inhabit multiple identities: one
being the group(s) they were involved in within
the house, the other belonging to the Cooking
Club or the Multicultural Dinner. Neither
identity encompassed the whole person, but
rather influenced how people interacted in
larger mediating social contexts that broke the
patterns of normal socialization.

The idea of liminality in this context is further
enhanced by Goffman’s ideas of teams and how
members express different elements of
themselves through their social masks
(Goffman 1959, 19) to facilitate group
conformity (80). The context of liminal events
like the Cooking Club and Multicultural Dinner
gives participants a time-space area to engage
in a group activity larger than other ones run by
the neighborhood house, yielding a new group
or “team” to be a part of. As such, the
identifying characteristics of this team are
different from those of other, smaller activities,
and thus people’s masks must change to foster
their new social alignment.

This use of liminality differs from Van
Gennep's, which considers liminality primarily in
relation to sequential rites of passage:
“Although a complete scheme of rites of
passage typically includes preliminal rites (rites
of separation), liminal rites (rites of transition),
and postliminal rites (rites of incorporation), in
specific instances these three types are not
always  equally important or equally
elaborated.” (Gennep 1960, 11). Instead of
passing through a transitional series of rites at
the larger social events, the people socialized in
a temporary space that, at least for a while,
transcended the subgroup memberships with
which people aligned at other times in the
house. The liminal spaces then also took on
aspects of permanence by recurring at monthly
intervals, despite the actual event only lasting
for a few hours.
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The house staff could use these events to
temporarily, but regularly, transcend the
smaller imagined communities created by the
different services and activities such as the
daycare, free coffee, conversational groups, and
choirs. When these events were not in session,
people redefined themselves based on which
group they were active in at a given moment. In
other words, individuals’ social masks were
determined by the team that coalesced around
the neighborhood house activity they spent the
most time doing. These patterns of liminal
activities  determining  temporary  team
identities did not just exist in the neighborhood
house, but also in the larger community, which
was apparent on my walks through the
neighborhood. Outside the house, however,
liminal spaces were defined more by physical
space, like streets and yards, rather than the
activities and room dividers that marked them
out inside the house.

Gentrification

In the wider neighborhood, gentrification
played a role in determining which physical
spaces were used for socializing and what types
of teams formed, as manifested in people’s
mask creation and maintenance. In places
where people talked to their neighbors outside
their own houses, it was perhaps because they
had defined an imagined community around
the concept of neighbors and the idea that
neighbors should talk to each other. In my
observations, however, some of the other
streets were quieter and the residents did not
spend much time outside talking to people who
lived nearby. These observations of differences
in social identity creation and maintenance
follow the patterns of gentrification mentioned
earlier (Saracino 2010, 13; Glass 2010, 21; Zukin
2010, 37; and most overtly Levy and Cybrivsky
2010). Thus, it comes down to how the newer
residents who live in the freshly painted homes
defined their identity with regards to the
neighborhood. For some it might have just
been a place to live; for others, it was a system
of social networks.

The neighborhood house’s liminal spaces
formed around the boundaries of teams whose
identity was based on an activity. These groups
formed explicit teams, while other key groups

were comprised of the people who used the
house's services, like the daycare, but did not
attend other house events. This latter group of
people did not qualify as an explicit team
because they had no set task to perform, other
than using a particular service within the
context of the house, but they nonetheless
formed a visible group. The group’s identity was
based on consumption practices as part of
gentrification (Glass 2010, 21), where the key to
being part of the group was a Goffmanian mask
created by using certain services in the house
and wider lifestyle performances. This division
became apparent while | was conducting
surveys of people at neighborhood events in
the area. For example, the neighborhood house
had a booth at a local school fair. People whose
children went to the school came because it
was a fundraiser for the area and to visit other
booths that listed local services. While | was
there, | conducted surveys to see what people
outside of the house would want from the
house or whether they had been there. During
this time, | met an older white man with white
hair who had served on the board of directors
for the house, who said nothing about how long
he had lived in the area, but said he never really
attended events or used any of the services. He
was not the only one. A young white man in his
30s told me, when | asked him if he knew of the
house, that he was really only interested in
getting his child into the daycare or preschool,
and expressed no interest in any of the other
activities the staff ran. His conception of group
identity with regards to the house solely
followed the activity of consumption and
performing a wider group identity through such
associations. If Goffman’s idea about “staging a
single routine” is broadened to include
commodity consumption, than this group
would also qualify as a “team,” but in a much
wider context and scope.

These responses from outside of the house
show a clear division between existing residents
and some of the people newer to the area, as
well as possible class and racial divides. The
newer, wealthier, typically white families
moving into the area could change how the
house works and who can access its services.
While | was there, the programming was heavily
focused on helping people who had recently
immigrated into Canada, and/or had linguistic
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or cultural differences from the imagined
community of Canada at large. However, as my
walk through the neighborhood showed, the
diversity of the area is changing: rents are
rising, and the younger, wealthier families who
are moving in could be pushing out some of the
lower-income recent immigrants from the area.
This means that some of the people who could
use the services offered by the house travel
long distances to it via public transportation or
other methods, while the people who live
closest to the house use the fewest number
and narrowest range of the house's programs.

These families, the ones using the daycare
and preschool, may socialize outside of the
house, thus forming an imagined community
through their consumption of a program at the
house, but functionally operating outside of it. It
could also be that the parents of these children
do not interact with each other at all, except to
pick up and drop off their kids; | do not know as
| was not able to be involved in either the
preschool or the daycare. It would be an area
for further study and could indicate how the
programming at the house may need to change
in order to serve the people in the Mountain
area.

Parents or guardians need the services of a
daycare or preschool for longer than a single
night, but their use of the house mirrors the
patterns of some of the weekly events at the
neighborhood house. The choirs and
conversation groups may not make much use
of all of the events at the house either, so
perhaps the parents in the area are not all that
different from other members of the house.
Instead, perhaps the house simply served as a
location rather than a liminal event conducive
to meeting people outside of an established
social group. What changes with gentrification,
though, is how far people who are targeted by
many of the services offered at the house -
especially newcomers to Canada - will have to
travel to use them. That said, events like the
Multicultural Dinner do not happen very often,
lessening the inconvenience of traveling further
to participate in them. As the process of
gentrification continues, | wonder how far
people will need to move in order to afford to
live comfortably, and how long they will still use
the Mountain neighborhood house as opposed

to others in the Vancouver area.

The conflicting identities of teams created at
the neighborhood house show how liminality
and imagined communities are part of what
creates Goffmanian regions. Some regional
barriers can be physical - the way that certain
areas of the neighborhood are heavily fenced
or controlled by community police - while
others are socially constructed- who is allowed
to what events and who converses with whom.
Gentrification in the Mountain area is creating
perception barriers based on consumption
practices - whose children get into the daycare,
who goes to the Multicultural Dinners, and who
can afford to live in which houses. Money and
the curation of particular neighborhood images
erase marginal people from the image of the
area. Even though many lower-income people
and recent immigrants still live in the area, the
stores popping up recently as well as the
patterns of socializing amongst wealthier
newcomers cultivate a different image for the
future of the neighborhood. The newer image
of the Mountain area is based on perceived
ideas of social progress through the monetary
investment seen in new houses and new stores
(Zukin 2010), and as various parts of cities
compete for such redevelopment (Atkinson and
Bridge 2010, 59), gentrification is encouraged
by city development projects and changes in
the real estate market. The Mountain
neighborhood image is ripe for revision, as
Vancouver's focus on sociocultural fields (Ley
2010, 106) only encourages the illusion of la vie
bohéme associated with redevelopment in
gentrifying areas (Mele 2010, Atkinson and
Bridge 2010, Lloyd 2010, Glass, 2010, Smith
2010).

The Mountain Neighborhood House's
response contrasts with the outcry over the
situation in Strathcona, as described by Lee
(2007), in that residents in the house never
expressed any concern for the changing
situation in the neighborhood and certainly did
not mention being upset by the divisions within
the house programming. This suggests, again,
that perhaps the members of the house are not
worried by the changing face of the
neighborhood. Maybe the events within the
house offer enough stability and people are
able to commute to them easily enough that
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larger events are not really threatened by the
changing times and demographic makeup. The
gentrification process only continues, however,
and as it does so, it will probably affect the
neighborhood house at some point, but not in
any clear, single way. As shown in the housing
report for the Downtown Eastside (Sutherland
et al. 2014), there is a growing housing crisis in
Vancouver with a clear lack of affordable
housing, leading to greater social stratification
within the city. Rising housing prices force more
people to either move or face financial
struggles by staying in the same area.
Robertson (2007) discusses how important
access to services is to feeling at home and safe
in an area, but the question of which services
and who they will be helping remains to be
settled. Currently the Mountain Neighborhood
House still offers a diverse array of services,
and Brianna mentioned wanting it to stay that
way in the interview. She also wanted to help
poorer parts of the community by offering
programs with even lower food prices, showing
her desire to reach out to lower-income people
moving into the Mountain area as they get
pushed out of the Downtown Eastside and
elsewhere. She did not mention expanding
programs for the newer wealthier people in the
area, perhaps because they do not need the
house programs as much as those who are
limited by money or language barriers.

While it is admirable that the house is
reaching out to those mainstream society
frequently forgets, | do wonder how the
conception of what it means to be a member of
the house will change depending on which
developmental direction the house pursues.
They can reach out to the newer residents of
the area, who are largely wealthy and mostly
seek the child-care services, or they can
continue to reach out to more marginalized
social groups who use the Multicultural Dinners
and other programs to meet people in the area.
The larger events could still serve as “liminal”
bridges, helping people meet individuals from
other groups within the house to foster a larger
sense of imagined community, but only if
people want to develop a broader team
orientation. The people who openly identify as
members of the house tend to be those who
use the larger programs and meet the largest
diversity of people. Those who use only a few

programs keep to themselves and their smaller
imagined communities, possibly creating future
barriers within the neighborhood house, whose
programs cannot continue to diversify without
community support and funding. The effects of
gentrification appear to be only starting to be
felt at the house, as new people seek it out only
for its physical services and not the social ones.
Further research over a longer period of time
could investigate how the house, and its
members, perceive and react to the changes if
they continue.

Conclusion

The neighborhood house created a middle
ground between individual people and the idea
of the neighborhood at large. It mirrored the
divisions of the neighborhood at large via
different methods of identity and community
creation, but also gave people the chance to
transcend the boundaries of imagined
communities. However, it was not a completely
open environment, either through accident,
manipulation, or ease of use. The choice of a
lingua franca, for instance, was partially an
accident - people started talking in a language
they knew they shared, and people who joined
tried to follow the established pattern, perhaps
explaining how Spanish became the lingua
franca during the Multicultural Dinner. In other
instances, the house staff or the members have
a stated language policy, deliberately
manipulating the choice of language with the
intention of easing communication and
allowing team formation.

Gentrification is changing the Goffmanian
regions of the area by introducing new teams
who engage in different primary or
consumption activities and thereby inhabit
different masks in interpersonal interactions.
My walk around the area before my fieldwork
started shows how gentrification creates visible
regions whose barriers are higher priced stores
and a particular idea of society entwined with
rebellion against previous urban/suburban
ideologies (Smith 1979, 72; Smith 1998, 35;
Zukin 1982; Ley 1996). These areas are
inhabited by wealthier, younger, often white,
residents, while the older areas are more
racially diverse and lower-income, with multi-
generational households. These different
lifestyles and life stages interact with the wider
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area in different ways, through patterns of
participation in activities or consumption,
thereby creating teams with other individuals
and/or families who participate or consume
similarly. Such regional and team identities,
influenced by life outside of the house, are
mirrored  in  interactions  within  the
neighborhood house.

Imagined communities, or teams with a set
activity or pattern of behavior, exist within the
neighborhood house and serve a socializing
function, regardless of language, due to their
liminality. During an activity, people are given
the opportunity to meet people from different
programs and, through the course of the
activity, reorient to new team identities through
shared projects. Perhaps through the regularity
of the liminal activities, it is possible for
members to make friends and form new
imagined communities, crossing group divides.
Such communities and boundaries almost
always exist within social and physical spaces,
either feeding off or creating further
boundaries between people, but also
generating aspects of identity. When one is a
member of a group, one simultaneously makes
oneself separate from a larger population and
yet unified with a subset, in ways that are often
identifiable by others.

Gentrification could fundamentally change
the neighborhood house as it will inevitably
change the surrounding Mountain area, but it
could also offer opportunities for community
creation and understanding. If the house staff
manages to increase the diversity of its
programs, as well as encouraging all to
participate in the larger events, then these
events could offer additional liminal spaces for
people of different classes and backgrounds to
meet. These meetings could then benefit the
community at large by fostering a better
understanding of the diversity among members
of the house, but only if the newer users of the
house’s services decide to break out of their
established patterns and attend such events. It
all depends on how people define and perceive
their neighbors. Is “neighbor” a category that
extends beyond physical, social, and cultural
boundaries, or is it doomed to be defined by
them? The next few years should tell.

Liminal events invite people to complicate or
add to their identity by minimizing previous
team identities via new teams created by a
shared orienting activity or purpose. Perhaps by
understanding how the different levels of
imagined communities operate it might be
possible to better understand ourselves and
how we choose to define ourselves and interact
with others. Maybe we can take this
information and challenge ourselves to talk to
people we would not have otherwise; we never
know what we might learn and this knowledge
can empower us or others to do more for our
neighbors and neighborhoods and to have a
better sense of what our neighborhood is and
with whom we share it.
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ello?” My voice is met by the sound of
H dogs barking and | turn back to my

mother’s friend and assure her, “This is
the right home.” Seeing Ameera wave in
welcome from the doorway of the house, | step
over the threshold of the iron gate, faded pale
blue from the desert sun. My mother’s friend
follows closely behind. As a single, Asian
American woman, | enter into the lives of
participants as a visible outsider. | visit these
women with my mother or a friend of my
mother, rather than travelling alone. The
presence of an older, married woman
chaperoning my actions in public signals
sensitivity to the tangible cultural expression of
protection and decency for a young, unmarried
woman.

We enter the magjlis [sitting room] where
Umm Rashid stands up to greet us. Four kisses
on one cheek and the greeting “Kif halich? [How
are you?]” The whirring of a fan fights against
the summer heat and almost overwhelms the
low hum of the Pakistani game show on the TV.
As she sits down and throws her scarf over her
shoulder, the iconic Balochi pocket, heavy with
embroidery, drapes gently on the ground. This
characteristically Balochi outfit has been
referenced by many of the younger participants
as the outfit their mothers always wear, but
they only don for weddings or eids [festivals].
Settling into the cushion on the floor, | hear
Asma’s words echo in my ear, “We all originally
are Baloch. So we have the same things in
common...'cause we all have the same culture,
the same food habit, the same dressing style,
everything is same.”

The Baloch people have a long history in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Originating in
Balochistan, a province spanning the western
side of Pakistan, eastern lIran, and southern
Afghanistan, today the Baloch people live in

countries all over the world with many residing
in the Middle East. Many people, including the
Baloch, moved to the UAE for economic
opportunity as the country discovered oil and
began to build up industries under the vision
and leadership of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al
Nahyan (Davidson 2006). Because of political
ties between colonized areas in and around
Balochistan and the British presence in what is
now known as the UAE, as well as the religious
affinity felt between Sunni Arabs and Sunni
Persians, Baloch immigrants could move across
borders to the Emirates without passports
before the Emirates became independent in
1971 (Zayed University n.d., Abdullah 1978). As
documentation became more important, the
UAE government offered many Baloch people
the choice of local citizenship or citizenship
from their countries of origin, Pakistan and Iran.
More recently, the Emirati government has
given local citizenship or Comoros Island
passports to many of those who were formerly
known as bidoon [outside], lacking passports,
and thus lacking the documents necessary to
enroll children in school, access healthcare,
obtain a work permit, open a bank account, and
travel easily within the U.A.E. and across
national borders (Arbrahamian 2015; Zacharias
2013; Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and
Labor 2008). Because of the large expatriate
population in the UAE, the Emirates is a country
of minorities, with local Emiratis making up only
15 percent of the total population (Central
Intelligence Agency n.d.). A study of the Baloch,
as a diaspora people, provides a means to
examine themes that are pertinent in a
transnational world, including multicultural
identity ~ construction,  assimilation  and
distinctiveness (Ali 2011). The more specific
exploration of identity construction in Baloch
women has implications for gender studies of
other diaspora communities, especially as they
intersect with familial, ethnic, and national
identity.

Multiculturalism “seeks to use cultural
diversity as a basis for challenging, revising, and
relativizing basic notions and principles
common to dominant and minority cultures
alike” (Turner 1993, 413). Multiculturalism can
be understood as “numerous cultural identities
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manifested in people and societies” (Rodriguez
2000, 153). The plurality of cultural identities
can be founded in an array of factors including
ethnic background, national affiliation, and
family history. Navigating multicultural identity
involves negotiating values and principles that
may be expressed in conflicting or contrasting
ways. The conversation around multiculturalism
has the valuable potential to challenge and
reshape the assumptions of majority and
minority cultures. While conversations on
multiculturalism have historically been based in
Eurocentric  assumptions, exploration of
multicultural identities in nonwhite majority
contexts is critical to deconstruct the othering
of non-European derived elements (Eller 1997).
Balochi women in Al Ain construct their
multicultural identity by navigating between the
structures of tradition and personal agency:
they replace kin endogamy with marriage with
those who are culturally similar; develop a
sense of nationalism that negotiates between
their country of origin and their country of
adoption, regardless of their citizenship; and
pursue complex paths involving education and
marriage among the opportunities presented
by family and state support.

Methods: Narrative Study of
Identity Construction

The initial foundational question of this project
was: How do Baloch women in Al Ain construct
identity for themselves and their children
through education and the retelling of history?
As | entered the research process, however, |
found that because of the variety of marital
statuses as well as generational differences,
personal identity was more central than
maternal identity in the narratives of these
women. While there were distinctions drawn
between displaced Baloch and those resident in
Balochistan, political and Balochi history were
not prominent themes in these women’s
narratives, especially in conversations with
women in their forties and younger. “History”,
qualified in this context as the retelling of
personal or recent family history, can be a
useful way of framing the personal narratives of
participants. While religion was an important
theme within the narratives of individuals, due
to the constraints of this paper, it will not be
addressed, except as it intersects with the

themes explored here. The driving question for
this research project was shaped through the
process of research and writing and can be
stated: How do Baloch women in Al Ain
construct their identity through marriage,
national affiliation, and education?

To narrow my scope, | limited participants to
women over the age of 18, in the city of Al Ain in
the UAE. During my research time, | was also
introduced to a Baloch woman who lived and
worked in Dubai. Since the scope of research
was limited to Al Ain, the data from her
interview is treated as supplementary rather
than the primary focus of analysis. Over the
course of this project, | spoke with ten Baloch
women. At the time of research, two were
single, one engaged, and seven married; one
has previously been divorced. Some are
mothers of young children and some have
children fully grown. In a family-based cultural
context, these categorizations significantly
shape the expectations, responsibilities, and
voices of authority, particularly the role and
influence of patriarchs, in these women'’s lives.
Participants held passports from Pakistan, Iran,
and the UAE. Citizenship is a major theme in
this exploration of identity as it intersects with
the family history in the UAE, relationship to the
local government, educational opportunities,
language, and many other important themes. In
terms of education, some women had never
attended school while others had finished a
Bachelors degree and had hopes of eventually
completing a doctorate. The educational
opportunity for women closely reflects the
values of their closest male authority, usually a
father or husband. The women ranged in age
from their early twenties to late sixties and
seventies. Most of the women’s families have
been in the UAE for several decades, though
they maintained different levels of connectivity
with relatives and friends in the Balochistan
region. The diversity of women in regard to
these different factors provides this study with
a wide array of perspectives, avoiding a
monolithic representation of the experiences of
Baloch women.

The basis of this research project is primarily
unstructured personal interviews, conducted
over the course of three months in public
places and homes, according to the preference
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of the participant. Because of the communal
nature of the home, interviews conducted in
the mayjlis [sitting room] of the home were not
expected to be private. For the sake of clarity,
pseudonyms were added in the case of multiple
participants with the same name.

One limitation of this research was language.
While I, as the researcher, had basic
conversational Modern Standard Arabic (MSA)
and participants could understand the general
ideas | was communicating, the participants
spoke a mixture of Khaleeji Arabic, Balochi,
Urdu, Farsi, and varying levels of English. The
diverse linguistic demographics created
challenges in communication and translation.
For example, during one visit, | asked questions
in Arabic to the mother of the family, Umm
Rashid, while her daughter Noora, sitting next
to her, translated into Balochi. Umm Rashid
responded to my questions in a mixture of
Urdu and Balochi and my mother’s friend, who
is also her long-time family friend, translated
back to English for me, mirroring the imagery
and spiritual references Umm Rashid used. At
one point in the conversation, a dispute
between Umm Rashid and some of her
daughters over whether the role of women has
changed was not fully translated because of
limitations in my translator’s vocabulary. These
recordings were not fully transcribed because
participants’ original responses were
sometimes inaudible due to multiple
conversations simultaneously occurring in the
mayjlis [sitting room], which is the hub of family
life, and the limitations of this project in finding
translators fluent in English, Urdu, Balochi,
Khaleeji Arabic and MSA. This situation
illustrates the difficulties of research involving
several languages and the necessity of
translation embedded in the design of this
project.

In addition to translation between languages,
eight of the interviews were conducted
primarily in English. Educated women could
converse with a mix of formal MSA and English,
depending on their schooling and exposure to
native English speakers. When conversing with
individuals who knew very little English, the
process of communication was more complex.
While their meaning was communicated to me
through further explanation, movement, and

clarification, this indirect method of
communication made it difficult to transcribe
with precision their exact wording. Interviews
were recorded with the permission of the
participant. In four cases where participants
requested that | not use a recording device, |
took notes on their responses. Quotations from
these unrecorded interviews are approximate
rather than precise, written to capture the
participant's cadence of speech. Direct
qguotations have been left largely unedited to
retain original wording and seek to capture the
rhythm of conversation rather than conform to
the norms of academic English writing.

Findings: Marriage, Nationality,
and Education

The negotiation of multicultural identity occurs
dynamically between structure and agency.
Angelika Bammer states, “..home is about
separation and commitment; and identity is at
times about what we are essentially not, but are
also not free to dispense with. The politics of
identity, in short, is a constant process of
negotiation” (1994, xiv-xv). Because of this,
cultural and multicultural identity cannot be
essentialized. However, the politicization of
ethnic identity tends to be reductionistic. In the
context of nation-states, the construction of
“imaginaries of national identity intended to
supersede all other identities...[creates] and
[solidifies] socially constructed distinctions
between insiders and outsiders” through
“conferring or denying legal, social, and cultural
citizenship” (Cainkar 2013, 128). The imbedding
of power in citizenship opens and closes
specific opportunities to individuals with
differing national and legal standings. The
dynamic between structure and agency is
primary in the negotiation of multicultural,
transnational migrant identity. As Catherine
Bryan says, “Responding to these opportunities
and restrictions and reflecting the complexity of
migrant decision-making, these strategies are at
once reactive and creative, responsive and
adaptive, and complicit and subversive” (2012,
133). In the following sections on marriage,
nationality, and education, this dynamic
between structure and agency will be further
explored. Rather than examining factors in
isolation, | include multiple characteristics of
participants, namely gender, ethnic minority

The JUE Volume 8 Issue 1, 2018 40



identity, and national identity, in an effort to
“simultaneously analyze other particular
identities of an individual which [contextualize]
identity relations, agency, and manifestations of
power” (Rodriguez 2000, 162).

Marriage: Cultural Commonality

Asma leans forward as she speaks. “The main
thing if | talk about the early marriage or the
education part is the same. It's the same in the
Baloch of Oman, same in the Baloch of
Kyrgyzstan, Iran, it's the same.” Asma gestures,
emphasizing the importance of her statement.
“It's the same. Because we all originally are
Baloch. So, we have the same things in
common.” A recent graduate from university
with a Bachelor's degree in engineering, Asma is
working as a translator at a well-established
hospital in Al Ain.

She sits next to me on the cushioned booth
of the mall coffee shop and continues, “So that's
why my mom says, she says if a guy comes
from Oman and he's Balochi, we wouldn't mind
to make him our son-in-law if he's good. So,
what | mean is, he should be a Balochi no
matter from which part.” At 24 years old, Asma
is single," unlike most of her cousins who
married around the age of 18. In Balochi
culture, marriage is spoken about as an
expectation rather than an option. Asma is
expected to marry first since she is the oldest of
five children. Her two sisters do not have the
pressure to marry because they are in grade
school, under 18 years old, and their sister
Asma and two older brothers are likely to wed
before  them. Having completed her
undergraduate degree in engineering, Asma
knows her mother is ready for her to be
married. In considering a marriage partner, her
parents deem Balochi heritage an essential
characteristic. Asma explains, “cause we all
have the same culture, the same food habit, the
same dressing style, everything is same.”
Balochi culture is framed as a basis of
sameness on which communal, ethnic and
familial identity is built. Although the diaspora
of Baloch people is spread across many
countries, the culture and ethnic identity
remains an  essential  foundation  of
commonality for marriage. Citizenship is not
considered an important factor, especially
compared to ethnic identity expressed in

communal association and cultural expression.
These priorities expressed by Asma correspond
with the lives of the other women | have spoken
with who are married or engaged to exclusively
Baloch men holding various nations’ passports.
Gesturing toward me, Asma continues, “I think
you would feel more comfortable with
someone who's from your own.” She pauses as
| nod my understanding of partiality toward in-
group socializing (Horwitz and Rabbie 1992,
265).

Asma goes on to contrast her parents’
preference for a marriage partner from the
same cultural background with her peers’
“development in their thought” and “open-
mindedness” for difference. The conversation
around love marriages could be attributed to a
Western, modernist framework of
“development” and a postmodern valuing of
“open-mindedness” and plurality (Hinojosa
2009; McHale 1992). Studying and working in
the UAE is a cross-cultural experience where
Baloch women have opportunity to interact
closely with different cultural values and
expectations. However, Asma has not seen the
“modern” pattern of meeting someone, getting
to know them and then marrying among her
Balochi community, “us.” Across the table, her
two younger sisters stir their hot chocolate, half
listening to our conversation.

“So sometimes...for my mom | used to tell
her, what if | find someone at work and | would
say like I want to marry so and so. She used to
be like, ‘'NO.” She pauses for emphasis. “Should
be from our place. Should be a Balochi." | used
to tell her, ‘We're getting developed and people
are open-minded. Time has changed.” But no,
she still wants to follow her own, old plan. So,
let's see. | might change the history.” Her sisters
smile at the reference to this familiar
conversation. The preference for cultural
homogeneity in marriage within a multicultural
context creates tension between generational
expectations. As an individual who has grown
up in a multicultural context, Asma narrates this
tension with language of “developing” toward
“open-mindedness”. Modernity is understood
through the lens of orientalism, framing the
“West” as bringing enlightenment and
development to the “East” (Said 1978). However,
she frames these changes in positive language,
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recognizing her personal agency to “change the
history.” This tension of multiculturalism ties
back to the dynamic relationship between
expectations and the personal choices that are
made. Structures and history of power
dynamics shape the grounds on which an
individual makes decisions. Asma’s parents
insist that her husband must be of Balochi
descent to be a candidate for marriage.
Personal agency, in turn, reinforces or
challenges structures; in Asma’s words, she can
“change the history.” Asma'’s choices are made
in conversation with these expectations. She
does not completely reject or accept their
expectations, but instead her language points
to a more nuanced response. She holds her
respect of her parents, their opinion, and
cultural tradition in tension with her own
willingness to defy expectations. This tension
can be attributed in part to Asma’s experiences
in  mixed-gender classrooms and work
environments as well as the large expatriate
population in the UAE.

Perched on the edge of the bed, | sip my tea,
listening carefully as Noora describes her
marriage. This is not her first marriage, she
explains. Her countenance changes as she
speaks, indicating her emotional response to
painful memories. She was married to a cousin
in Iran. In general, marriage to a cousin or
relative is preferred over marriage to a family
friend or a love marriage. Sitting in her mother’s
home nursing her youngest son, Noora recalls
her experiences that seem so distant from her
present circumstances. When she moved to
Iran to join her husband, she experienced
firsthand the differences in lifestyle and values
between her extended family in Iran and her
family in the UAE. Everything was unfamiliar in
Iran from the food to “the way of life.” She
pauses as she collects the right words to
communicate to me. Her first husband smoked
hashish, a form of cannabis. After only four
months of marriage, she came back to the UAE
to rejoin her family.

| smile at the sight of her four-year-old son
peeking shyly through the cloth that divides the
bedroom from the sitting room where Umm
Rashid and her husband sit talking and
watching television. The TV across from me in

the bedroom fades into white noise as Noora
continues her narrative. Two years after her
return to the UAE, she was engaged again. This
time, her husband is a friend of her brother.
During their six-month engagement, her fiancé
came to visit with her. Her face is bright with
expression as she highlights the difference of
her second marriage. They love each other, she
explains. Now, with three young sons, she lives
in her mother-in-law’s home. Watching her
eight-year-old son run in and out of the room
with his young cousins, she muses. Life is like
her friends' lives. It has the normal busyness of
chasing after her sons and the sounds of them
fighting.

Noora's personal narrative illustrates the
effect displacement has on marriage and cross-
cultural factors. While Asma emphasized the
sameness of Balochi culture creating
foundational similarities for marriage, Noora's
experiences highlight the possible disconnect in
the practical application of this ideal. Having
grown up in the UAE her whole life, her
marriage to her cousin had less cultural
commonality than her current marriage to a
Balochi family friend in Al Ain. This does not
contradict Asma’s theorization of cultural
commonality as a basis for marriage. However,
it suggests the primacy of cultural commonality
over kin endogamy in the context of marriage
for Balochi people in the UAE. The impact of
this reprioritization is the weakening of familial
ties arising from differing categorizations of licit
and illicit behavior and the simultaneous
strengthening of collective identity through
shared experiences and practices.

The light of the late afternoon sun peeks
through the doorway behind Somia and she
stands to turn off the lights and close the door.
Sitting in the darkness of the magjlis, she
projects a video from her mobile phone onto
one of the heavily tapestried walls. Somia is a
friend of my mother's friend in her late twenties
and she readily invited me into her mother’s
home in Al Ain, preferring to meet under her
mother's roof rather than her mother-in-law’s.?

As images of women dancing flit across the
walls, Somia and her eldest sister Mona begin
to identify the clothing. “This one is Emirati...this
one is Bahraini...this one is Hindi [Indian]...."
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The mosaic of colors, cloth, and faces flicker as
the women in the video celebrate the imminent
wedding of Somia’s cousin. The women at the
leilat al-henna [henna night] chose to put on
clothing from a variety of cultures and
nationalities with which they had varying
degrees of personal association. The multiple-
day event of a wedding gives these women, and
especially the bride, opportunity to wear
numerous outfits. Their choices to wear
different symbols of national and ethnic identity
are not necessarily statements of their own
personal background or legal identity. In a
country comprised of minorities, the choice to
put on a certain national or ethnic dress cannot
be understood as assimilation by a singular
minority to a standard set by a singular
majority. Rather, as a member of a minority
among minorities, Somia narrates cultural
exchange across national differences in terms
of personal agency. The choice to wear aspects
of a specific culture in a certain setting is
foundational in expressions of multiculturalism.
Wedding guests, as well as the bride and her
family, may choose to wear clothing that
represents their ethnic heritage or national
identity, or they could wear the dress of
nationalities to which they have no personal
connection. When asked why they chose to
wear a certain style of dress to their wedding,
Somia referred to personal preference as her
primary motivation while Asma attributed it to
“mixed culture.” Asma described the logic of
“mixed culture” saying,

Maybe | see some people from
Western country, | see some from
Eastern, and | see their cultures.
Maybe | want to try them, or some
of them | just adapt to those
cultures. So, the more you live with
them, you learn how their life is and
you put it into your own life and
thats how it becomes.. | see
weddings here, people over here,
they all wear white, and the things
are like that, you would want to do
that, right? Even if you don't want
to, you see everyone doing it. It has
become like a trend.

Multiculturalism, or “mixed culture”, results
from close interaction and sought

understanding between different cultures
(Bhabha 1996, 59). Personal agency is primary
in choosing to adopt customs and symbols of
other cultures. Asma attributes some changes
in cultural expression to social shifts and
“trends” that may even bypass personal desire
and preference. She admits that her view is in
preference of “the old way.” However, she sees
the power dynamics at play in the conversation
of modernization and multiculturalism. She
voices her peers’ perspectives, “They say, I'll go
how the world is going. The other [reason
things are changing] might be the development
in their thought. Like maybe they want to grow
up, they want to change their cultures, they
want to be more modern.” Living as displaced
people in a country where every nationality and
culture is a minority, cultural exchange is
almost inevitable. In addition to the
multicultural dynamics present in the UAE,
there is a strong influence that is framed in
orientalist terms of modernity (Said 1978).

While Asma spoke of sameness and cultural
commonality in Balochi culture, wedding
celebrations in both her and Somia’s experience
are a multicultural endeavor. Though practices
and choices of individuals are shaped by their
experiences and preferences, it would be an
oversimplification to ignore the dynamic
interaction between agency and structure. As
Sherry Ortner wrote, “history makes people, but
people make history” (Ortner 2003, 277). Somia
and Asma synthesize culture moving between
their abstract description of culture and their
daily practical choices.

Nationality: Citizenship and Nationalism

Sitting next to a sprawling spread of assorted
nuts, chocolates, tea, and sweets, Somia pours
another cup of hot cha/[tea] next to my half-full
cup of coffee. “You know, many people when
they said, ‘What's your family name?
‘I am Balochi’ ‘Really?!” She exclaims, her face
mimicking an expression of the surprise she
has seen. “They are surprised because they
think, They dont know, they don't have
education.” Blending the voice of a hypothetical
observer with her own, she explains, “I don't
want to say bad, but most from Pakistan don't
have education too much. Not because they
don’t have, but their life is different.” Somia's
words reflect the experiences of Ameera, one of
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the youngest daughters of Umm Rashid and
Noora’s younger sister. Ameera expressed that
other people cannot recognize her family's
Balochi ethnicity and heritage until they are
told. Once told, they are often surprised to hear
they are Baloch and not Emirati. She attributed
this confusion to the clothing they wear in
public, which is the Emirati abaya, a long black
robe worn by women on top of their clothing,
and kandura, a long white robe worn by men.
Without visual distinctiveness, the Baloch
people can choose to claim or disassociate from
their Balochi identity through outward cues
such as their clothing. These choices in symbolic
practice are related to the generation and age
of participants as many of the older generation
with closer ties to Balochistan still choose to
wear the distinctly Balochi dress, at times
layering the abaya over their Balochi outfit,
paralleling their layering of identities that are
worn or discarded. The perception of Baloch
people is tied to reductionistic generalizations
regarding socioeconomic status and
educational attainment. These simplifications
shape both the outsider's expectations of
Baloch people as well as the Baloch women's
personal symbolic representation of otherness
or assimilation. A double consciousness,
defined by Du Bois as the “sense of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others,”
is expressed by these Baloch women in their
negotiation between personal preference and
external response (1903, n.p.).

Longevity of residence in the UAE promotes
assimilation to local culture. Somia explains,
“They see me, | am different than somebody
come just a few years. It is different when you
born here. Your life all in UAE. Of course, you do
all things same as this country!” Somia ties her
culture and lifestyle to the norms of the Emirati
people. Without alluding to or exclusively
affirming her Emirati citizenship, she highlights
the cultural similarities of Baloch people living
their whole lives in the UAE to the local culture,
attributing the similarities to extensive
exposure and successive assimilation to the
Emirati culture.

Continuing her negotiation with theoretical
opponents to her perspective, she represents
and argues against their perspective, stating

They don't think that the world will

be different, be changed. You stay
long time in UAE, you should have
this nationality. They think no. One
day, maybe | go back to my country.
But it is very hard. My life is here. |
don't know anything about my
grandfather and mother country.
Why | go back? Because you know?
..We are Sunni. And they have [in
Iran] Shia, too much. And that is
very hard.

Somia ties in religious practice as a point of
tension in  her transnational identity
construction. Though her family is historically
from Iran, the pressure as a religious minority
pushes her toward closer association with
Emirati culture. Familiarity, tied to personal
experience and religious identity, plays an
important role in her nationalistic feeling
toward the UAE and the lack of ties to the
country of her ancestors.

Somia’'s narrative mirrors Noora’s words,
telling me that when her sons visit Pakistan,
everything is unfamiliar. They continuously ask,
“What is this?” as they experience an
environment  and culture  they  are
unaccustomed to, even though their passports
may say they are home. Somia and Noora’s
families have a sense of nationalist identity
rooted in their recent family history and cultural
assimilation to the UAE, regardless of historic
and official non-Emirati identities.

“And we don't want to lose our UAE
[citizenship], go to Iran. Why? My country is
UAE. Khalaas [finished],” Somia states,
indicating her hypothetical debate is definitively
over. “My life, my all things are in this country.
And my nationality.” Somia claims the UAE as
her own because of her cultural and religious
continuity with the imagined community of the
Emirates. Benedict Anderson  theorized
nationalism as the creation of an imagined
community, arguing that “nationalism has to be
understood by aligning it, not with self-
consciously held political ideologies, but with
the large cultural systems that preceded it, out
of which - as well as against which - it came
into being” (1991, 12). Somia’s legal status as a
citizen is secondary to her personal association
with the cultural practices, or as she says, “all
things” in the UAE.
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In response to my question if their UAE
citizenship provides benefits, Somia exclaims,
“Yes, too much. You know, education and
medicine. Many, many things are free. Free!”
Turning from her older sister, Mona, lounging
on a couch across the room from us, Somia
translates her words for me. “You know, she
said ‘No country like UAE. No country.” While
her passport resonates with her nationalist
feeling toward the UAE, the benefits of
citizenship are an additional advantage. Her
response calls to mind Noora’s desire for her
children to have local passports in addition to
their expatriate Pakistani citizenship. As Somia
indicated, the local passport provides many
resources including free education. Noora
experienced the impact of the lack of Emirati
citizenship, and thus lack of access to public
school, as well as being unable to afford a
private education. Instead, she studied her
older sisters’ textbooks at home for seven
years, later teaching her younger siblings. Non-
citizens expressing such strong feelings for their
country of residence highlights the limitation of
defining nationalism in terms of formal
citizenship (Ong 1999). Families such as
Noora's, living in a state of suspension between
their personal, national and cultural association
with the UAE and their legal status as non-
Emiratis, must work to create a sense of
stability in their liminal state (Turner 1969). This
includes the creation of alternatives to the
educational options unavailable to them.

Many displaced Baloch people find
themselves in a state of liminality marked by
two spheres of identity and place: the Emirates
and Balochistan. Where Somia and Noora feel a
sense of nationalism toward the UAE, Asma
expresses a closer tie to Pakistan, describing
traditional cultural practices and symbols as
present “back in country.” Many members of
her extended family are displaced in other
emirates and countries in the region while
others are still in Pakistan. Within Pakistan,
most of her family has lived in the city of
Karachi in the southeastern Sindh province for
generations. The conflicts occurring in Pakistan
affect her relatives and she hears about
bombings and attacks from their firsthand
accounts. Her identification with Pakistan could
be attributed to her family’'s more recent history
in the UAE, with her father as the first

generation to move to the UAE in 1996 when
Asma was young. Having moved numerous
times to different villas within Al Ain, the sense
of instability of place compounds her family's
displacement in the UAE. Nancy Hornberger
identifies the in-between as transnationalism,
defined when an individual “moved bodily
across national borders while maintaining and
cultivating practices tied - in varying degrees —
to their home countries” (2007, 326-7). In turn,
transnationalism “lends itself to a dually-linked
process of ‘becoming other’ to both home and
host national-cultural contexts.” Asma’s sense
of security is not tied to cultural context as
much as it is grounded in her relationship to
her immediate family. When she gets married,
she wants to stay close to her family, wherever
they may be, simply stating, “Home is home.
Family is family.”

In contrast, Umm Rashid relates to her
Pakistani citizenship in different ways. Though
given the chance to vote in a recent election in
Pakistan, Umm Rashid admits she has no
interest. The twenty years she lived in Pakistan
are superseded by the forty years she has spent
more recently in the UAE. She has a deep
respect for the Sheikh and his development of
the Emirates, contrasting his investment in the
people of the UAE with the government in
Pakistan that “eats the money” instead of giving
it to the people. For Umm Rashid, her sense of
nationalism is related to her respect for the
government and forms of structural power. Her
disengagement with civic functions such as
voting indicates a distancing from her passport
country.

Her daughter Noora mirrors her perspective
saying her impression of Pakistan is that there
is always fighting on the TV. She states simply,
“Those are not my people. That is not my
government.” Noora disassociates from not
only the civic implications of her official
nationality, but her national identity itself.
Regardless of her legal status, she aligns her
identity with the UAE rather than Pakistan. The
tension between two spheres of Emirati and
Balochi identities highlights the negotiation of
intercultural identities crossing lines of personal
and legal association.
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Education: Gender, Opportunity, and
Desire
“When a person is uneducated, his thoughts, he
will not look to the future... He just looks at the
present, what is there, what is not there.”
Yasmin is a young Baloch woman a few years
and entry level jobs past her high school
graduation. Sitting across a small coffee shop
table, she draws a sharp contrast between life
with and without an education.
“[An uneducated person] doesn't look to the
side effects of a thing. Just he is not caring that
much. When a person is educated, he will know,
he will think before doing that thing.” Yasmin
conceptualizes education as a strategy of
character building. The high view of agency
implicit in her narrative is also marked by the
dynamics of gender that are present in
numerous aspects of her life, including her
gendered word choice. Speaking in similar
terms about education, Asma reflects, “l would
say, a girl educated can have a better married
life compared to an wuneducated one.
Education is both a means of becoming and it
shapes the trajectory of desire (Deleuze and
Guattari 1972). For both Yasmin and Asma,
education is an accomplishment of personal
growth that can be then used to describe an
individual.

The conceptualization of education as a
means of becoming provides a basis for
personal goals. However, the implementation
of desire is dependent on opportunity. When
asked about her dream job, Yasmin laughs, “I
want to be an investigator...You see now it was
just a dream. But still, I like that thing, a thing
which I like. I can’'t, we don’t get.” Yasmin quickly
qualifies her dream of being a detective,
highlighting the understood distance between
her desires and real opportunity. As a daughter,
she experienced inconsistent support and
intermittent discouragement of education,
making the pursuit of her high school diploma
difficult. This uncertainty of familial support
translates into her future hopes and endeavors.
Similarly, in response to the inquiry if her
husband allowed her education, Somia
diplomatically said, “He allowed and not
allowed. Sometimes he, yann/[I mean], he see
many things in my life differently...the dinner
not at times because you come late. Ok, but the

life is going.” Somia is studying at level 7 at UAE
University, an internationally  accredited
institution founded by Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan
Al Nahyan. After completing her general
education requirements at level 9, she will
choose her major and hopes to graduate two
years later, “inshallah [if God wills].” The dual
“allowing” and “not allowing” dynamic with her
husband highlights the inconsistency of
opportunity, even as she is in the middle of her
studies. This is reinforced by her history of
leaving university and the pursuit of education
when she first got married. Education and
marriage, while not contradictory, are held in
tension as the role of women is disputed.
Agency to follow desire, for Baloch women, is
uncertain and limited as male authority holds
the power of opportunity.

Although the opportunities to follow desires
are contingent on patriarchal support for many
Baloch women, the dynamic between structure
and agency is not necessarily antithetical. The
conversation about Yasmin's dream job is
quickly followed by a conversation around
marriage. When asked if she will marry, Yasmin
immediately responds, “Yeah, I'm engaged
now.” After exclamations of congratulations
Yasmin expounds. “lI was thinking, no, it's not
that compulsory, but he proposed so |
accepted. It was actually love marriage.” Yasmin
smiles and explains that her parents are still
unaware that she met and knows her Baloch
fiancé personally as a high school classmate.
Instead, her marriage was orchestrated
officially as an arranged marriage through her
connection to her fiancé's sister and her
brother’s work with his father. This narrative of
formalizing a self-arranged love marriage is one
that is familiar, though the details of
maneuvering may vary.> Rather than seeing
arranged and love marriages as mutually
exclusive, Yasmin creates the marriage
opportunity that she and her fiancé desired.
Unlike her educational opportunity, she is able
to increase her agency in marriage decisions by
utilizing  patriarch-centered  systems  of
acceptability in conjunction with her desired
choice. She narrates her negotiation of her
multicultural identity with the contrasting
expectation of arranged and love marriages,
seeking to balance cultural and familial
expectations with individual agency and desire.
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Desire for education and personal
development is not necessary for opportunities
to arise. In some cases, opportunity may inspire
interest. Asma highlights this concept with her
narrative, explaining, “I feel there’s a change [in
culture] because my dad made me, made me
fulfill  everything..He was always an
encouragement for me, even regarding my
license, | never wanted to drive.” Although
Asma highlights the male support of women'’s
education, the masculine gaze is intrinsic in the
patriarchal encouragement of female education
and the dependency of educational
opportunities on a male figure. Before learning
to drive, Asma did not have the desire to
pursue her driver's license. Now, Asma admits,
“I used to be scared, but no more. Yeah, I'm a
safe driver, but at the same time | enjoy it...Now
I'm a person who drives like I'm driving in a race
track.” The patriarchal encouragement of
Asma'’s education provided her the opportunity
to earn her driver's license and, despite the
original lack of interest, Asma came to desire
the skills and experience she attained through
learning to drive. Opportunity does not always
need to follow desire, but they may arise
simultaneously.

At the risk of representing Baloch women as
helpless and lacking agency, it is important to
recognize that they have heterogeneous desires
(Abu-Lughod 2002). When asked about the
most important things in her life, Yasmin first
responds, “Complete my education.” Her
definition of completion is a minimum of
attaining a Masters degree in Business and
Commerce. Yasmin’'s ambition directly contrasts
the perceived lack of value in educating women
that Asma explains, saying, “They believe that
girls don't have to study so much ‘cause they
end up in the kitchen.” The logic of not
educating women because of their traditional
role is in the kitchen is based in an underlying
assumption of marriage and motherhood as
essential in femininity. This logic dichotomizes
the roles women can have, placing a
professional identity in opposition to maternal
and familial roles (Shields 2008). Women,
including engaged Yasmin and married Somia,
live out the intersectionality of their social roles
as both student and fiancée/wife. For Yasmin,
Asma, and many other Baloch women,
education ranks high in desire and value.

In contrast to these women’s desire to
continue studying, Ameera, Umm Rashid's
youngest daughter, readily told me that she did
not want further education. She was privileged
to graduate from high school, but she did not
enjoy it and is glad to be done. She explained
that she did not want to go to university
because she is now married with a young
almost four-year-old son. While her older sister
Noora borrowed books to supplement her
education after she was taken out of school,
Ameera has the possibility to study at
university, but lacks the desire. Haleh Afshar
notes that it is important to “discard the
undertones of weakness and subservience that
have generally been attributed to terms such as
motherhood, marriage and domesticity and
respect the choices made by non-Western
women” (2005, 1). Rather than framing her
decisions in terms of oppression, Ameera'’s
disinterest in further education could be
attributed to a different conceptualization of
education. She does not see education as a
means of self-improvement, but regards it as an
option to be an alternative self from the one
she desires. The rejection of education for
Ameera signals her placement of a higher value
on her identity as a wife and mother than the
potential identity she could possess as a
university graduate.

Shifts in gender roles and perceptions shape
structural level changes in opportunity. Asma
describes new understandings of men and
women, stating, “We're all considered equals.
So this shows how different today’s culture is
from our past culture. So | would say that's
really amazing. As long as we are going faster,
the generations are changing. Their thoughts
are also changing.” Rather than reducing
culture to static understanding and application
of tradition, Asma describes the logic of culture
as dynamic, interacting with the
multiculturalism at play in the UAE that
challenges the basic principles of every culture
(Turner 1993).

In addition to the cultural changes described,
lack of agency and opportunity when there is a
strong desire for education can result in resolve
for the next generation. In Asma’s case, her
father was taken out of school as a child after a
few years of study to work in a garage to help
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support his family financially. Similarly, Asma'’s
mother completed seventh grade and her
brother began telling her, “You're grown up
now. You don't go out. You don't study.” Their
collective experiences led to their commitment
to support their children through higher
education. Asma was able to receive her private
university education in Al Ain University of
Science and Technology because her mother
became a businesswoman to supplement her
father's work, buying supplies and selling her
intricately crocheted clothing. Because of her
parents’ sacrifice to support her education,
Asma says, “So today wherever | am, | will thank
them because they didn't see how hard our
time was, but they made me what | am today.”
The lack of opportunity and agency to follow
desire fostered the proactive support Asma’s
parents give their children, shaping their
children’s actions and use of agency.

Differing views on women’'s role and
appropriate educational aspirations can cause
tension within Baloch communities with shared
history. In diaspora communities, this can
create distinctions between those displaced
and those “left behind.” Asma draws sharp
distinctions between her experiences and the
lives of her cousins in Pakistan. Her uncles
often questioned her parents’ decision to
support her private university education,
pointing out Asma'’s singleness as a correlated
factor to her educational identity. Asma mirrors
the inverse correlation of education and
marriage saying,

Now they [my cousins] all are
married. With kids... after finishing
their school, high school, grade 12 or
grade 10, they just got married.
Some of them didn't even study. |
wouldn't blame them, some of them.
Their parents didn't let them, like my
father's, a few of my father's
brothers, they believe that girls don't
have to study so much ‘cause they
end up in the kitchen. That's what
they believe. So they didn't study.
And some of my cousins didn't want
to study, so it's either both the ways.

The two reasons that Asma’s female cousins did
not pursue higher education are the lack of
opportunity from their fathers and the lack of

desire. In this way, both patriarchal power and
personal agency are portrayed as potentially
resulting in a similar adherence to a maternal
and domestic role. However, it is worth noting
that Asma’s description presents her cousins as
usually completing high school, a level of
education that is dramatically different from the
limited years of schooling her parents received
in a similar geographical context. This suggests
that there has been a change in educational
expectation from a familial, cultural or legal
perspective. The decisions to marry and to
study beyond high school are understood as
conflicting pursuits. To truly pursue one, the
other must be indefinitely postponed. Asma
describes her decision saying, “Even in my case,
when | finished my high school, my dad asked
me if | would want to marry. He asked me, and |
said | would want to study. So | continued and
today | believe | have done the right choice.”
The choices Asma and her family made through
her completion of a Bachelor’'s degree reflect a
prioritization  for personal development,
conceptually tied to education, over the social
and cultural expectation of marriage and
motherhood. Her desire and choice to pursue a
university degree aligned with the financial and
personal support of her parents that provided a
viable opportunity to study. Asma summarizes
her pursuit of education with the simple words,
“It was my dream and | completed it.”

Conclusion: Multiculturalism as
Embrace and Critique

As Baloch women construct their intersecting
Balochi and Emirati identities, cultural
commonality plays an important role in
perception from others and self, marriage
relationships, and nationalistic feelings. While
abstract Balochi culture is narrated on the basis
of sameness, symbolized in clothing and
marriage practices, assimilation to local Emirati
dress commonly creates ambiguity in perceived
identity. Multiculturalism emerges in clothing
choices as international fashion trends and,
more broadly, international markets inform
preference. The spirit of nationalism toward the
UAE and the Emirati government results from
personal history and personal association with
place. Such nationalist sentiment can arise
regardless of actual citizenship as Baloch
women may have mentally left behind the
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nation of their ancestors even though they do
not have legal status in their adopted country.
Official citizenship, in addition to the
relationship between women and patriarchs,
affects educational opportunities. Women's
responses to these opportunities vary as they
conceptualize education as a trajectory of self-
improvement and a means of attaining an
alternative  identity.  Desire and  real
opportunities meet inconsistently in the
intersection of these individuals’ identities as
daughters, mothers, wives, ethnic minorities,
and women.

Further research on the perception of Baloch
people by the local Emirati people would
nuance understanding of the Balochi presence
in the UAE, providing complimentary
perspectives to self-representation. One
limitation of this project was the short span of
research. A longitudinal project regarding the
Baloch people would allow for greater
collection of data and a richer exploration of
themes introduced by this paper. Narratives of
Baloch men would provide contrasting
perspectives on marriage and national identity,
especially as they relate to topics of
nationalism, gender and education differently
in a patriarchal society.

Multiculturalism can be theorized as a
process of constructing a cohesive cultural
identity outside, in between, or within the
bounds of nationality. To  construct
multiculturalism outside of national identity is
to reject the conversation of nation-states and
citizenships as unnecessary in multicultural
identity. For example, individuals who do not
identify culturally with their passport country
may seek to distance themselves from
nationalistic discourse by rejecting the value of
national identity. However, such a stance
prevents groups from challenging and
redefining the nation-state as an imagined
community. To construct an identity /n between
has the potential to bring together unique and
distinct cultures and create something new. The
weakness of this theorization is that it removes
multicultural identity construction from direct
negotiation with majority and minority
identities and cultures. The Baloch women who
participated in this project constructed their
multicultural identity within the conversation of
national identity. Their identity did not fit into

the simplistic definitions and assumptions that
national identity would be synonymous with
citizenship. However, by negotiating their sense
of self within they could simultaneously
acknowledge and reformulate the construct of
national identity. Thus, constructing a
multicultural identity within requires a place
within ~ contemporary  conversations  of
nationalism.

The tension of holding multiple cultures in a
unified individual identity has implications for
numerous topics including refugee movements,
as transnational people seek to create a sense
of stability in a geographically and politically
turbulent lifestyle. National identity, distinct
from passport identity, follows from cultural
commonality and has the potential for stronger
loyalty than legal citizenship. Many refugees
and transnational individuals become “other” to
both their original and their host context and
may create a sense of home in relationship to
immediate family and community. A distinct
legal national identity has less priority over
community with people of shared culture and
experience as well as understanding and
exchange across cultural differences.
Conversations on women's rights, especially as
they relate to education and marriage, must
carefully consider the dynamic relationship
between opportunity and desire rather than
giving simplistic responses to complex power
dynamics. Racial and ethnic minorities will
benefit from constructing their multicultural
identity within contemporary conversations as
this provides an opportunity to “challenge,
revise and revitalize” the values and
assumptions of both majority and minority
cultures (Turner 1993, 413). Multicultural
identities are expressed in diverse and distinct
ways as individuals actively respond to and
reshape structures and cultural expectations.
For the women who participated in this project,
multiculturalism is not a complete rejection of
one culture to embrace the other, but the
simultaneous embrace and critique of both
without contradiction.
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Endnotes
'A year after these inter-
views, Asma married a
Baloch man in an arranged
marriage.

“The invitation into a space is
shaped by the dynamics of
authority that are present at
her mother-in-law’s house.
Noora explained her similar
preference to host me in the
small bedroom she lived in
with her husband and two
young sons rather than the
main majlis of the house,
saying, “If | go out [of the
bedroom], it is the house of
my husband’s mother and
my husband. Here in this
room is my space. | am ruler
of it.” Power dynamics inhab-
it space. The mother of the
house has a level of authority
and scrutiny that can be
placed on the younger wom-
en of the house. This shapes
the lack of ownership of
space Somia and Noora feel
in  their  mother-in-law’s
homes and their claims to
owning space through hospi-
tality. Marriage creates new
dynamics of inhabited space
and tangibly restructures the
power dynamics these wom-
en literally inhabit.

*Asma later described her
new marriage as “arranged
and then love”, mirroring
Yasmin's engagement that
she narrates through both
love and arranged marriage.
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ABSTRACT

This paper discusses the relationship between the level and experience
of care provided by Health Care Assistants (HCAs) to children in
palliative care and the HCAS' views about their career progression. An
ethnographic approach was taken to explore the reasoning that
informs Health Care Assistants’ choices about whether to pursue a
career pathway into nursing. The author, a medical student, conducted
the study using participant observation while working as a volunteer
for one year in a Children’s Hospice in England. The data presented and
analysed here were collected through unstructured conversations with
the HCAs. It was found that the main reason why HCAs declined
opportunities to progress in their career to nursing was their fear of
not being able to be emotionally available to the children with whom
they worked. HCAs also wanted to avoid working in hospital settings,
where they perceived that they would have to trade off emotional
involvement in caring for patients against career advancement. The
decision to pass up a promotion, in some cases several times, is not
easy, especially when pay may be substantially higher. This study
shows that participants’ job satisfaction and valuing of having time to
provide compassionate care were the main motivations to avoid
progressing from HCA to nursing roles.
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t is now well understood that a consideration

of emotions in everyday life enriches our

capacity to understand social interactions,
the cultural and relational factors that influence
and regulate behaviour, and the ways that
social structures impact feeling (Williams and
Bendelow 1995). Moreover, studying the role of
emotions in society and culture can help
illuminate how social fields such as gender,
work, and family are constituted, experienced
and enacted (Williams and Bendelow 1995).

The use and experience of emotion in the
world of work has been a fecund research area
for social scientists, especially Arlie Hochschild
(2012), who has deepened our theoretical
understanding of how work invokes and
demands emotional labour, which is often
unrewarded. Central to Hochschild’s thesis is
that emotional labour is an acquired skill that
requires people to learn and demonstrate
appropriate ways of feeling, expressing their
own emotions and responding to emotions of
others. Furthermore, emotional labour both
makes and partakes in the social, cultural and
relational contexts in which it occurs. This
insight rejects conceptualizing emotions as
innate universal experiences and expressions
of feeling, proposing instead that they can only
be understood in specific socio-cultural
settings.

This sociologically inflected approach to
emotion aligns very well with the work of
anthropologists (for example, Rosaldo 1984;
Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990) who explore
emotions in the everyday life of small, relatively
closed communities outside the global north.
Their research has shown that emotions are
central features of ‘little cultural worlds" where
what is possible to feel, by whom and in what
contexts are framed by local modes of language
and discourse, relationships and social

hierarchies, moral codes and norms about
conduct and behaviour. Hochschild (2012), Lutz
and Abu-Lughod (1990) and Rosaldo (1984)
encourage us to consider emotions as central
to understanding social contexts and human
experience. Because emotions are socially
constructed, they provide refractive potential
for understanding social and cultural orders.

Healthcare settings have proved to be
particularly rich  environments for the
exploration of emotions. Emotions are strongly
invoked during patients’ experiences of health
and illness throughout their management and
treatment, often even beyond hospital
discharge. Thus, the concepts of care and caring
have unsurprisingly become important in
health research (Mann 2005). Studies of the
emotional labour involved in caregiving by
nurses in the Global Northwest have shown,
consistently, that caring as an emotional activity
is important to nurses in terms of their
personal and workplace identity,
connectedness and responsiveness to patients
(Henderson 2001). However, Henderson (2001)
also found that nursing staff perceive that the
emotional labour involved in care-giving is
neither institutionally recognised nor valued,
and may even be denigrated by other
healthcare professionals, while at the same
time, the professional clinical role expected of
nurses can diminish their ability to perform the
emotional work they define as care. This
resonates with the earlier work of Staden
(1998), who found that nursing staff defined
caring in terms of attentiveness to others by
giving time and empathy, and felt that these
skills  were not taught but acquired
experientially, and were not institutionally
recognised. Interestingly, Hochschild's research
in healthcare settings led her to develop the
concept of attunement - which invokes
emotional connectedness, responsiveness to
patients and alignment of care needs and care-
giving - as critical to experiences of emotional
labour in care-giving and what she terms
“appreciative starvation”: the perception that
the emotional aspects of care-giving are under-
rewarded economically and at risk of
marginalisation because of pressures on nurses
to work more quickly and dedicate less time to
individual patients (Hochschild 2003, 69).
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The views and experiences of emotional labour
amongst Health Care Assistants remain largely
unexamined in the research literature. This
study sets out to explore the experience of
caring amongst HCAs working in a charitable
healthcare setting that provides nursing and
palliative care to children with life-limiting
illnesses. It demonstrates that particular forms
of emotional attunement are central to HCAS'
professional identities and represent a central
element of what they identify as their work-
place labour. They perceive a tension in their
potential for career progression, usually into
nursing, due to the threat posed to their
capacity to engage in that form of labour.

Palliative care for children and
young people in the United
Kingdom

There are approximately 23,500 children and
young people in the UK diagnosed with life-
limiting or life-threatening illnesses. About half
of these children will have substantial palliative
care needs, with around 3,000 deaths each
year. On average, 100,000 family members each
year will be affected and in need of support.

Life-limiting illnesses are described by the
charity Together for Short Lives (2016) as those
resulting from health conditions with no hope
of cure and from which patients will die. Life-
threatening illnesses are those health
conditions in which treatment is possible, but
may not be successful. Children’s palliative care
is an active and total approach to caring for
children with incurable diseases from point of
diagnosis, throughout the child’s life, death and
beyond for family members if needed. This type
of care encompasses biological, physical,
psychological, emotional, social and spiritual
elements, focusing on enhancing quality of life
for the child and providing ample support for
the family (NICE 2011).

The Children’s Hospice

The setting for this study was a children’s
hospice in the northeast of England providing
care to children aged between zero and six
years old who suffer from life-limiting or life-
threatening conditions. Beyond this age, the
children are passed over into the care of
another hospice in the local area, should their

healthcare plan allow it. The hospice was
formed through a pro-life charity [anonymised]
in response to the Abortion Act 1967. The
charity set out to support ‘total pro-life action’ in
response to the prospect of abortion due to
disability, which the charity considered an act of
discrimination.

The hospice works in partnership with
complex care teams within the National Health
Service (NHS), a government funded public
service, to ensure consistent holistic care is
given to each child. This can include
physiotherapy, nursing care, medical care,
pharmacology, music therapy, sensory room
activities and stimulation, speech and language
therapy, parent or sibling groups, counselling
services, hydrotherapy, complementary therapy
and bereavement support. The hospice has
recently implemented a partnership with a local
family medicine clinic (known as General
Practice (GP) surgery in the UK), responsible for
the treatment of common conditions and a
point of referral to specialists in other
circumstances. Currently, the hospice works
with three physicians who are called when a
child’s health deviates from norm but not
seriously enough to require ambulance
services. This service provides ongoing care
from physicians who have prior knowledge of
the children and their individual care needs -
the kind of knowledge that can prove critical in
emergency situations. Furthermore, the hospice
can now legally provide end-of-life care in
partnership with the local hospital, which
requires collaboration with a palliative care
consultant.

Staffing and clients

The hospice can accommodate six children
at any one time with 30 children currently
utilising the service. Children are invited to stay
as the family's schedule and financial
circumstances permit. Each child is cared for by
a HCA, although it may not be the same HCA on
each visit, to allow all healthcare professionals
to get to know every child’s individual needs in
case of staff absence. To support the HCAs, at
least two nurses are present each shift to
administer medicine, take charge in
emergencies, and complete legal paperwork.
Twenty HCAs and fifteen nurses are currently
employed by the hospice. Three of the nurses
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are outsourced ‘bank’ nurses, which means they
are principally employed by the local hospital,
but can choose to work at the hospice when
their hospital schedule allows and the hospice
is understaffed. The national hourly pay is £7.33
for a HCA and £13.32 - 23.31 for a nurse.

There are two managers, one responsible for
the healthcare team and another responsible
for the administrative team, who both report to
the board of six volunteer trustees. In addition,
there are domestic staff who maintain the
hospice and five fundraisers who work hard to
collect donations to sustain the charity's
£1,200,000 yearly budget.

Role of Health Care Assistants

The following extract from my field notes on my
first visit to the hospice serves as a reflective
introduction to this article:

All HCAs have their designated child
and are playing with them whilst the
nurses fill  out any related
paperwork, prepare medications
and talk to management about
children coming in the following day
and sorting out shifts.

All care is provided on a one-to-one basis by a
specially trained HCA who works under the
guidance of a nurse. The HCAS' responsibilities
include washing and dressing the children,
helping with feeds, helping the children move
around, or playing with them - especially using
stimulating sensory toys - alongside monitoring
patients’ conditions by taking temperatures,
pulse, respirations and weight. During the day,
the HCAs take pictures and make detailed notes
of the children’s activities in a “My Day at
[hospice name]” worksheet, which will be kept
in a ‘Memory Box' dedicated to each individual
child that will be given to the child’s family as a
gesture of support when the child leaves the
hospice or passes away. The HCAs are usually
the ones who greet parents upon arrival and
tell them how well the child has been during his
or her visit when parents come to collect them.

Role of Nurses

The children have very specific health needs
and their families are viewed as partners in the
care offered so each child is assigned to a
Registered Children’s Nurse who updates the
child's care plan monthly, incorporating

caregivers' requests where appropriate. This
reflects the organisation’s belief that every child
is unique and that each care plan should be
tailored to the needs of the child. If any
problems arise during the child’s stay, a nurse
must call the parents. There are always at least
two nurses on shift, as well as one care
assistant per child. This level of hands-on
support ensures that all children receive the
attention and care that their conditions require.
All members of the management team have a
background in care work themselves, which
fosters a better understanding of what the
children and staff need.

Methods

| collected data for this paper alongside an
assignment set by the university at which | am
studying medicine, which requires all medical
students to take a year-long placement in the
local community. The purpose of the placement
is to help medical students acquire a broader
socio-cultural understanding and experience of
health and illness. By placing students in
healthcare environments outside the formal,
government-funded  health  system, the
community placement also enables students to
see how the wider informal healthcare system
operates. Students are required to submit an
assessed report on our experiences that takes
the form of an ethnographic project. This
approach encourages the development of
qualitative research practice as well as a formal
intellectual foundation for understanding what
health means and how it is experienced by
members of the local community.

Ethnographic studies seek to provide a
comprehensive understanding not only into the
actions of an individual, team, or organization,
but also into the interactions and perceptions
intertwined with them. To obtain a more
holistic view and to try and enrich my
understanding, | used several research
methods, combining information from various
sources in order to achieve data triangulation.
The methods were participant observation,
informal unstructured and semi-structured
interviews, analysis of textual data and
questionnaires. Confidentiality, anonymity and
the right to withdraw were explained to all
participants prior to their involvement, and
questioning only began once consent had been
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given. In this article, pseudonyms are used for
participants to preserve their rights to
confidentiality and anonymity.

Participant observation allowed me to
immerse myself in various ongoing activities at
the hospice which, as an investigator, gave me
the opportunity to interact with other people in
events and situations as they developed. It
enabled me to understand an experience from
the point of view of a participant, as opposed to
a mere observer (Shaw 2016). However, one
limitation is the ‘Hawthorne effect, which
describes a behaviour-modifying reaction by an
individual in response to their awareness of
being observed (McCambridge et al 2014). Thus,
my presence as a researcher could have
potentially influenced situations. To mitigate
this, | only wrote up fieldnotes after | left the
hospice, to try to prevent individuals from
feeling they were under surveillance. This delay,
however, could have resulted in recall bias.
However, it has been argued that establishing a
close relationship with participants can “reveal
profound truths about social and/or cultural
phenomena...even if staged for or influenced by
the observer” (Monahan and Fisher 2010). |
found this to be very true - when comparing
responses obtained from interviews and those
from questionnaires, the questionnaire
responses were very brief, with no rich data.

In-depth wnstructured and semi-structured
interviews conducted with staff, especially after
establishing rapport, enabled the collection of
much more detailed data. These explored the
thoughts and emotions experienced by staff
who were involved in the clinical, operational
and financial aspects of palliative care at the
hospice. | also interviewed parents and siblings
to enrich the data collected and provide users’
perspectives on the organisation.
Unfortunately, due to their health conditions,
the children themselves are unable to
communicate. Questionnaires were utilised as a
research method after a considerable number
of hours had been spent on placement,
allowing more time to become familiar with the
staff and parents. This increased the likelihood
of  obtaining engagement  with, and
understanding of, and therefore confidence in
the survey. The main purpose of the survey was
to cross-reference and supplement the data
collected from the hospice staff by other

means. For example, there was no private
space to conduct interviews so interviewees
could easily be overheard by other staff
members. By using a self-reported paper
questionnaire, | was able to gain more private
answers to certain questions. | included both
open and closed questions to easily compare
responses with interview data and strengthen
the reliability of findings.

Shaw (2016) states that the potential ways in
which the researcher’s involvement influences
research should be monitored through
reflexivity. After writing fieldnotes, | reflected
upon that period of fieldwork, identifying areas
where it was possible that perceptions of my
role or interest were influencing either what |
saw or heard or my interpretation of it. It has
been shown that continual reflection can have a
positive impact on a researcher’s approach to
their study (Claxton-Oldfield and Claxton-
Oldfield 2012).

Findings: The Rewards of
Emotional Labour

It is well-documented that in nursing, as in any
occupation, employee satisfaction depends
heavily on the opportunities for career
progression (Hayes et al. 2006). In the hospice,
the management team encourages career
development from HCA to nursing status
because nurses can be more involved in the
clinical care of the children. There is a need for
more nurses on the staff rota, which is why the
hospice has to resort to the bank nurses. To
support progression from HCA to nursing, the
hospice allows for a fully flexible work schedule
to incorporate study leave, and some financial
help is available. For this reason, it was
surprising to see that many HCAs had no
interest in this career progression.

In order to understand the decision to
pursue career advancement and progression
from HCA to nurse, it is important to find out
how the individual came to work in palliative
care, a mentally and emotionally demanding
job. | will explore the individual perceptions of
each HCA, and then summarise a continuous
theme within their ideas.

Susan is 34 and a HCA who, at every
opportunity, will volunteer for vocational
training courses to become a more competent
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professional. This has earned her the
reputation of holding the most vocational
qualifications of all HCAs employed at the
hospice. When | asked her how she started her
career in this sector, she explained that she
previously worked in an adult hospice for
several years, so she had the work experience
necessary for the position she currently holds.
A few minutes into the interview, she disclosed
that a family member used to come to the
hospice as a patient and that's how she heard
about the place. When | asked Susan why she
didn't want to progress to become a nurse, she
simply said:

| want to spend the most time | can
with the children, | want to play
with them, but | also want to be
able to give them the best care,
that's why | make sure my skills are
up-to-date, and my current job
allows me to do that. They keep
asking me to do my nurse’s training,
and | keep telling them no, it's not
for me.

Susan said that she had been through a lot of
personal bereavement and therefore is
“immune to the pain” of upsetting situations
encountered at the hospice, as pain is
something “you just get used to,” adding that
she can easily detach from all that's going on.

Gerow et al. (2010) conducted interviews
with nurses and found they create a ‘curtain of
protection’ to ease the grieving process, which
allows them to continue to provide care for
other patients, which may well be what Susan
does. However, she is adamant she doesn’t
want to be a nurse because she perceives that
it will reduce her capacity to care for the
children.

Susan said she could never go back to
working with adults now, because it is more
challenging: “Adults are very upset, especially in
a hospice, and sometimes you don't feel good
or like you're helping, but with the children, |
feel like I'm making a difference.”

This comparison between children and
adults in palliative care allowed me to reflect on
the environment. | had completed a week’s
work experience at an outpatients’ ward in a
local adult hospice previously, and recalled that
the adults tended to dwell on their illnesses and

talk about their regrets or unfulfilled dreams,
which can be mentally strenuous for the
listener. Family members of the patients would
occasionally complain about the lack of care
provided and financial hardships in providing
full-time care. In contrast, every day at the
children’s hospice was carefully planned with
the intention of filling it with joyous moments.
For example, photographs were constantly
taken to put in each child’'s ‘Memory Box'. |
noticed that the parents of the children were
also a lot more optimistic and talkative than
adult hospice patients’ family members. They
would regularly spend 15-30 minutes chatting
with staff, constantly maintaining a positive
mental attitude, even though they led very busy
lives, mostly spent in the hospital for their child.
Parents regularly supported each other through
the hospice’s social media pages and some
even set up charities to support other sufferers
of particular illnesses. This was a stark
difference in the approach to care when
compared to adult hospices and made me
question why these differences in the approach
to care exist.

Beasley et al (2015) articulate many of the
concepts displayed in this conversation with
Susan. They confirm that (adult) patients
approaching end of life display traits such as
hopelessness, helplessness and depressive
moods, which contribute to making this period
very difficult for all involved in their care. This
study also comments on why people can find it
rewarding yet difficult to volunteer in palliative
care: “their involvement contributed to their
own personal development, and was personally
rewarding... [yet] encounters with family
members were sometimes challenging. While
some were appreciative, others became overly
reliant ... [family] were sometimes offended,
hurt, and angered” (Beasley et al. 2015, 1419).
This echoes Susan'’s reason for leaving the adult
hospice setting and her sense of making a
positive difference, the main motivator to stay
in her role, at the children’s hospice, where
parents were continuously appreciative of the
care she provided.

Beasley et al.'s work (2015) also highlights
differences in family members’ attitudes
towards palliative centres, with families of
adults in hospices tending to take a scrutinizing
stance toward healthcare professionals,
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whereas the family members of children tend
to display gratitude. It is possible that this is
influenced by the pro-life stance of the hospice
- the parents feel supported in their decision to
care for their child no matter what. However, it
is also possible that adults residing in hospices,
who are presumed to have been fit and healthy
as young adults, have had to go through a
transformation in identity, including
surrendering their independence due to their
palliative care needs. Their struggle to come to
terms with their change in lifestyle, in which
HCAs become their main point of contact, can
put an emotional strain on family members as
well as carers. Beasley et al. (2015) thus stress
the importance and benefits of providing
ongoing support for volunteers in these
circumstances, as it can ease the difficulties
experienced when caring for someone in their
end-of-life period. This is reflected in Susan’s
direct comparison to the adult hospice she
previously worked in.

Fran is 42 and started her career at 16
through an apprenticeship at a residential care
home before coming to work as a full-time HCA
at the hospice. She explained:

Working with the elderly is different
to working with children - |
witnessed many people passing
away but | haven't experienced a
loss at the hospice in all the time
I've worked here - | only just hear a
child has passed at hospital, but
that's after their sixth birthday,
when they've left the hospice, and
although unexpected, it is easier to
deal with.

| asked Fran what she thought of the hospice
end-of-life care support, where staff work
closely with a palliative care consultant. She
said it's a great service for families, but involves
the nurses more than the HCAs as “you can't
really play with the children or anything, they
are here to pass away peacefully so | don't think
I'll be involved much in their care, but the
nurses will.” When | asked Fran whether she
would ever progress onto nursing, she said no,
because it's not financially viable and the
paperwork side of nursing is unappealing. This
shows there are many factors that HCAs need

to consider before they begin work toward a
promotion.

Fran mentioned twice that she found death
easier to deal with when it did not happen in
her direct presence, in comparison to her
experience at the residential care home. This
suggests that she may be apprehensive about
entering an environment where death is the
norm again, which may be another reason why
she is reluctant to progress her career. It has
been documented that nurses caring for
patients who are painfully suffering or dying
may experience a wide array of negative
emotions including trust issues, loss of self,
neglect of self and inability to maintain intimate
relationships (Figley, 1995), anxiety, anger, and
irritability (Lerias and Byrne 2003), and Fran
may be trying to avoid such emotions
resurfacing. Fran also mentioned that she
values ‘play’ as a key aspect of her current role,
which does not feature much in children’s end-
of-life care, another factor potentially hindering
her career progression.

Marina, 37, always wanted to work with
children, originally as a teacher, so to gain
experience working with children, she went for
an interview at the hospice and has been here
for ten years. She gave up on teaching because
she realised that in a school environment, she
wouldn't have the same kind of individual
interaction with the children:

Here [at the hospice], | can base my
day around that child, get that one-
to-one effect which gives me the
feeling that I've done more that day.
You can notice improvements and
changes in the child and to be able
to tell the family how much of a
good day theyve had and how
emotional and alert they've been -
some families feel guilty about using
the service, so to reassure them is
great.

Marina said she has not ever considered
nursing, and explained her reasons as follows:

The nurses don't do one-to-one
with the kids - they do the more
paperwork and phone calls side of
things - | just want the one-to-one
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interaction, you get so much more
out of it because certain kids have
different needs and you get to
cater to these differences in your
own way. | don't like hospitals, |
spent a lot of time in hospitals
growing up and | don't want it -
this is a relaxed setting like a
‘home from home’ for the children
where they can be comfortable,
but the atmosphere at the hospital
isn't nice - there, a child comes in
ill and either leaves or dies. Here, |
get emotional when | find out a
child has passed away but because
I've had a relationship with them, |
can play back the good memories -
its harder to move on in the
hospital because you have nothing
to help you answer why they died,
and you'll feel that way with every
person that passes.

Shorter and Stayt (2009) explored nurses’
experiences of grief when their patients died,
which was reported as being less traumatic if
the death was perceived to be a ‘good death’, an
expected death before which they had provided
a high standard of nursing care, and if they had
formed an attachment with the patient and
relatives, which could help in obtaining closure
after their death. This finding is significant in
the present context because the relationships
that HCAs develop with patients and families
may help to normalise the death.

As medical students, we are always taught to
‘act in a professional manner’ and not form
relationships with our patients, but | am
beginning to realise that | will not be able to
provide a high level of empathetic care to my
patients without being a compassionate
practitioner. For this | need to establish some
form of relationship with my patient. Marina
has helped me realise that attachment to a
child, or in my case, a patient, isn't necessarily a
bad thing, and in fact helps with coming to
terms with loss and bereavement, something
with which many young doctors struggle.

This insight could also explain why the staff feel
they rarely experience burnout. Staff know that
their mental health is important to being able to
provide a high quality of care to the children
and are very aware of the signs and symptoms

to look out for within themselves and each
other. The staff | interviewed were unanimous
in reporting that the hospice was “a close
family” and “very supportive.”

Again, the recurring theme emerges of the
importance to HCAs of being able to spend
quality time with the children to engage and
strengthen the emotional bond between child
and HCA. Tailoring the day around the child
leads to positive emotions within oneself and
feelings of making a helpful impact on the lives
of a child and their family.

Natasha, 27, explained her route into
palliative care:

My mum is a primary school teacher,
and after some experience in a
school, | saw how much paperwork
there is and didn’t want to do it. |
started a health and social care
course and qualified. | worked as a
nanny and in a day nursery. My
sister used to work here as a nurse,
she mentioned | should apply to
work as a nursery nurse (an activity
and play leader) but I always thought
| couldn’t handle the job; it's a baby
hospice, | thought | wouldn't be
strong enough to do the job! But
after some time, my sister convinced
me to do it and | got here and it
wasn't like anything | expected, it
was so nice, and | got the job. After a
while | got asked to change to the
role of a HCA so | did and I've been
here for seven years. | get asked to
be a nurse but | always say no - I'm
27 with two kids - university is not
an option - | wouldn’t say never, but
not now.

| asked Natasha to compare her previous role
as a nursery nurse to her current role as a HCA:

| like the job | do as a HCA - working
as a nursery nurse, | wasn't caring
for the kids, | really felt | wasn't
getting anything back, now, as a
HCA, | can see how much I'm
helping, not only the children, but
also their families, and | feel good
about the positive work I'm doing.
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| then wanted to explore why Natasha kept
refusing the company's proposal for her to
progress to nurse status:

Looking at the nurses here, you can
see they just become ‘medicine
flushers’ [i.e. the nurse's only
interaction  with a child is
administering  medication] and
they're rushed off their feet - they
don't have time for cuddles with the
kids and this does worry me if | was
ever to consider becoming a nurse.

Natasha's passion for helping people, which
possibly motivated her to enter the healthcare
sector in the first place, is evident from her
preference to work as a HCA rather than a
nursery nurse, but it comes with heavy
consequences. Her comments suggest that
what she values most about her job is the
emotional attachment with the children, which,
from her observations, will be taken away from
her if she progresses onto nursing.

As we kept talking, Natasha started to tell me
about more sensitive issues relating to her
personal experiences, which have also had an
impact on her perceptions. For example:

My niece passed away a few years
ago. She was supposed to come
here, but didn't make it. | do love my
job, but | never thought I'd be here
because | remember my niece. I've
thought about leaving and going to
work in McDonald's again or Tesco (a
UK-wide supermarket chain) but I'm
supported by the team and told my
talents would be wasted in such
places. If | become a nurse, | would
want to work here or somewhere
like here. | feel stronger and better
able to support the parents after
experiencing a personal loss, as the
other losses don't affect me as
much.

Natasha’s fortitude in her role thus seems to
come from personal experience, rather than
formal training: since HCA is a role that is not
subject to mandatory training, HCAs do not get
the opportunity to develop their ‘emotion skills’
explicitly. In contrast, medical students at
Durham University are trained in self-reflection

to help recognise and demonstrate an
empathetic approach to patients within clinical
settings. Students actively monitor the way they
treat patients, which should lead to more
mindful practice. Being able to maintain an
empathetic approach correlates strongly to
medical students’ mental health and general
wellbeing. Lacking access to such self-reflection
and mindfulness training, HCAs are potentially
at risk of burnout, which can impact all areas of
their lives, personal and professional.

Burks and Kobus (2012) examined the
relation between altruism in healthcare and
feelings of emotional and career burnout,
cynicism, decreased helpfulness and decreased
patient-centeredness in care. They report that
“altruistic ideals and qualities of empathy
appear to decrease ...[when] facing increasingly
heavy workloads, deal with strenuous
demands...[and] increase the likelihood of
emotional suppression, detachment from
patients, burnout and other negative
consequences... as a means of self-
preservation” (Burks and Kobus 2012, 319).
Although Natasha knows that her mental health
is important, especially as a worker in the
healthcare sector, the stigma still attached to
talking about emotional problems may prevent
her from seeking help if needed. This was
demonstrated by her stating she was feeling
well during her interview, but on the
guestionnaire, stating she was stressed.

Ella, 22, was looking for a job after finishing
her degree in early years and disability studies
when her cousin working at the hospice as a
nurse recommended a job as a HCA. | asked
Ella if this was her original plan, and she
revealed that during her degree she had
thought about applying for a teaching
qualification, but very quickly realised it wasn't
for her. Nevertheless, she wanted to work with
children, and was attracted to the notion of
going into children’s nursing, but needed some
work experience in the healthcare sector to do
so. This led to her applying for a job at the
hospice. Also, Ella wanted “to see if | could
handle this type of environment.” At the time of
my fieldwork, Ella was waiting to be interviewed
for a job as a nursery nurse in another hospice.
When | asked her why she was going for a
different role, she said “l wanted to do this
instead of HCA because you get to lead play

The JUE Volume 8 Issue 1, 2018 61



and activities, it has much less clinical aspects
but still involves some care”

Ella thought that in the future, she will
pursue further study in either nursing or social
care:

| want to give myself a couple more
years and research around it and
know within myself what | want to
do. As a nurse, I'll want to work in
the community, like here. If social
care, I'd want to be a social worker
for disabled children and introduce
the families to services that will
benefit them, this role is a lot more
communication based, which is what
| enjoy, rather than clinical skills,
which is why I'm apprehensive about
nursing, but | think I'd really enjoy
putting together care plans for the
children, which is a huge part of
nursing. Finances are not really an
issue, so | will do it, | just don’t know
which yet.

As we were talking, Ella was getting a child
ready for bed which involved putting the child
in a 'second skin’ body suit to prevent scoliosis:
“She [the child] has a high threshold for pain,
the ‘second skin bodysuit' is very painful but she
doesn’t cry! | actually wish she would cry
because | know it's painful and this not crying
actually hurts me even more!” This casual,
offhand comment reflects many of the themes |
picked out during our conversation. Ella
appeared to be a very compassionate and
empathetic individual. While these
characteristics probably influence her career
choices, they also mean she gets emotionally
attached to the children she cares for, which
can be difficult to handle. Research on the
implications of delivering compassionate care
reveals that compassion and wellbeing among
staff are connected (Grant et al. 2013).
Compassion benefits both service users and
healthcare  professionals.  Patients  rate
compassionate staff as more competent and
are more likely to comply with their advice,
while staff experience personal growth and
feelings of fulfiiment from the job that help
prevent burnout (Grant et al. 2013). As Claxton-
Oldfield's (2014) research on volunteer
caregivers found, there can be a mutually

beneficial relationship between terminally ill
patients, their families and palliative caregivers.
In such relationships, patients can receive
access to support and care-needs such as
emotional  support, companionship, and
practical assistance, while families benefit from
respite, and caregivers can fulfil their
professional identity.

Nina, 41, is in her second year of nursing.
She currently works part time as a HCA to
support her through university. She has worked
for four years as a HCA, and eight months at the
hospice.

I've worked with elderly in care
homes before, but | like working with
children more as you feel like you
make more of a difference with kids.
My main drive going into nursing
was my mum who passed away
three years ago. I've been interested
in nursing for many years and with
mum passing away, | said if | don't
do it now, | never will.

When | asked whether she preferred working
in a hospice setting or the hospital, her opinions
made me question whether the interaction
between staff and patients in hospitals are
hindering recovery rather than enabling it.

Healthcare professionals in the
hospital are resilient and stone-
faced - | worry about becoming like
this and that's why I'd want to work
in the community. If |1 found myself
becoming like that, I'd know it's time
to leave. Care provided in the
community is more real and
effective. The ward is very
complacent and patients feel like a
hindrance for being there, for
example if you go in because you
have a temperature, the nurses
don't think it's a big deal and tell you
to go home, it's a very dismissive
style  of treatment. In the
community, you build more
relationships with the families, but in
the hospital, they're in and out by
your next shift, you don’t even know
what happened to them most the
time and when you ask, people don't
care enough to know.
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I've never experienced
bereavement here - in the hospital
on placement, a new-born baby
passed away. | was there for the
birth and everything from that
moment was traumatic, | still can't
comprehend it. With the elderly, you
know they've had a good long life,
but this was a new-born. A death
here would affect me more than [on]
the ward because you know the
families, but the team are all so
supportive so it would be so much
better. You might not get that on the
ward - here you always work with
the same girls, the ward is all shift
work and you may never be with the
same people. | didnt get much
support for the neonatal death |
experienced. Here, there are
relationships with families and
colleagues, and you look out for
each other - there’s room for
adaptation here, you can tailor-make
things for each child and situation,
and you’re more in control. Here it's
centred around the child but the
hospital just doesn’t provide this
type of care.

It has been found that a supportive
environment, alongside an understanding of
how to recognise and manage bereavement,
can help avoid burnout (Dorz et al. 2003) and
compassion fatigue (Abendroth and Flannery
2006), ultimately leading to greater resiliency.
This support system has been effectively put
into place at the hospice. The same is not
reported for the National Health Service (NHS),
however, where rates of suicide amongst
healthcare professionals are continuously
increasing.

Again, it appears that believing in a ‘good
death’ and feeling that you, as a healthcare
professional, delivered the best possible care
are critical for gaining closure on the event. This
seems to be important for good mental health
and morale among staff, which in turn helps
them continue to provide high quality care for
patients. This idea is illustrated by Nina's sense
that she would leave the profession if she felt
she were becoming “resilient and stone-faced”.

Isabelle is 23 and, although the hospice does
not accept students on work experience
placements any more, this is how she originally
became a HCA. She will start a nursing degree
in September:

Working here has encouraged me to
take this next step as | feel there is
only a limited amount of care | can
get involved with, being a HCA; |
want to help the children as much as
I can. | think | will do child nursing
too. The company supports my
decision and | can take time off work
to go to university and placements -
this applies to all staff.

It is interesting to see that some HCAs find their
work more rewarding by providing emotional
support to the child, whereas others see this as
‘limited’ to only emotional support. Alongside
this, some do not want the added responsibility
of being accountable for the care of the patient
whereas others see this as the definition of
providing care.

Putting it all together: my
analysis

During interviews, most staff disclosed that the
reason they work in palliative care was due to
experiencing someone close to them pass away
and wanting to give back some form of the
support they received. They all reported feeling
better working in palliative care because they
felt like they were making a difference, but this
was mostly recognised as being specifically
linked to working in children’s palliative care.

A study among hospice palliative care
volunteers by Claxton-Oldfield and Claxton-
Oldfield (2012, 525) found that “feeling
appreciated by the patients/families they
support gave [volunteers] great satisfaction....
They continue because it makes a difference/
helps others/meets a need in other people’s
lives.” This echoes the reasoning | heard in the
hospice. All the HCAs agreed that making a
difference through their work was the most
important factor of their job. However, some
HCAs saw their crucial work as being the
emotional bond formed with the children,
whilst others saw it as the clinical care the
hospice was providing - and this seems to be
the determining factor for career progression. If
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a HCA fears that their emotional attachment
and interactions with the children would be
jeopardised if they became a nurse, they are
more likely to decline opportunities for
promotion, expressing that it is in fact this
emotional attachment that keeps them strong
and motivated to continue to work in the
hospice. However, if the HCA values the clinical
side of care relative to the emotional side, they
are more likely to seek promotion to become a
nurse.

This finding ties in with Hochschild's
“appreciative starvation” theory (2003), which
states that emotional labour is often
unrewarded and unrecognised. HCAs are
declining promotion in the belief that what they
find so personally rewarding in their current
position - the emotional labour - will be
overshadowed by an overwhelmingly high
number of other responsibilities as a nurse.

At times, it almost seemed to me that nurses
see patients, whereas HCAs see people, an
impression that resonates with previous
research (McCance et al., 1999; Perry et al.
2003). Motivations to pursue promotion include
better pay, good working hours and realistic
responsibilities. Yet no HCA mentioned more
money as a reason to seek promotion, even
though they could be earning up to three times
their current wages. Their responses suggest
that they all prioritised job satisfaction and kept
in mind what they valued most in their current
role: the quality time spent with the children.
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hen | asked one of my participants,
Wjoshua, if he was in pain at that very

moment, he immediately responded,
“Well, today is a four.” Stunned, | repeated,
“Today is a four?” | asked all my participants the
same question, after asking them their average
high and average low pain, but none had
spontaneously answered using the 1-10 pain
scale. Most began by saying that they were
surprised that their pain was not as bad as it
could be before going on to describe the nature
and location of their pains. Instead, Joshua
explained, “Basically, the hill from my house to
here wasn't fun, and every time | stand up it
isn't too fun, but like... Let me put it this way, if
you told me right now, ‘Walk around campus a
couple of times,” | could do it, but if you told me
like, ‘Hey, run a mile, I'd be like, That's not
happening.” He was the only one of my
participants to describe their chronic pain in
such stark terms.

The International Association for the Study of
Pain notes vaguely that chronic pain “persists
past the normal time of healing,” which may
manifest as “less than one month, or more
often, more than six months” (Merskey and
Bogduk 1994, xi). In fact, after onset it may last
for decades or even the rest of a person’s life.
Chronic pain is frequently a product of chronic
illness, though the two do not necessarily go
together. Moving beyond clinical definitions,
people with chronic pain and illnesses face

coming to grips with the
mundaneness of worries over
whether one can negotiate a curb,
tolerate flowers without wheezing,
make it to a bathroom quickly
enough, eat Dbreakfast without
vomiting, keep the level of back
pain low enough to get through the
workday, sleep through the night,
attempt sexual intercourse, make
plans for a vacation, or just plain
face up to the myriad of difficulties

that make life feel burdened,
uncomfortable, and all too often
desperate. (Kleinman 1988, 44)

In short, chronic pain goes beyond a mere
physical burden. The ways in which people from
the same culture relate to chronic pain may be
understood as based in a shared worldview
(Hall 1997, Miles 2010). In many Western
cultures, chronic pain is at once stigmatized and
marginalizing, as those with chronic pain feel a
divide between themselves and their family,
friends, and colleagues without chronic pain
(Kleinman 1988).

Much  empirical  scientific  evidence,
considered so valid in Western world systems
(Jordan 1993, Prakash 1999), argues against the
validity of the mind-body dualism. Despite this,
according to Johnson (2007, 2), the concept
persists:

We postulate a ‘higher’ self (the
rational part) that must seek to
control the ‘lower’ self (body, desire,
emotion). We assume that each of
us has an inner core (a ‘true self or
a 'soul’) that transcends our bodily,
situated self. We buy into the
notion of thinking as a pure,
conceptual, body-transcending
activity, even if we realize that no
thinking occurs without a brain.

People believe in mind-body dualism because
when the body senses something external, the
brain typically focuses on the external
experience rather than the body's act of
experiencing. For instance, a driver who
focused on how the image of another moving
vehicle traveled through the rods and cones of
her eyes, through the optic nerve, and into the
brain would, of course, be unable to focus on
driving safely.

It is not until the body undergoes trauma,
disrupting this body schema by preventing
sensation from occurring as it should, that a
person becomes aware of this bodily
processing (Johnson 2007, 5-6). For example,
most people are not consciously aware of the
functions of their internal organs after they eat
lunch, and they can immediately return to work
without thinking about their intestines. Yet
someone with Crohn's Disease or Irritable
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Bowel Syndrome is intimately familiar with their
digestive processes, and may continue to think
about these processes for the rest of the
afternoon. Merleau-Ponty (2002) similarly
posited that bodies are “habitual” when they
perform actions without drawing attention to
the performance of those actions. A person
who walks with an apparently unhindered gait
into an elevator will not draw the same amount
of attention as a person in a wheelchair
entering the elevator. Furthermore, a stranger
already in that elevator will not perceive the
event in the same way as the wheelchair user,
who repeats this situation on a regular basis.
And if the apparently able-bodied individual has
chronic pain, they might be consciously aware
of every step they take, while the stranger
might immediately forget the event.

In other words, both internal and external
characteristics can draw one’s own and others’
attention to the body in different ways. Ahmed
(2007) studied this using the external
characteristic of race, or more specifically,
whiteness. She explained, “White bodies are
habitual insofar as they ‘trail behind’' actions:
they do not get ‘stressed’ in their encounters
with objects or others, as their whiteness ‘goes
unnoticed” (156). In contrast, a Black person
walking into a predominantly white space will
immediately notice and be noticed. As a result,
white people are more easily able to dismiss
the impact of race on a situation than Black
people. Both whiteness and ability remain
normalized through institutionalized inequality
and social prejudice. The disabled or pained
body draws the attention of the body’'s owner
and others who are able to detect the
impairment. Because of the disabled or pained
person’s hyperawareness of their body and the
differences between their body and the
normalized body, the disabled or pained person
is more likely to perceive a corresponding social
divide between the owners of different bodies
than the owner of a normalized body would be.

Mainstream medical anthropologists and
sociologists tend to study communities from an
outsider's perspective, which can disempower
the communities being studied when
researchers treat participants as strange or
irrational through the lens of Western medicine
(McRuer 2006). Some scholars, such as Das

(1997), Jordan (1993), and Kleinman (1988),
have tried to address this by incorporating
different subjectivities into their narrative
accounts of the people they study. These
researchers try to better understand
participants’ thoughts and behavior by not only
examining participants’ worldviews but also
interrogating their own. The growing field of
critical embodiment studies, which includes
scholars like Ahmed (2007), Johnson (2015), and
Merleau-Ponty (2002), crucially takes into
account both researcher and participant
subjectivities.

| analyze chronic pain through critical
embodiment theory rather than mainstream
medical anthropology. Specifically, | have used
the lens of linguistic anthropology to analyze
participants’ embodied understandings of their
own bodies. This paper examines how students
with chronic pain conceived of a difference
between themselves and people with
normalized bodies, and how they expressed
that perceived difference through speech acts.
It then delves into the ways participants
conceived of their own pain through
established and unestablished frameworks.

Methods

In line with critical embodiment theory, this
study depends on reflexivity, in that my status
as someone with chronic pain caused by
rheumatoid arthritis (RA), an autoimmune
disease, was a crucial factor in shaping the
access | had to participants. In fact, Patricia
explicitly told me as much: “But the reason | felt
comfortable talking to you about it—and
originally, even though we're not very close, is
because | know you have RA. And | know you
get it.” An outsider might have designed this
study differently, and might not have even
asked the same two research questions. Yet
being an insider poses its own challenges. To
avoid imposing my personal values and
perceptions upon participants’ experiences, |
employed member-checking throughout my
interviews by verifying my interpretations of
what they told me. | continually questioned my
own assumptions about which concepts, values,
and practices are shared and which are not.

For this study, | recruited five students
among my acquaintances and their
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acquaintances who self-identified as having
chronic pain. After obtaining informed consent,
which included disclosing to them that |
experience chronic pain, | conducted a one-
hour semi-structured interview with each
participant in order to discuss participants’
experiences and perceptions of chronic pain. |
then conducted two group conversations using
the same participants so that | could see
firsthand how people with chronic pain
interacted with each other in discussing both
their pain and how they related to people
without chronic pain. Because my research
focused on the disconnect between people with
chronic pain and those without it, | wanted to
give my participants the option of connecting
with other people who had chronic pain so that
they might derive additional benefit from my
research. | invited my participants to select one
or both scheduled group conversations based
on their availability rather than specifying which
participants should be in each group.

While | emphasized that the group
conversation was entirely optional, all five
participants expressed interest and selected at
least one session. The first focus group went as
planned, with myself and three of the people |
had interviewed responding to “I” statement
prompts about our pain and then discussing
our answers. However, two participants were
unable to attend the second focus group at the
last minute, leaving two of the participants from
the first focus group. Rather than rehash old
responses, | encouraged the two participants to
have an unguided conversation about topics
relating to the themes in my project, and |
provided limited contributions to the
conversation. With participants’ permission, |
audio recorded every interview from both
stages of the study to conduct linguistic
analyses on participants’ exact words.

| have represented participants’ speech as
accurately as possible and preserved every
“um” and “like,” following the conventions of
linguistic anthropology. Yet | have broken with
convention by representing these quotes
ethnographically, in their conversational
context, rather than with line-by-line
numbering. My representation of quotes thus
seeks to ground the reader's experience of
them in the ethnographic moment by inviting

the reader to delve deeper into the quote-as-
text, including focusing on participants’
readiness or hesitation to disclose their
thoughts to me, and to recognize participants’
speech patterns as unique traits that
distinguish individuals from each other. At
times, | have also made myself present in these
accounts, both because of my position as a
member of the community and because of my
active role in these ethnographic moments.

Disclosing pain

The identification of sameness and difference
are fundamental in building identity, as they
enable individuals to imagine themselves as
members of a group distinct from others
(Bucholtz and Hall 2005). The boundaries
between “us” and “them” need not be
reciprocally agreed upon, and the members of
a given group may not even agree exactly
where those boundaries lie. Furthermore, as
Anderson (1991) famously wrote, members of a
group do not have to see and know each other
to believe in the existence of the group, or
“imagined community.” People typically
consider themselves to be members of multiple
types of groups, although one group may
supersede the others to be the focal point of
identity construction (Derrida 1998, Bhabha
2004).

Individuals are socialized through language
into new roles and identities throughout their
lives, even after childhood (Ahearn 2011, 60-64).
In this way, Krummel described how her
doctors’ use of technical jargon in letters
referring her to other doctors socialized her
into an identity of having multiple sclerosis:

| consider this letter my first
notification of MS because the
correspondence marks the
beginning of my new and very
different life. | am now receiving (or
acquiring, as the case may be)
letters that introduce the MS
language to me: demyelination [...]
and diplopia [...]. Doctors write to
each other about me and use the
words “multiple sclerosis.” | am not
particularly disturbed by being
referred to in the third person; |
realize that | have internalized

The JUE Volume 8 Issue 1, 2018 72



Miriamne Ara Krummel as
“patient.” (Krummel 2001, 67)

Through medicalized encounters, those with
chronic pain or chronic illness come to
understand their current state of being or
diagnosed condition. This understanding,
combined with the awareness of their own
bodily functions and acts, is followed by a sense
of difference from their own past bodies or
from the normalized bodies.

All five participants described feeling a divide
between themselves and people without
chronic pain, such as their colleagues, friends,
family members, and medical practitioners.
Participants often conflated these groups into a
vague, anonymous “they” with statements such
as, "“They don't understand.” At times,
participants explicitly referred to “those who get
it" wversus “those who don't” and the
participants in the focus group validated each
other's understandings of this divide. For
example, Carol said,

| had a lot of friends beforehand,
before | really got sick, who hadn't
really gone through anything
serious? So when | was going, you
know, | had six months of recovery,
and when | was telling them these
things, they just didn't get it. One of
my—former roommates—um. | was
having a lot of blood clot issues,
and so | was on blood thinners, and
I'd get my blood levels checked two
to three times a week, and they
were never consistent, and that was
very dangerous, and I'd be crying to
her on the phone, going like, “my
blood levels aren't where they're
going to be, holy crap—what’s
gonna happen?” and she would just
be like, “that sucks,” but then she
would tell me her miscellaneous
problems of like, she spilled coffee
on her shorts that day and it ruined
her day, and I'm just thinking like,
“blood clot could be going to my
lungs.”

Marge responded to her, “Sometimes | like
listening to it as like, a watching TV thing. Like
‘oh, look at all these people’s problems, it's so
nice.”

Carol, who had begun experiencing chronic
pain more recently than the other participants,
reacted differently to this disparity compared to
Marge, who from a young age had dealt with
health complications unrelated to her current
pain. However, both agreed on the existence
and nature of the divide: people who encounter
potentially life-threatening problems on a
regular basis, and can understand each other’s
plights, versus people who do not encounter
these problems regularly and prioritize
seemingly unimportant ones and are unable to
understand or be understood by the former.
Nonetheless,  friendships and romantic
relationships were not impossible with “those
who don't” because participants’ identities as
individuals with chronic pain  had not
superseded all of their other identities.

In fact, four of the five participants also
identified one or more allies, or individuals
without chronic pain to whom participants
reported confiding their pain. These allies were
typically roommates or significant others and
directly witnessed participants’ pain more than
other people because of their relative
proximity. In some cases, participants claimed
that these allies were especially sympathetic
because they had their own mental health
conditions or had witnessed a family member’s
chronic pain or illness. However, witnessing did
not equate to understanding, because allies
could not truly grasp the experience of living
with chronic pain. For instance, Marge was very
close with her roommate and sometimes
confided in her, especially because the two
dealt with mental health conditions. However,
Marge also claimed that her roommate could
only understand her up to a certain point:

You know, when my roommate
comes home, this was mostly last
semester, and she was like... “l can’t
do this, | have a concussion!” Like—
she had a concussion, had a very
serious one, and she was sleeping
all the time, and she was like, “I
can't, | can’t not do this, | have to do
all these things, the—these things,
dot dot dot dot,” and | was like, ‘You
literal—your body can't. | hate to be
the one to break it to you? But like.”
This is what | discovered, that like,
no able-bodied person, like—this is
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temporary. She’s had her share of
mental health issues, but like. But
like, the concussion was the one
thing that was like. Physically
limiting for her. For the first time,
and | was like... “You're gonna hate
me for this, but congrats, you
literally cannot. That's it. Period.
Done. There are things you cannot
do.” And no one likes to hear that.

While allies could provide valuable emotional
support, they were still only allies. Marge, like
other participants, at times explicitly linked
allies to “those who don't get it,” or in this case,
able-bodied people. Marge and Carol both
struggled to relate to these “others.” Even
though both had experienced similar difficulties
as their roommate or friend had, respectively,
Marge and Carol considered some difficulties
trivial, to the point of being normalized or even,
in Marge's case, entertaining, since Marge had
already come to terms with what her body
could not do.

Participants all claimed that their bodies
“decided” when participants needed to disclose
pain to others, especially casual acquaintances
and colleagues. Participants avoided disclosing
their chronic pain when they did not feel it was
necessary, but during moments of crisis, they
either had to explain to companions what was
happening to them or had to request a rest in
order to prevent future pain. However,
participants did not perceive a significant
overall loss of agency because they still felt in
control of how and to what extent they
explained their chronic pain to their
companions. In fact, two participants, Carol and
Oletta, described feeling empowered by this
disclosure. Carol explained:

| always feel like theyre gonna
judge me very quickly, and so yeah,
| am pretty cautious about telling
new people... You know, ‘I can't
keep up with you” and stuff. But... |
think I'm becoming a little bit
indifferent about it now, and I'm
more of looking out for myself, so if
| have to tell, just a new
acquaintance I'm hanging out with,
like, “we need to slow down.” | feel...
Um. | guess less embarrassed by it

and more looking out for myself—
cuz | used to really try to keep up
with people, and uh, it was only
backfiring.

Oletta and Carol both claimed that at the
beginning of their experience with chronic pain,
they had tried to keep up with other people
and, as a result, had pushed their bodies past
their physical limits. Both also told me that they
now realized their limits and respected them by
telling companions that they needed to rest
“now,” before they breached their limits. Oletta
and Carol were not only accustomed to
disclosing pain, they were also proud of their
ability to do so because it meant to them that
they valued personal physical comfort over
social conformity.

During interviews, participants reported
being acutely aware of the difference between
themselves, as people with chronic pain, and
people with normalized bodies (although it is
difficult to know how often or in what
circumstances this awareness comes to the
surface in their everyday lives). Because people
with normalized bodies seldom noticed the acts
and functions of their own bodies, they
conversely did not perceive this difference to
the same extent. Participants, however, were
socialized into identities of chronic pain, and in
some cases disability, through medicalized
language. The acceptance of these identities
only crystalized the perceived difference in
embodied experience. However, as participants
came to accept these identities, they also
became more accustomed to or even
empowered by disclosing their pain to people
with normalized bodies. Thus the identities of
chronic pain and disability did not necessarily
disempower participants, even though the
physical conditions of pain and disability
restricted them.

Conceptualizing pain
established frameworks

through

If the mind is embodied, then meaning is
grounded in bodily experiences—even reason
and imagination are tied to the body (Johnson
2007, 11-13). Thus the ways in which people
conceive of pain are grounded in bodily
experiences of pain. There can be no one-size-
fits-all pain assessment because individuals'
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experiences are so different. Nevertheless,
health practitioners, loved ones, and online
communities of people with chronic pain
demand standard ways of relating pain. How
does one translate the untranslatable?
According to Das (1997), pain “is not that
inexpressible  something  that  destroys
communication or marks an exit from one's
existence in language. Instead, it makes a claim
asking for acknowledgement, which may be
given or denied” (70). Pain is an internal,
personal experience, but it is possible to “touch”
someone else’s pain by recognizing it.

Once a person has conceptualized their own
pain, seeking to make meaning of their
experiences, they may choose to share that
pain with others. Two people with chronic pain
might not necessarily relate to one another’s
exact sensation of pain, but they could share
the general experiences of living with pain. In
contrast, two of my participants claimed that
when talking to people who did not have
chronic pain, they could only translate their
pain through the framework of ability. These
two participants claimed that such people do
not know or care what chronic pain feels like,
and only want to know how it impacts them
personally: will the other person be able to go
to the party with them, or help them build a
bookshelf, for example. This difference—

between the individual and those with chronic
pain versus those without chronic pain—can
best be described as the difference between
experiencing, empathizing, and sympathizing.

During the individual interviews, |
investigated how participants related to three
established frameworks of pain, the 1-10 pain
scale (see Figure 1), the McGill pain
questionnaire (Melzac 1975, 1987), and the
Spoon Theory (ButYouDontLookSick.com 2016).
The 1-10 pain scale is frequently employed in
clinical settings, including the emergency room,
and all participants were familiar with it. | asked
participants if they used the 1-10 scale to
describe their pain, then asked them to
respond to two different representations of the
1-10 pain scale. The first 1-10 pain scale
included an activity tolerance scale, and the
second included examples or equivalents of
pain relevant to each level. Both scales featured
the facial grimace scale, which uses icons of
faces with different expressions from happy to
agonized, although only the second scale used
a green-yellow-red color scheme coordinated to
the faces’ levels of pain. Participants generally
responded negatively to these faces. For
example, Joshua remarked, “Can | even
remember being the green guy?” Marge
scoffed, “Freakin’ happy faces. Just feels like
super inadequate,” and Patricia laughed and
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Figure 1: A typical 1-10 pain scale. Source: https://openclipart.org/detail/238112/pain-scale-fixed
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admitted, “I think the faces are infantilizing.”

| next asked participants for their thoughts
on the first representation’s activity tolerance
scale, which participants viewed more favorably
than the facial grimace scale alone. For
example, Oletta was generally receptive to the
activity tolerance scale, and most of her
comments were positive. However, she had a
few objections; at one point, she laughed and
said, “Bedrest required, LOL. If we're being
honest, if | don't wanna like, hate myself for the
rest of the week, | need bedrest around here,”
and pointed to a lower number on the activity
tolerance scale. Oletta thus conceived of this
part of the activity tolerance scale in a
preventative manner, even if she considered
most of the other levels accurate to her own
experience. Patricia, on the other hand,
appreciated the scale the most. She told me, “I
also like the one, the activity tolerance scale?
Um... Because that—that's something that I've
used to describe my pain to people who don't
experience chronic pain, because then they
don't have to actually understand my pain, they
just have to understand what | can do at that
moment with them. Um... So that's useful to
me.” Patricia directly related to the activity
tolerance scale because, as both she and
Joshua explained, people without chronic pain
do not understand or care about the pain itself.
Patricia and Joshua claimed that such people
only want to know what Patricia and Joshua can
and cannot do at any given moment.

| then showed participants the second 1-10
pain scale, which ranked pain levels by giving
examples or equivalents of pain for each
number and accompanying facial expression.
When Oletta began to read the examples on the
second scale, she initially accepted them, but
soon objected. She read aloud:

Hurts just a little bit, broken
fingers—broken fingers hurts just a
little bit? I've never had a broken
finger, but that freaks me out. [...]
Whoa, that does not sound right.
This is honestly—if someone
showed me this scale of pain, I'd be
super confused. Natural childbirth
is only 7 to 8? Okay, once again.
Okay, cracked head open—okay
that makes sense. Knocked

unconscious—but if you're
unconscious, how can you feel it?

To Oletta, the examples were senseless or
disturbing at best and misleading at worst. She
clearly did not relate to this scale at all. Patricia,
however, was the opposite. She said,

| like the bottom one? Where it talks
about [Kate: broken bones?] Yeah,
where it talks about broken bones.
And it's like yeah, like | agree, like. A
broken finger is like a 2. Like, it
sucks but I'm gonna forget about it.
Um... And yeah, | would agree, like a
7 or an 8 is...like natural childbirth.
Like that's how | described my
broken femur. Um. | have cracked
my head open though and | don't
think it's as bad as a 9 or 10. | think
the femur was the worst thing. Um,
but | feel like that particular pain
scale, the one on the bottom? Is,
um...a lot more realistic to people
with chronic pain..than a lot of
other pain scales. Like | like seeing
that.

Patricia, unlike Oletta, had broken multiple
bones multiple times. As a result, describing
pain in terms of the bones broken made sense
to her. Patricia’s and Oletta’s bodily experiences
of pain directly impacted how they were able to
relate to the second 1-10 pain scale.

| also asked my participants to respond to a
version of the McGill pain assessment, which
asks users to select adjectives, with pre-
assigned numeric values, to describe their
current pain (for instance, throbbing, pricking,
gnawing, searing, aching, or radiating). The
physician is then able to add the values
together to determine the “total” value of the
person’s pain. Three participants had not
encountered the McGill before. Participants
who responded positively to the McGill were
generally those who had responded negatively
to the 1-10 pain scale, and vice versa. For
example, Marge initially said, “Oh, brightness,
dullness, that's interesting. That's a lot more
comprehensive. This looks like it was made by
someone who actually like, understands what
that means.” She concluded that she would like
to use the assessment herself but reflected that
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the results would probably be depressing
because of her high level of pain. Oletta had
seen a different version of the McGill and told
me that she appreciated the other version,
which included a diagram of the body that
allowed her to circle the different parts where
she experienced pain for different reasons.
(Marge said that a doctor had once given her a
body diagram and she circled the entire body,
demanding, “Well, what did you expect?”)

But while she and Oletta linked the McGill
questionnaire to a better understanding of
pain, Joshua and Carol rejected it as being too
time- and labor-intensive for someone with
high amounts of pain. Joshua, for instance, said,

This is something that | distinctly
remember, actually. Because |
remember not being able to figure
it out. And, um, now Il just say, |
mean. No offense to the lovely
people at McGill, but how do you
expect someone in pain to do all of
this? The face thing is better
because you can just point, it
doesn’t take long. [..] It almost
seems a little too complicated, this
seems like a very, give you a very
accurate idea? Of how someone’s
feeling. Like almost definitely. But. |
just dont understand how you
could expect someone who has...a
lot of pain going on..to..answer
this.

To Patricia, Carol, and Joshua, the quantitative
immediacy of the 1-10 pain scale made it more
useful than the qualitative descriptiveness of
the McGill that Oletta and Marge preferred.
While Joshua allowed that the McGill could
provide a more accurate description of pain, he
and Carol considered it highly inaccessible to
the very people whose pain it sought to
describe. And while Patricia found the
descriptive adjectives useful to her personally,
she said that only people with chronic pain
would be able to make sense of them, meaning
that the McGill would be inadequate as a
standardized way of conveying pain.

| also asked participants about the Spoon
Theory. The Spoon Theory is widely used in
online chronic pain and chronic illness

communities. Created by Christine Miserandino
(ButYouDontLookSick.com 2016), the Spoon
Theory has become a popular way to describe
chronic pain and chronic illness, specifically to
healthy and abled individuals. On her website,
Miserandino recounted an explanation to her
best friend of her own experience with lupus.
Miserandino picked up several spoons from a
table, saying that she began every day with a
set number of metaphorical spoons. Every
activity, from getting dressed to cooking to
cleaning, cost one spoon, until she reached a
point where she had no more spoons and could
either choose to end her day without
completing all her desired tasks or take from
tomorrow’s reserve of spoons. People who use
the Spoon Theory will often refer to “running
out of spoons” or tell others that they “send
spoons” rather than saying “get well.”

Four participants knew of the Spoon Theory,
and again, those who related to the McGill also
related to the Spoon Theory, and those who
related to the 1-10 scale did not relate to the
Spoon Theory. Even though Oletta disliked the
quantification of the 1-10 scale, she claimed to
like the Spoon Theory's means of quantifying
the depletion of her body’s energy and stamina:

| would say it's useful for me
because | know that | have so many
things coinciding inside like, my
body? So it's like—it's easier than
like, | think if | had one, like one
thing that was causing issues, |
wouldn't necessarily have to like.
Use like a qua—something to
quantify it, like a spoon. But since |
have so many different things, like it
takes into account my mental
health, my physical health...

Oletta found the Spoon Theory helpful because
of its inclusiveness. She and Marge also enjoyed
the social aspect of the Spoon Theory, which
allowed them to be immediately understood by
“those who get it"” and created a sense of
community among fellow users. Oletta, for
example, explained that she includes #spoonie
in some tweets so that people within the
community, even if they do not know her well,
understand her while “those who do not get it”
miss the reference.
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On the other hand, Patricia and Joshua
disdained the Spoon Theory, calling it frivolous.
For example, Patricia said:

l...I've heard of it. | know what it is.
I'm glad that people feel
empowered to use it, and that they
like it, | think it's stupid. Um... And |
think it's because..'m just a
stubborn asshole, like it's not
anything wrong with the theory, |
just...l either like, need to lay in a
bed and die, or | will do something,
| will figure out a way to do it.

While Patricia recognized the community value
of the Spoon Theory, because she experienced
pain in a binary manner, she did not
conceptualize pain as a quantity of spoons that
allowed her to complete certain activities but
not others. Yet she liked the activity tolerance
scale on the 1-10 pain scale, which served much
the same purpose. Patricia’s claim to be a
“stubborn asshole” may have pushed her to
disavow the popularly-used Spoon Theory even
if she liked being able to tell people the
activities she could or could not complete so
that they would not need to try to understand
her pain. Joshua was similarly blunt in his
disregard of the Spoon Theory, even though he
too conceptualized pain in terms of what he
was and was not able to do.

Carol, with her relatively recent advent of
chronic pain, admitted that she did not know
many others with chronic pain and thus did not
feel like part of a chronic pain community. She
was the only participant who had not heard of
the Spoon Theory. When | first described it to
her, she told me that it felt extremely limiting,
and as a student of economics, “Now I'm just
thinking of like, really definitely cost-benefit
things that | can get.” She sounded almost
horrified at such a concept of pain involving
weighing the risk of pain with the reward of the
activity. However, when she saw how Oletta
and Marge used the Spoon Theory to both
describe their pain and situate themselves
within a chronic pain community, she said that
she had not understood the Spoon Theory from
how | explained it, and she now liked it.

Of the three major established frameworks
of pain, no one framework resonated with all
participants, nor did all participants come to a
consensus about any one framework.
Participants judged each framework on how
useful it was to them, based on how their bodily
experiences of pain shaped their concepts of
pain, and how readily it conveyed pain to
others. In a few cases, participants found a
framework to be personally wuseful but
interpersonally useless. While all frameworks
included  similar  elements,  participants
nevertheless responded very differently to the
context in which each framework employed
those elements. Participants’ embodied
concepts of pain, and in some cases, their
personality, impacted the ways in which they
related to these contextually-situated elements.
The 1-10 pain scale, McGill pain questionnaire,
and Spoon Theory were each described as
quantitative at times, but the McGill and Spoon
Theory were perceived to be more qualitative
than the 1-10 scale, and all participants
preferred one perceived group over the other.

Conceptualizing pain through
unestablished frameworks

In addition to the established frameworks of
pain that participants used, they also conceived
of their pain in other, non-standardized ways.
For example, Joshua and Patricia conceived of
their pain in terms of activities they could and
could not do, ostensibly because people
without chronic pain only cared about physical
ability in the moment. Likewise, Oletta told me
that she sometimes framed her pain in terms of
what she needed, claiming that she tells her
doctor that she needs a medication or that she
tells her friends that she needs to sit down. To
uncover how participants conceived of their
pain outside of established frameworks, | asked
them during their individual interviews if they
could describe their current pain to me and if
they imagined anything while in pain. Many of
my focus group prompts also targeted how
participants conceived of their pain, such as “My
chronic pain is a lack/surplus of...” and “If | were
a superhero, my power would be.../my name
would be...” Participants’ answers revealed the
wide variety of ways in which they
conceptualized their pain.
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Multiple participants claimed to imagine pain
as the color red, and explicitly cited medication
advertisements that represent pain as red spots
on the body to be the reason for this visual
conceptualization. Oletta, Patricia, and Joshua
also visualized pain relief. Oletta was very
embarrassed about her visualization, telling me
multiple times that it was “weird” before saying
that “sometimes my back muscles are like in a
lot of pain, I'll like just imagine myself, like—this
is so gross, but like, just like, cutting like my
muscles out. It's a really gross like, depicter, but
like, I'll imagine like that, just for some reason in
my mind, it like, thinks that that's a solution,
even though | know, like that would obviously
be super painful.” She returned to this
visualization several more times, once adding
that she imagines being able to scrape “junk”
off of her back muscles, reminding me of the
surgical removal of cancer.

Joshua was less abashed when he told me, “I
always imagined that | could just, like. Pull
something out, ya know? Like maybe... It's a
little centipede in there, that's causing all the
pain, and if | just reached in hard enough, |
could just grab it and just pull it right out, ya
know?” He then modified his description,
adopting Oletta’s ashamed tone:

Do you know what it is, and this is
really embarrassing, but ya know
what, everyone in their—ya know.
When they come home, they're. In
the privacy of their own home, you
know, sometimes you got a booger,
and you pull it out, right? You know
you got a really, really really big one,
it's making it hard for you to
breathe? And like you can feel it, and
so you just go into the bathroom,
and just—pull the sucker out, and
wash your hands, you know, it's all
good. And that's such a satisfying
feeling, right? Same thing. | just
imagine, I'm just gonna grab it, and
I'm just gonna pu-u-l-I-l it out, it's
gonna feel so nice when it's outta
there, it's gonna be great.

Both he and Oletta seemed to derive much
satisfaction from these visualizations, even
though both qualified that the visualizations

" u

were “weird,” “gross,” and “embarrassing.” Even
though Oletta prioritized physical comfort over
social conformity when she told friends that she
was in pain, her pain visualization still operated
within a framework of what was and was not
normal and socially acceptable. Additionally,
Oletta and Joshua imagined pain as a tangible
and unpleasant thing—cancer-like “junk,” a
centipede, or a booger. By visualizing pain as
something physical and bounded, they could
better imagine removing it from their bodies. As
Oletta pointed out, even though such
visualizations could never become reality—pain
cannot simply be cut from the body when the
entire body is chronically in pain—imagining
such scenes is a form of relief in and of itself.

Patricia’s visualization was heavily grounded
in her own long experience as a ballet dancer, a
childhood activity that she knew she and |
shared. She said that for her, visualization was
“a big part of. How you think about your
posture, and your. Um... Your stretching? When
you're doing ballet? So, when I'm trying to
stretch out my back, I'll think of like a rubber
band. Or the thing that my teacher drilled into
me when | was little, which was like, ‘Imagine
that there is a string, connecting your head to
the top of the ceiling, bluh bluh bluh bluh bluh.”
However, as she pointed out, she did not
visualize pain itself, but merely the relief of it.
Since her visualization did not involve the
removal of a tangible and unpleasant thing, she
did not derive any satisfaction from the
visualization itself. Instead, she used it as a tool
to help her decrease pain, as dancers use such
visualizations as tools to improve their posture
or flexibility. Patricia also pointed out that, as a
ballet dancer, she had been taught that pain is
beauty because dancers must push themselves
to the breaking point to create art. As a result,
she dealt with her chronic pain in the same
way, as a constructive pain that resulted from
necessarily pushing herself. She told me that
the absence of a tangible imagined pain said
more about the way she emotionally processed
pain than anything else, and she confessed to
me that pain is the one thing she believes she
does not process.

For the focus group, | included the prompt,
“If | were a superhero, my power would be.../my
name would be..” because | had hoped to
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encourage participants to think of their pain in
a more empowering lens, framing what they
had been able to overcome as superpowers.
Yet after | read the prompt aloud and gave my
own personal example, the next speaker,
Oletta, interpreted the prompt as superpowers
we would like to have in order to overcome our
pain. Carol and Marge followed her example
and answered the question in the same way.
Rather than try to “correct” participants’
answers by guiding them to answer within my
intended parameters, | allowed them to
continue with the answers apparently more
relevant to them. As an anthropologist, my
ideas of agency and empowerment did not
always align with participants’ interpretations of
their own experiences, demonstrating the
importance of member checking.

Because of the inadequacy of established
frameworks of pain such as the 1-10 pain scale,
McGill questionnaire, and Spoon Theory in
capturing and conveying pain, participants
conceived of their pain in other ways. These
conceptualizations were also grounded in
participants’ bodily experiences including but
not limited to pain. While visualizing pain as a
tangible thing that could be removed from the
body provided minor relief to some
participants, they also felt ashamed at what
they described as “weird” and “gross”
visualizations  that  broke  with  social
conventions of polite conversation. Other past
experiences, such as being a dancer, also
influenced how participants perceived and
responded to their pain. The imposition of any
one framework, whether one newly created by
the researcher or one previously established
and widely used, is not necessarily useful to
participants if it does not resonate with their
embodied experiences of pain.

Conclusion

When | showed Patricia the second 1-10 pain
scale with its examples, we found that we were
at an impasse. Having broken multiple bones at
multiple times, she affirmed that the scale’s
classifications of bone breaks made sense to
her. | admitted that | had never broken a
bone—earning myself a look of jealousy—and
therefore could not relate to the examples. The
only example that | had personally experienced,

“Rheumatoid Arthritis hands swollen 2-3x
normal size,” seemed grossly understated to
me, which | told Patricia. She reflected, “I don't
understand...like how RA feels. And like you
don't—like it's different kinds of pain. So even
though we can both sit down and say like, ‘I'm in
pain, all the time, it sucks.’ Like... | don't—like—
is it more or less than what's described on
there? | don't know, you know?” Embodied pain
is specific to every individual.

Different sources of pain can cause it to be
throbbing, pricking, gnawing, searing, aching,
radiating, or any of the dozens of other words
provided by the McGill pain questionnaire.
Pricking pain cannot be translated to aching
pain; they are two fundamentally different
experiences. Those in pain struggle to relate
their pain to others, and it is only the mere
presence of pain that they can share:

Where is my pain—in touching
you to point out the location of that
pain—has my pointing finger—
there it is—found your body, which
my pain (our pain) can inhabit, at
least for that moment when | close
my eyes and touch your hand? And
if  the language  for  the
inexpressibility of pain is always
falling short of my need for its
plentitude, then is this not the
sense of disappointment that
human beings have with
themselves and the language that is
given to them? (Das 1997, 70)

People can witness each other’s pain but can
never fully understand it. Yet this
untranslatability lies not in the words that do or
do not exist to describe pain. Instead, it lies in
the irreconcilability of the different ways in
which people conceive of pain based on their
bodily experiences. Pain originates in the body
and is perceived by the mind, but because the
mind is so grounded in the body, pain cannot
be understood outside of this embodied
context.

People with normalized bodies are by
definition not hyperaware of the acts and
functions of their bodies, and therefore have
comparatively limited concepts of pain
compared to people who have chronic pain.
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The group of “those who do not get it" thus
encompasses those who do not understand the
physical and emotional toll of chronic pain.
While allies can comfort people with chronic
pain, the latter know that allies cannot
understand this physical and emotional toll.
And although others with chronic pain may
generally empathize with the constant presence
of pain, they do not experience that pain within
their own bodies.

Even for those who have chronic pain, the 1-
10 pain scale without an activity tolerance scale
may not be commensurate between two
people—one person’s “four” may not be the
same as another person'’s “four.” An individual's
conception of where and why one level ends
and another begins resides solely in their mind.
It is not unreasonable to expect that these
conceptions can change over time within an
individual, as most people with chronic pain
were once those without. Despite any names or
numbers that we may assign to it, pain cannot
be adequately conveyed outside of the body, as
an individual's pain is relative only to itself.
Ultimately, | suggest that it is the shared
understanding of the physical and emotional
toll, rather than a shared embodied concept of
pain, that people with chronic pain seek in
communities and support networks of chronic
pain and illness.
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ABSTRACT

Since the early 1990s, United States border strategies have relied on
hazardous natural environments to deter clandestine migration.
American lawmakers believed that by securing urban entryways and
making clandestine migration difficult, migrants would be discouraged
from illegally crossing the United States-Mexico border. Instead,
however, these policies inhumanely funneled migration flows toward
the forbidding Arizona desert. Consequently, for more than two
decades, migrants have been enduring dangerous environments while
sharing transitory space with human smugglers and, more recently,
drug traffickers, who rely on the same paths into the United States.
Using a framework of structural violence, this paper explores how
migrants navigate clandestine migration in the Sonoran Desert,
particularly as they become beholden to drug cartels, which, in
exchange for assistance in crossing the border, insist that migrants
transport illicit drugs. Drawing on two summers of ethnographic
research at a migrant shelter in Nogales, Mexico, | argue that migrants
are not only victims but also agents who employ specific forms of
capital to survive highly violent situations during this process. This
research reveals the intricacies of today’s clandestine migration across
the Arizona-Sonora border and further illustrates the nuances of
structural violence.
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bloodshot and his face weathered like

sandpaper. Recently deported from the
United States (U.S.) after the Border Patrol
found him disoriented and severely dehydrated
in the Sonoran Desert, he took off his hat and
stared at the floor as he recalled his rugged trek
through the fierce summer heat that can reach
up to 115 degrees. “Your skin begins to burn,
your shoes start to melt; you grow desperate. |
stripped naked, rolled in the dirt, and began to
shout as loud as | could, but no one heard me,”
he related. Out of desperation his sanity
wavered: “I then took out a lighter and lit a
mesquite tree on fire.” Igniting a tree on fire
alerted authorities nearby, which saved his life.
Francisco was one of thousands of migrants
fleeing from personal, political, and economic
insecurities in Mexico and Central America, and
one of several migrants | interviewed at a
migrant shelter in Nogales, Mexico, during the
summers of 2014 and 2015.

For over two decades, people like Francisco
have risked their lives crossing the Sonoran
Desert to clandestinely enter the U.S. In the
early 1990's, U.S. border controls changed to
emphasize preventative measures to
discourage unlawful entries (Cornelius 2001;
Cornelius 2005). The change was based on a
1993 study commissioned by the U.S. and
conducted by Sandia National Laboratories, a
national security research institution, which
concluded that it was more cost effective for
the U.S. Border Patrol to deter migrants at the
border rather than trying to apprehend them
once they were already in the U.S. (Cornelius
2001, 662). Subsequently, a series of strategies
incorporating  preventative  logics  were
implemented along the U.S.-Mexico border. The
first strategy was Operation Hold-the-Line in El
Paso, Texas in 1993, followed by Operation

Francisco was a sight. His eyes were

s : A s
Figure 1: a Border Patrol vehicle patrolling the U.S.-Mexico
border near the outskirts of Sasabe, Arizona. Photo: Bill De
La Rosa, 2016.
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Gatekeeper in  Southern California and
Operation Safeguard in Southern Arizona in
1994. All of these strategies augmented the
Border Patrol's presence on major border
towns through the deployment of helicopters,
vehicles, video remote surveillance systems,
and thousands of agents. Then, in July 1994, the
U.S. Immigration Naturalization Services (INS)
mandated the national implementation of
Prevention Through Deterrence (PTD), which
permanently prioritized prevention efforts,
heavily relying on the Arizona desert as the
solution for stopping clandestine migration.
Border Patrol vehicles regularly patrol the U.S.-
Mexico border near the outskirts of Sasabe,
Arizona to deter border crossings (see Figure 1).
In the Land of Open Graves, De Ledn (2015)
thoroughly describes the systematic
construction of PTD, its cynical purpose, and its
deadly consequences.

The shift in  enforcement  efforts
catastrophically influenced migration patterns.
According to the United States General
Accounting Office (1997), the policy has two key
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objectives: “(1) close off the routes most
frequently used by smugglers and illegal aliens
(generally through urban areas) and (2) shift
traffic through the ports of entry or over areas
that were more remote and difficult to cross
illegally, ~where INS had the tactical
advantage” (64). In other words, the logic
underlying PTD concluded that people would be
discouraged from crossing the desert if the
risks became drastic (Inda 2006; Rubio-
Goldsmith et al. 2006; Andreas 2009; De Ledn
2012; De Lebn 2015). However, instead of
deterring clandestine migration, the strategy
played a fundamental role in channeling
migrants through treacherous areas of
southern Arizona. Consequently, thousands of
men, women, and children have perished as a
result of this social process. As of January 2018,
more than 3,000 human remains have been
found in the Sonoran Desert; according to
estimates from the American Civil Liberties
Union, the total death count exceeds 5,000
people (Jimenez 2009).

Arizona

Mexico £y S

Figure 2: Map of southern Arizona showing the towns
mentioned in this article. Source: Bill De La Rosa, 2017.

The interviews and stories | gathered during
my fieldwork inform the purpose of this article,
which is to examine how migrants navigate
violent situations as they risk their lives crossing
the Sonoran Desert. Because of the violent
nature of clandestine migration, migrants have
historically relied on the human-trafficking
industry for assistance. Today, however,
clandestine border crossings in southern
Arizona (see map in Figure 2) are evolving due
to the presence of drug cartels along the
Arizona-Sonora border. As my ethnographic
material reveals, migrants are becoming

beholden to drug cartels, which, in exchange for
assistance in crossing the border, insist that
migrants also transport illicit drugs. | argue that
during this process, migrants are victims and,
more importantly, agents employing specific
forms of capital in order to survive under
violent situations. Their experiences reveal the
evolving complexities of clandestine migration
and contribute to our understanding of
structural violence, in addition to the human
consequences of heightened U.S. border
enforcement policies.

Structural Violence and Social
Capital in Clandestine Migration

Clandestine migration across the U.S.-Mexico
border is a multifaceted, well-structured
process that encompasses multiple social
actors (Singer and Massey 1998). To understand
this process today and the precarious decisions
migrants make, my literature review draws on
the notions of structural violence and social
capital, particularly as they relate to the
migratory process across the Arizona-Sonora
border, and covers recent scholarship on
clandestine border crossings.

Galtung (1969) first defined structural
violence as a form of violence that is discreet,
indirect, and unattributable to an individual
actor. According to Galtung, structural violence
is “built into the structure and shows up as
unequal power and consequently as unequal
life changes” (1969, 171). For him, social
structures play an integral role in creating
violence through enforced marginalization and
systemic inequalities. On the other hand,
“personal violence represents change and
dynamism,” he says, “not only ripples on waves,
but waves on otherwise tranquil waters.
Structural violence is silent, it does not show—it
is essentially static, it is the tranquil
waves” (1969, 173).

How, then, may structural violence manifest
itself across the Arizona-Sonora border? In the
context of clandestine migration, Nevins
explains how structural violence “emerges out
of a complex web of social relations that
involves individual acts, structures and
processes, as well as discourse, or expressions
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of communication” (2005, 16), which often casts
blame upon migrants who find themselves in
dangerous situations for engaging in
surreptitious activities. For him, the funneling
effect of border strategies contributes to
people's marginalization and suffering in the
Sonoran Desert. In this respect, Nevins
declares, “the principal perpetrators of this
violence are the state actors who, under the
rubric of the law, construct the boundaries and
illegalize the unauthorized immigrants, thus
making such deaths inevitable” (2005, 17).
Simply put, while one migrant death in a desert
could be portrayed as an isolated tragedy,
when more than 3,000 cadavers have been
recovered (see Figure 3), then there are
external structures, such as U.S. border policy,
that must be examined.

Slack and Whiteford (2011) claim that current
conceptions of structural violence often

overshadow the individual autonomy people
employ while navigating stringent conditions.
They propose the term “post-structural
violence” to understand and describe the “way
people react within the confines of a situation
precipitated by structural violence” (Slack and
Whiteford 2011, 13). During the migratory
process, according to Slack and Whiteford, post-
structural violence “requires people to navigate
a series of difficult decisions” and “[take] roles
that increase their chances of death, while
decreasing their vulnerability to structural
violence” (2011, 13). | agree with this assertion,
and would also add that this process is highly
nuanced, because as my ethnographic
examples illustrate, migrants are carefully
calculating the risks and benefits of their
situation to avoid death and survive in the
Sonoran Desert, even when reluctantly
operating as mules for cartels.

1999 - 2016 RECORDED MIGRANT DEATHS AND WATER STATIONS
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Red dots on the map show locations of the 3,087 migrant deaths documented by Humane Borders. The deaths occurred in southern Arizona between
October 1, 1999 December 31, 2016. In an effort to reduce the deaths, Humane Borders has equipped more than 80 water stations in remote, strategic

locations on both sides of the international border.

Figure 3: map of 3,087 migrant deaths in the Sonoran Desert documented by Humane Borders, a nongovernmental organiza-

tion in Arizona. Source: humaneborders.org, accessed 30 July 2017.
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One way of understanding how migrants
fight for survival is to draw on the knowledge
that has been produced and shared from
previous clandestine border crossings. In
Outline of a Theory of Practice, Bourdieu (1977)
refers to this production of knowledge as “social
capital” - a process which explains how
individuals accumulate resources from social
relationships. Furthermore, Bourdieu (1977),
through the concept of “habitus,” explains how
people’s learned perspectives constitute both
past and present perceptions, actions, and
dispositions. His notion of habitus, particularly
as it relates to the accumulation of social capital
from each border crossing, is important for
understanding the social process of clandestine
migration in the Sonoran Desert.

For instance, Singer and Massey (1998)
found that more than two decades ago,
migrants tended to rely on family members and
coyotes [human smugglers] to cross the border
in their first attempt. They coin the term
“migration-specific capital” to conceptualize
how clandestine migrants, who were once
dependent on others, subsequently crossed the
border alone, as they accumulated valuable
knowledge from each crossing (for example,
what items to bring, the length of time it would
take to cross, etc.) (Singer and Massey 1998,
569). Consequently, generations of clandestine
migration from Mexico to the U.S. have
produced what Spener calls “migration-specific
habitus,” an idea that explains how migrants
make sense of their social world, and
particularly, the border crossing process and
relationship with coyotes as they attempt to
evade border security (Spener 2009, 226-229).

Indeed, to comprehend the dangerous
landscape migrants navigate, clandestine
border crossings must be studied as a well-
structured social process (Singer and Massey
1998). Spener (2009) suggests this dynamic
process should include the participation of U.S.
Border Patrol agents and coyotes, specifically
because as the border is militarized, it is nearly
impossible to successfully cross without the
assistance of professional smugglers (Cornelius
2005; Donato et al. 2008; Andreas 2009; De
Ledn 2012). De Ledn (2012), through his
ethnographic and archeological fieldwork,

found that a “border crossing industry” has
emerged in response to PTD. According to De
Ledn, “this industry and its associated goods
are constantly evolving as migrants, smugglers,
and vendors attempt to adjust to changes in
enforcement  practices and  surveillance
technology” (2012, 482). Over the years, the
border crossing industry has profited from
hopeful migrants, exploited them, and made
them more vulnerable throughout this process
(Slack and Whiteford 2011; De Lebn 2012).

Today, however, the presence of drug cartels
along  the  Arizona-Sonora  border is
unprecedented and must be examined as a key
factor within this process. In their research,
Slack and Whiteford (2011) acknowledge that
border militarization has produced a violent
overlap in areas where coyotes cross migrants
and drug cartels traffic drugs. The militarization
of the border, coupled with the drug trade, has
given rise to what Spener calls “narco-coyotaje’
- the intersection of clandestine migration and
drug trafficking (2009, 155). While Spener (2009)
acknowledges the contemporary phenomenon
of narco-coyotaje, he excludes it from his
analysis because it was not prevalent in south
Texas during his fieldwork. Slack and Whiteford
(2011) are among the first scholars to place
greater emphasis on as a manifestation on the
Arizona-Sonora border. Although scholars have
done exemplary work identifying important
social actors that influence clandestine
migration through the Sonoran Desert, more
research is required to explain how migrants
engage and interact with narco-coyotaje, how
this process differs from previous experiences,
and what methods migrants employ to survive.
In this regard, ethnographic research in lieu of
quantitative studies can be useful in order to
unravel the intricacies shadowing today's forms
of clandestine migration across the U.S.-Mexico
border.

Uncharted Terrains: Fieldwork in
a Clandestine Context

During the summers of 2014 and 2015, |
conducted fieldwork at a migrant shelter
Albergue Para Inmigrantes San Juan Bosco in

Nogales, a Mexican town bordering Nogales,
Arizona and located at the headwaters of the
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Figure 4: San Juan Bosco migrant shelter. Photo: Bill De La
Rosa, 2014.

Sonoran Desert. When Mexican and Central
American migrants arrive in Nogales, most have
no money, no food, and no place to sleep. For
over 30 years, San Juan Bosco has provided
temporary sanctuary for individuals deported
from the U.S., as well as migrants who would
otherwise be exposed to the violence of drug
traffickers, bandits, and coyotes. According to
the Arizona Daily Star, nearly one million
migrants have passed through San Juan Bosco
since it first opened (Trevizo 2013). As a
research site, this migrant shelter provided a
space to interview and engage migrants who
were passing through this transitory space and
preparing to cross the brutal Sonoran Desert to
get to the U.S. (see figure 4).

My ethnographic research included semi-
structured interviews, participant observation,
and informal conversations with migrants who

were about to cross the Sonoran Desert or had
already been through this experience. Due to
the dynamic nature of border crossings, |
believe qualitative methods are well-suited for
investigating clandestine migration since they
enable participants to share-in depth and
nuanced experiences. Moreover, by spending
time and building rapport with migrants,
ethnographic methods allowed me to better
capture their everyday lives in a hyper-violent
and transitory space. Because | was also a
volunteer at the shelter, my position helped me
build trust among my participants, allowing
them to feel more comfortable sharing their
experiences.

My semi-structured interviews focused on
the entire migratory process—from the
moment individuals left their homes to when
they arrived at San Juan Bosco. | asked my
participants to explain the reasons they were
migrating, their experiences travelling through
Mexico, and whether they were planning on
crossing the Sonoran Desert, or if they had
already crossed it but were apprehended and
deported from the U.S. | often heard first-hand
accounts of how drug trafficking has become
inextricably linked to the human smuggling
industry. After a couple of interviews, | used
snowball sampling to locate more participants
who had encountered drug traffickers in order
to further comprehend this evolving process.

Besides semi-structured interviews, | also
conducted  participant  observation and
shadowed migrants throughout Nogales,
Mexico. At the crack of dawn, migrants are
transferred from San Juan Bosco to another
shelter where they are provided breakfast,
lunch, and medical treatment (Figure 5). From
there, a number of them find work while others
head to Grupos Beta, a migrant relief center
funded by Mexico's National Institute of
Migration, until they are finally taken back to
San Juan Bosco in the evening to sleep (see
figure 6). | began shadowing migrants when two
of them, who became great friends with me,
invited me to witness this cycle for myself. From
sunrise to sunset, | observed on several
occasions how migrants lived an everyday life
filled with violence and tragedy, yet were
simultaneously driven by hope and meaning.
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Figure 5: Two migrants on their way to the migrant shelter to eat breakfast in Nogales, Sonora, Mexico. Photo: Bill De La Rosa,

2015.

Throughout my fieldwork, | reflected on my
positionality as a researcher within these
spaces. | identify as Mexican-American because
both of my parents are from Mexico, but | was
born in the U.S. However, | lived in Nogales,
Mexico, for the first seven years of my
childhood, and have continued to return ever
since my mother moved back to Nogales in
2009. Because of my familiarity with the area
and fluency in Spanish, | believe | built a deeper
trust with my participants. That said, | still felt
that | embodied what Black feminist scholar
Patricia Collins (1986) calls the “outsider within.”
As a researcher, | often felt like | was deemed
an outsider; even though | personally felt a part
of the community. On one hand, | could relate
to migrant experiences because | had spent
several years studying the migratory process in
southern Arizona. On the other, | have never
attempted to cross the Sonoran Desert and will
never know what that experience is like
because | am an American citizen. | managed to

easily cross the Arizona-Sonora border in my
vehicle by showing U.S. Customs and Border
Patrol agents my passport while migrants faced
death in a brutal desert.

The insights | present in this article are based
primarily on sixteen semi-structured interviews,
participant observation, and hundreds of
conversations that took place over the course
of two summers. My interviews ranged in
length from 34 minutes to nearly two hours;
they were all audio-recorded, transcribed,
translated, and password-encrypted to protect
people's confidentiality. | assigned all my
participants  pseudonyms.  Although my
participant observation consisted of
conversations with men and women, all of the
interviews were intentionally with men.
According to the Migration Policy Institute,
nearly 47% of migrants from Mexico and
Central America are women (Ruiz, Zong, and
Batalova 2015). While the numbers of men and
women migrating to the U.S. are fairly equal,
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their experiences are different, primarily
because women are likely to be sexually
assaulted. Conscious of this, | purposely only
interviewed men because | personally felt
unprepared to carry out a conversation with a
person who had been a victim of sexual abuse.

Out of the sixteen migrants | interviewed,
nine were from Mexico, four from Honduras,
two from Guatemala, and one from EI Salvador.
Furthermore, twelve of them had either been
recently deported or deported at some point in
their lives and were hoping to return to the U.S.
Four of them were planning to cross the
Sonoran Desert for the first time. While | did not
intend to interview drug mules or human
smugglers, a number of my participants
happened to have partaken in these processes
and trusted me with their stories. Four men
were mules for cartels while two had been
coyotes and smuggled migrants in the past. Just
as Slack and Whiteford (2011) were amazed in
their fieldwork, | was also surprised by my
participants’ honesty, especially because
migrant shelters typically do not welcome drug
mules or coyotes. Their insights shed light on
the evolving process of today’s clandestine
border crossings and how migrants navigate
violent situations.

In the midst of layers of structural violence,
migrants are agents drawing on prior migration
-specific knowledge, assessing their conditions,
and attempting to gain control of their
situation. To best illustrate this claim, | first
discuss how migrants accumulate social capital
during the migratory process; | then explain
how migrants are becoming beholden to drug
cartels, and finally, I illuminate how clandestine
migration unfolds in the Sonoran Desert, where
migrants make difficult decisions in order to
survive.

Places of Refuge as Spaces of
Social Capital

Decades of migration from Latin America to the
U.S. have sustained the production of migration
-specific knowledge. For over 30 years, Mexican
and Central American migrants have travelled
for weeks or months on foot and aboard
dangerous freight trains to reach American soil.
The social capital that they accumulate from

Figure 6: The minibus belonging to Grupos Beta, a Mexican
migrant relief organization. Photo: Bill De La Rosa, 2015.

these experiences is then distributed to
prospective migrants in their respective
communities. As a result, these cyclical patterns
of migration have established a well-structured
process, one in which migrants learn how to
reduce their costs while maximizing their
survival through Mexico.

To safely reach the U.S.-Mexico border,
humanitarian aid has become a crucial and well
-known resource. In response to the perilous
migration journey, numerous shelters have
emerged throughout Mexico to protect
vulnerable migrants from harmful actors. For
example, according to Red Derechos Humanos
Migrantes, a Mexican nongovernmental
organization, there are about 80 shelters in
Mexico providing migrants with temporary
relief services. Twelve of my research
participants whom | interviewed said they relied
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heavily on migrant shelters to make it safely to
Nogales. One of them was Melvin, a
Guatemalan migrant who stayed at five
different shelters prior to arriving at San Juan
Bosco:

We ran to Tapachula and then after
to Tuxtla Gutiérrez. In Mexico we
finished our Q10,000 quetzals, which
were about $20,000 pesos [$1119.7
dollars]. They were spent on the
entire family. We arrived at a
migrant shelter in Mexico City. They
really helped us, and they also gave
me work. After making and saving a
little money, we then came to
Coahuila, where we stayed with
Father Pantoja. He's a good priest
who advocates for migrants. He's
very well known here in Mexico. We
stayed there for two months. The
Father and Sister there also helped
me find a small job, so | could have
an opportunity to earn money. |
raised almost $8,000 pesos [$448
dollars]. Then we came to imuris
where we met Father Ricardo. He
was very nice. We have encountered
great people here in Mexico who are
trying to save our lives and
everything we have. I'm talking to
you about six months of travel
throughout this course. Father
Ricardo then called Father Samuel of
the Comedor, and he was told to
bring us to Grupos Beta. Afterwards,
they brought us over here with all of
you at San Juan Bosco.

Melvin migrated with his entire family from
Guatemala after gangs murdered two of his
sons. Migrant shelters were not only cost-free;
they were critical to his family's survival.
Although he had no experience migrating, he
was aware of humanitarian organizations that
offered refuge to families, and as he moved
from one place to another, he accumulated
knowledge about other shelters. Like him,
others also depended heavily on humanitarian
efforts during their passage through Mexico.

Humanitarian aid not only protects
vulnerable migrants; more importantly, | argue,
it plays a profound role in facilitating the

production of migration-specific knowledge to
successfully cross the U.S.-Mexico border,
including the Sonoran Desert. Although
unintentionally, San Juan Bosco functioned as a
space where migrants had the opportunity to
form a network and learn from one another.
While there, | consistently observed the
distribution of information about clandestine
migration and the growing presence of drug
cartels.

For instance, migrants shared with each
other what objects they should carry to cross
the Sonoran Desert. On a warm summer
evening, while | spoke with migrants inside the
shelter, a Honduran migrant looked down at my
tennis shoes and asked if | could sell them to
him. Before | could respond, a Guatemalan
migrant, who crossed the Sonoran Desert in
2005, immediately answered “That's a bad idea
- the desert's heat melts the rubber from tennis
shoes, and both rocks and thorns will puncture
your feet.” He said this while pointing at his
rugged boots and encouraging the Honduran
migrant to find a pair at a local swap meet.
Similarly, other migrants with no border
crossing knowledge engaged with others who
did have experience. Out of the participants
whom | interviewed, four of them attributed the
items they purchased in preparation to cross

the Sonoran Desert - water, powdered
electrolytes, canned food with high-salt content,
and dark clothing - to information they

gathered in migrant shelters.

The development of social relationships in
San Juan Bosco enabled the exchange of social
capital, and in this case, migration-specific
capital. Besides objects, migrants also
counseled each other on techniques for
avoiding border security. One evening in June,
for example, | sat outside on the front steps of
the shelter's entrance and listened to a
conversation two men and women were having.
One of the men was from Honduras and
crossed the Sonoran Desert in 2010. “You have
to have a plan,” he confidently declared to the
others as he made the sign of the cross, “l have
a plan and | will use it to get to the U.S. because
my children depend on me.” He talked about
the importance of silence to avoid sound
detectors, and thus, apprehension. “People get
caught because theyre too loud. The Border
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Patrol has special equipment that helps them
listen to almost everything.” He also
recommended avoiding smoking cigarettes at
night because a burning ember could be
spotted from miles away. Several similar
conversations took place on a daily basis.
Indeed, San Juan Bosco provided a space for
migrants to exchange knowledge and aid one
another in their collective struggle to cross the
U.S.-Mexico border.

Likewise, humanitarian and governmental
organizations that visited San Juan Bosco also
circulated important migration-specific
knowledge about surviving in the Sonoran
Desert. For example, the Mexican Consulate in
Nogales, Arizona, and the Human Rights
Commission of Sonora stopped by twice a week
to inform migrants about their human rights. In
addition, they often advised migrants to only
engage with human smugglers that they knew
personally due to their untrustworthiness and
exploitation of people (Spener 2009; Slack and
Whiteford 2011). On several occasions, a
consular  representative  suggested that
migrants look out for a distinctive, giant peak
called Baboquivari, and always keep it on their
left, so that they would not become disoriented
in the desert. In other instances, he instructed
migrants to bring a lighter with them. “Worst
comes to the worst,” the government official
would note as he reached in his pocket for his
lighter, “you get your lighter and you light a tree
on fire to be rescued.”

The same organizations also warned
migrants to stay away from the mafia [drug
cartels]. They often told horrendous stories to
make their point. During my fieldwork, migrants
rarely discussed their experiences with drug
cartels in public. However, as | interviewed
migrants, it became clear how inextricably
linked the drug trafficking and human
smuggling industries had become. Yet, because
this was a relatively new phenomenon, there
was no useful knowledge on how to navigate
drug cartels. Migrants had to improvise, draw
on prior forms of migration-specific knowledge,
and make difficult decisions under strenuous
circumstances to survive. | discuss this further
in the next two sections.

Mules for Cartels

Today, migrants are becoming drug mules for
cartels in exchange for assistance in crossing
the Sonoran Desert. First, it is extremely
difficult to cross alone and it is expensive to
hire a human smuggler. Researchers (Cornelius
2005; Andreas 2009; Spender 2009; De Ledn
2012; De Ledn 2015) have extensively examined
how costly crossing the Sonoran Desert has
become as border security increases and
migrants become reliant on human smugglers.
All of my research participants, including those
whom | informally spoke to, spent between
$6,000 and $9,000 on a coyote's services.
Second, migrants who cross without cartels
have to pay extra charges. Slack and Whiteford
(2011) have documented the hierarchical
relationship between drug cartels, coyotes, and
migrants. Since drug cartels claim that coyotes
and migrants interfere with their business,
migrants must pay a quota, which ranges from
$40 to $900, to drug cartels in order to pass the
Arizona-Sonora border. Those who choose to
cross the Sonoran Desert without paying their
quota risk their lives if caught.

As | stated earlier, four of my research
participants were coincidentally mules for
cartels, while two of them had worked as
coyotes. Their insights offer a glimpse of how
violent clandestine border crossings have
become. In the following two sections, | focus
on the nexus between the drug trafficking and
human smuggling industries, or what scholars
(Spener 2009, Slack and Whiteford 2011) call
“narco-coyotaje | particularly concentrate on
one story to illuminate how migrants become
beholden to drug cartels and attempt to draw
on migration-specific knowledge in order to
gain control and survive in the Sonoran Desert.

Jorge had no idea what he was getting
himself into when he went to Sonoyta, a town
bordering Lukeville, Arizona. He went there only
after he realized there was too much border
security in Nogales. Sonoyta is about 120 miles
west of Sasabe, and is at the heart of the
Sonoran Desert. As we spoke, he took long
pauses and deep breaths to remember
everything he had experienced in the past two
weeks. He wore a forest-patterned camouflage
cap, thin hoodie, and sweatpants (see figure 7).
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“When | arrived in Sonoyta, everything became
complicated,” Jorge said. He went there after he
heard he could find a coyote for a modest price;
instead, he was deceived and sold to the
Sinaloa Cartel. “I saw a woman and | asked her
if she could help me find a coyote to cross the
desert.” The woman agreed to help. “She took
me to a man in a safe house, and the man paid
her $20. The man told me that | had to carry a
bag if | wanted to cross into the U.S. He told me
he was a coyote, and he offered me food - he
went to the store and bought me food,
cigarettes, the outfit and these shoes I'm
wearing.” Jorge said everything in that moment
was happening so quickly that he was having
trouble processing what he heard, saw, and felt:

Before | could decide whether |
wanted to do it, seven armed men
arrived at the safe house with
eleven more mules, and at that
point | realized | couldn't do
anything [long pause]. They locked
us in that place for a few hours.
Then two trucks arrived and they
divided us . . . They told us that we
were going to smuggle marijuana,
get it to Phoenix, and they'd pay us
$1,800 - but it was false because
we made it [takes a deep breath]. A
regular coyote charges $10,000
pesos [$560.3 dollars] to cross
people, so that wasn't an option.
With $1,800, | thought, | can take
that amount and send it to my
family [long pause]. They took us to
the very end of the border about 40
kilometers from Sonoyta, and that's
where the drugs were waiting for
us. We picked up the drugs and
went into the desert immediately.

Jorge had only been in Sonoyta for a few hours
before he found himself in the Sonoran Desert
with ten kilos of marijuana strapped to his back
following two drug cartel guides. He only
received four gallons of water, a few cans of
tuna, and dried meat. Although most of what
Jorge was told turned out false, his thought
process at the moment reveals a certain
calculus he employed under highly stressful
conditions. First, smuggling drugs would not
only provide him a ticket to the U.S., it would be

cheaper than hiring a coyote. Second, with the
money he was promised, he thought about
helping his family in Mexico - the people he
migrated for in the first place.
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Figure 7: Camouflage clothing. Photo: Bill De La Rosa,
2015.

The experiences of the other three migrants
who smuggled drugs were harshly similar. Two
of them were abducted and taken to a safe
house in Sasabe, a Mexican town bordering
Sasabe, Arizona, 30 miles east of Nogales. One
of them was given a camouflage outfit, 25 kilos
of marijuana, three gallons of water, canned
food, and powdered electrolytes. The second
migrant said he received “a burlap bag with 20
kilos of marijuana, a camouflaged outfit like the
color of the desert [. . .], dried meat, canned
food, and powdered milk.” Lastly, the third
migrant was taken to the outskirts of San Luis
Rio Colorado, a town bordering San Luis,
Arizona. Similarly, he received “20 kilos of
marijuana, camouflaged pants and sweater [. .
.] a gallon of water and powdered electrolytes,”
in addition to a pair of carpet-like slippers that
are worn over shoes to avoid leaving footprints.
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The violent experiences that my research
participants and other migrants encounter
before entering the Sonoran Desert represent
an aspect of structural violence. They stem
from  specific  structural and  political
underpinnings, such as widespread poverty in
Latin America, U.S. border policy, and American
drug demands, which have marginalized
migrants and rendered them victims. However,
the discourse surrounding structural violence
tends to overshadow migrants’ individual
autonomy, which discredits their resilience and
determination to assert control (Slack and
Whiteford 2011). | suggest that structural
violence resulting from clandestine migration in
the Sonoran Desert is highly nuanced. Similar to
how migrants prepare to cross the Sonoran
Desert, in such a desolate and forbidding space,
migrants employ a careful calculus to optimize
their survival, especially when drug cartels
deliberately reduce their humanity.

Surviving the Sonoran Desert

Crossing the Sonoran Desert is a dangerous
practice. According to the Pima County Office of
the Medical Examiner, an average of 163
corpses per year have been found in the
Sonoran Desert since 1999 (Martinez et al.
2014). Yet, regardless of how deadly the desert
is, thousands of migrants will risk their lives
every year due to personal, political, and
economic insecurities back home. Numerous
scholars (Singer and Massey 1998; Andreas
2009; Spener 2009; De Ledn 2015) have
researched successful tactics migrants use to
avoid security and survive when crossing the
U.S.-Mexico border. However, there is hardly
any research examining how migrants
experience clandestine migration in the
Sonoran Desert while smuggling drugs for
cartels.

Immediately after Jorge and the other eleven
drug mules began trekking through the
Sonoran Desert, he grew increasingly worried.
“When | had the bag on,” he said, “l felt scared
because if they caught me, | was going to get
more prison time.” In addition to the legal
consequences, death weighed on his mind.
“What scared me the most,” he continued, “was
when people began to fall along the journey.
There was a 60-year-old man, who became
dehydrated, dropped, and died. From twelve,
only ten of us made it to the very end.” | asked

him to recall some of these events. Jorge
recounted aloud what happened each day to
help him remember:

| felt desperate on the first day. |
felt very tense because of the
weight. | wasn't ready for it. The
next day my load felt heavier. On
the third day, | felt worse and that's
when it got scarier because that’s
when the first body dropped. | had
to carry ten extra kilos and
someone else had to carry ten kilos.
The man got a heat stroke and the
guides forced us to carry his weight.
The guides were in a hurry. They
told us, “If he's dead, he's dead. He
stays there. Now both of you divide
the weight.” | saw when he got his
stroke. When he collapsed, I hit him
on his chest and back. The guides
didn't want to stay there. They
didn't want to call the paramedics
or light a fire. The guides were also
armed - so we couldn't do much.

To the drug cartel, migrants were anything
but humans. Migrants became mules, working
and hauling heavy loads until their bodies could
not continue anymore. For migrants, this
process was traumatizing. “I felt more scared,”
Jorge told me when he saw the first man die. “I
didn't want to die in a desert and stay there.
[The guides] told us, ‘whoever can't last, he
stays here. What matters to us are the bags and
not you.”

Although Jorge was under dire structural
constraints, his comments offer a window into
how he assessed the moment the 60-year-old
man fell to the ground. His first instinct was to
help by resuscitating him. Then, although he did
not explicitly mention it, he or others proposed
to light a fire - a survival technique that most
likely was accumulated during the migratory
process - to alert the Border Patrol and save
the person’s life. In the moment, he was not
thinking about the legal consequences of
getting caught with drugs. And, if it was not for
the weapons the drug cartel members carried,
the outcome might have been different.
However, for Jorge and others, they assessed
the situation and concluded that it was in their
best interest to follow instructions to live
another day.
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Jorge and the rest of the migrants were out
in the Sonoran Desert for eight days total.
Figure 8 portrays the vast, mountainous
landscape of the Sonoran Desert. In the
distance, one can see Baboquivari Peak, which
migrants keep to their left in order to avoid
disorientation. At the pace that the drug cartel
had Jorge and the rest going, the entire journey
was anything but a simple hike in the desert. It
was a full-on death march. No one talked when
they were on the move; everyone faced the
ground and watched every step:

We would rest like three or four
hours during the night. We walked
in the evening, and after 4 p.m.,,
everyone was quiet. We also walked
in the night, which made it more
dangerous - not the light - it's the
fact that you're on the mountains.
So some of us would fumble or fall.
The guides didn't have any respect
for the dignity of anybody. If your
bag fell, you picked it up and kept
going.

As he told me about how gruesome this
process was, | wondered how the drug cartel
members were navigating their surroundings. |
asked Jorge how they knew where they were
headed. He said the drug cartel members had
names for specific places in the desert. “There’s
el cerro de la muela, el cerro del papalote, la
brecha del narco, el cerro de la cuna, and e/
dau” The names translate to the hill of the
tooth, the hill of the kite, the gap of the narco,
and the hill of the cradle. Both Jorge and | could
not discern what the fifth name represented.
He became aware of these names because the
drug guides kept mentioning them over their
radios as they reported their location to the
scouts in the mountains. According to Jorge, the
drug cartel members also had specific codes.
“40," for instance, meant the path was clean,
while “60” meant that the Border Patrol was
near. These details demonstrate how elaborate
the drug trafficking industry has become and
depict its dependence on migrants to haul
drugs across the desert for its success.

A second man collapsed on the fifth day in
the Sonoran Desert. The day before, Jorge
remembered observing this particular person
not feeling well. “[The man] was heat-ridden,”

he said. Jorge offered a few electrolyte tablets
he had brought along, and a third person
helped the man cool down. On the eve of the
fifth day, Jorge recalled the young man looked
worse. The cartels instructed them to leave him
there. However, before they abandoned him,
Jorge offered the young man advice:

| told him to start a fire once we
left because, if the guides saw him,
they would've killed him. When we
left, from a distance - we were at a
point called el cerro del papalote
[the hill of the kite] about 30
kilometers away on top of a
mountain - | saw a fire from the
direction we came from. A
helicopter could be seen in the
distance. | saw him start a fire, and
the guides were angry . . . they
shouted at us. Everyone became
tenser; the guides became more
agitated.

In this example, Jorge clearly drew from his
migration-specific knowledge to save the young
man'’s life. And, telling the young man to light a
fire once they were gone, spared his and the
others' lives. More importantly, all of this
calculation was taking place on the fifth day in
the scorching Sonoran Desert under intense
desperation and violent circumstances.
Moreover, the fact that he can recall the name
of the place of where they were offers an added
level of precision.

Although the young man was evacuated,
there were ten migrants left including Jorge
who were fighting to survive. On the seventh
day they almost ran out of water. “We had three
bags of beans and one of dry meat for all ten of
us,” he remembered. “The guides were very
smart. In one of those water jugs, they'd put
both beans and dry meat, and this would make
our food last longer. We'd take sips from the
jug.” Under these conditions, Jorge eventually
grew more desperate and confident that he,
too, was going to die. | was prompted to ask
Jorge whether he ever thought about escaping.
He looked up at me, surprised, and said, “I
wanted to abandon my group but | didn't want
to leave the others behind. There were chavalos
[kids] the age of my children in that group.
They'd tell me, ‘no serior [no sir], don't leave
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us.” While the social structures and the drug
cartels systematically reduced his humanity, as
one of the oldest migrants, Jorge had grown to
feel partly responsible for everyone else. When
| heard this, | was taken aback given the
strenuous circumstances. Reduced to a mule,
throughout this process, Jorge drew strength
and a sense of purpose from others.

On the eighth and final day, Jorge and
everyone else made it to the drop-off point. It
was not Phoenix; it was near Ajo, Arizona, which
is about 30 miles from the U.S.-Mexico border.
According to Jorge, the final day was the
hardest for him:

When we got there, there were
men armed with weapons. We
turned in the bags, and the deal
was that they were going to pay us,
and from there, they were going to
take us to Phoenix. They wouldn't
pay us. They threatened us that
they were going to take us to the
Border Patrol . . . They threatened
us with their weapons. They told us
to run to the desert. So, |, along
with everyone else, started to run
towards the highway. | ran onto the
road and waived a truck down.
Luckily, it was the Border Patrol. |
tried to stop him and he kept going
but then he made a U-turn. He
didnt turn on his siren. He just
made a U-turn, stopped, and got
out with a weapon. When | saw this,
| got on my knees and put my head
down waiting to get shot. He told
me | shouldn't be scared because
he was the Border Patrol. | said to
myself, blessed be God, and cried.

My other three participants who became
drug mules shared starkly similar experiences.
All of them are just as vivid as Jorge's story.
They illuminate the nuances of clandestine
migration in the Sonoran Desert, particularly
when the presence of drug cartels is factored
into the equation. By drawing on prior forms of
migration-specific knowledge and carefully
assessing their situations, migrants attempt to
obtain control of structurally violent conditions.
Such perspectives, | hope, contribute to the

literature of structural violence, which tends to
victimize those who fall outside the margins of
power.

Conclusion

Clandestine migration from Latin America to
the U.S. is a pressing issue. President Donald
Trump made the politics of immigration the
center of his political campaign, and so far, his
presidency as well. He relentlessly promises
that he will increase U.S. border security to
prevent unauthorized border crossings. These
claims are not new and have not worked in the
past.

Historically, increased border security has
had devastating human consequences. One of
the principal reasons migrants risk their lives
crossing Sonoran Desert is because security
strategies that focus on preventing clandestine
entries - rather than addressing the
multifaceted causes of human migration - have
intentionally channeled migration through
dangerous corridors. The research s
abundantly clear, and the 3,000 plus people
that have perished in southern Arizona are
testament to the failure of present day U.S.
border policy.

More importantly, clandestine migration is a
social process. As long as widespread violence,
poverty, and desperate spaces of survival exist
in Latin America, migrants will continue to
adapt to the changes of border security in the
search for peace, security, and prosperity, even
if it means crossing the Sonoran Desert or
acting as mules for cartels.

The purpose of this article was to present a
counter-narrative to the common discourse
surrounding the literature of structural
violence. Such literature has tended to
oversimplify people’s unique and everyday
experiences by ignoring the role of agency.
While migrants are indeed victims of vast
structural and political inequalities, they are
also agents producing meaning, resisting, and
fighting for a better tomorrow.

In the context of clandestine migration in the
Sonoran Desert, my ethnographic research
reveals how migrants are now becoming
beholden to drug cartels, and how, in the midst
of dire and uncertain circumstances, they
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actively draw on prior forms of migration-
specific knowledge to assert control over their
situation. The social capital they accumulate
during the migratory process, particularly
within migrant shelters, serves as a vital
resource for navigating contemporary, hardly-
known clandestine forms of migration. In this
respect, migrant shelters are not just
humanitarian service providers; they are
important actors within clandestine migration
frameworks.
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