INTRODUCTION

Bringing the Migrants’
Voices to the
Home-Mobility Nexus

Sara Bonfanti and Luis Eduardo Pérez Murcia

This book looks at how people on the move, in particular migrants and
refugees, experience home or the lack of it, and attempt to transform their
everyday dwellings into meaningful places for living. Mimi Sheller and John
Urry’s (2006) invitation to appreciate a multiplicity of mobilities in order
to better understand today’s world informs our conceptual engagement
with different ideas of home and more specifically our interest in inves-
tigating migrants’ experiences of home on the move. The ‘new mobilities
paradigm’ provides a conceptual lens through which to consider not only
the physical movement of people and goods (Cresswell 2011; Sheller and
Urry 2016), but also the multiple ways in which social and cultural notions
and practices travel across places, not least the connection between social
and spatial mobility. Embracing the mobilities paradigm does not mean,
however, that we can ignore how motility - that is, the capability for moving
(Kaufmann et al. 2004) - is just an ambition or a necessity that is out of
reach for many, as opposed to real capital for setting one’s life in motion.
The millions of migrants and displaced people embarking on perilous
journeys (Burrel and Horschelmann 2019) to find better economic oppor-
tunities and seek sanctuary remind us that the very act of mobility is not
open to all, or at least it is conditional for most (Kallius, Monterescu
and Rajaram 2016). People’s mobility is often restricted by national and
international regulations and migration policies (Glick Schiller and Salazar
2013). The recent global health crisis further reminds us that travelling
and moving across borders cannot be taken for granted, even for those
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who used to enjoy relatively unrestricted freedom of movement (Adey et al.
2021). As Tim Cresswell (2021: 52, 59) stresses, Covid-19 has put mobility
‘under siege’ and ‘invigorated localism’.

Our understanding and conceptualization of home are also inspired
by extending the idea of mobilities (Urry 2000) to scholarship on home
and migration (Ralph and Staeheli 2011; Boccagni 2017; Miranda-Nieto,
Massa and Bonfanti 2020). Urry’s (2000) invitation to challenge the
understanding of societies as spatially bounded entities, and Liisa Malkki’s
(1995) and James Clifford’s (1997) call that we look at culture beyond
the idea of ‘roots’, notably complicate the rooting of home in a particu-
lar place or space. Instead, home can be ‘routed’ elsewhere: it can be,
and sometimes it has to be, re-imagined and renegotiated on the move
(Rapport and Dawson 1998; Ahmed et al. 2003; Boccagni et al. 2020).
It does not always follow that migrants and refugees can experience an
effective (re)making of home across different places and spaces. In fact, as
the life stories gathered in this book demonstrate, struggle is a common
feature of the ways those on the move understand and experience home
(Jansen and Lofving 2011).

But what do we mean by home? Although every chapter in this book
approaches home from a specific conceptual angle and engages with dif-
ferent corpora of research, it is worth highlighting that our conceptu-
alization of home is informed by a wide range of disciplines, including
environmental psychology (Hayward 1997; Moore 2000); phenomeno-
logical scholarship on the perceptions of home (Dovey 1985; Kusenbach
and Paulsen 2013); critical geography (Blunt and Dowling 2006; Brickell
2012); social and cultural anthropology (Hage 1997; Miller 2001; Cieraad
2006; Lenhard and Samanani 2020); sociology (Mallett 2004; Boccagni
and Kusenbach 2020), and urban and housing studies (Jacob and Malpas
2013; Hadjiyanni 2019). These accounts have variously unpacked the crit-
ical dimensions of the home, and the relationalities embedded therein.
Some have stressed the entanglement of the material and the symbolic
in recovering the emotions that any person’s home displays and conveys
(Blunt and Dowling 2006; Ochs and Kremer-Sadlik 2013). Others have
contended that home entails the interrelated feelings of security, famili-
arity and control (Boccagni 2017), but also the feeling of community and
a sense of possibility (Hage 1997). Finally, many have emphasized the
significance of multiple scales - that is, the private and the semi-public,
the national and the transnational - in investigating people’s meanings
and practices of home (Al-Ali and Koser 2002; Walsh and Nire 2016).
Last but not least, for ethnographers like the authors of this volume, home
can become a fruitful research setting for attempting an exercise in social
knowledge in which the distance between hosts and guest, informants and
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researcher can reveal the microphysics of power that any domestic space
contains and conceals (Boccagni and Bonfanti 2023).

The Book’s Approach: What’s Distinctive about Using Life
Stories as a Method for Research and Dissemination?

As Charles W. Mills argued (1959: 3): ‘No social study that doesn’t come
back to the problems of biography, of history and of their intersection
within a society, has completed its intellectual journey.” Towards the end
of long-term team ethnography, the authors of this volume were drawn to
the use of life stories as a research method, a method we found invaluable
in making our research available to the public. First collected in biograph-
ical interviews, then interpreted through textual analysis, the life stories
presented herein rely on a narrative approach to qualitative research and
the communication of the results. While the archaeology of life storytelling
has a long history (Erben 1998), we subscribe to Renato Rosaldo’s (1989:
11) view that ‘stories are inherently analytic, and ... in the sequence of rea-
soning, analysis has narrative form’. The telling or narration of a life story
involves nuance, depth and feeling that other modes of representation lack.

However, storytelling’s theoretical potentials are not neutral: they are
important conceptually and cognitively, and always need to be situated in
specific cultural and political contexts. As Hayden White (1980: 9) reminds
us: ‘narrative is an expression in discourse of a distinct mode of experi-
encing and thinking about the world, its structures, and its processes.’
Furthermore, life stories like those in this volume are twice-told narratives,
which dwell in between data collection and analysis. Reviewing the field
‘from a continental view’ (which also informed the work of the authors
based in Europe), Daniel Bertaux and Martin Kohli (1984) contrasted two
trends in writing life stories on the basis of the collection of oral autobi-
ographical narratives. The first, widespread in German and Anglo-Saxon
academia, focused on the symbolic in social life and meaning in indi-
vidual lives. The second, more common in Romances language-speaking
countries, considered interviewees as informants, whose life trajectories
might uncover patterns of social processes. This edited volume offers a
combination of both approaches, which were developed in situ by each
ethnographer with their informant(s), and afterwards by each author, in
conjunction with their own analytical skills, to understand and re-narrate
another’s biography.

Given the variation in basic theoretical orientations and substantive
issues, rather than concentrating on unattainable singular standards,
in the next section, we make explicit the disciplinary contributions that
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provided a theoretical base for our grounded explorations in the field and
the life accounts provided by our interlocutors. While it is focused on the
lived experience of an individual through the life course and across spaces
(from transnational journeys to commutes in the city), Finding Home in
Europe: Chronicles of Global Migrants turns the informative into the narra-
tive, the everyday into an epic, and invites the readers to appreciate the
diversity of perspectives within the singularity of experience. Because of
their particularity, we find that these life stories are profoundly evocative
of the human condition. Like Walter Benjamin forewarned (1968: 90): ‘A
story is different. It does not expend itself. It preserves and concentrates its
strength and is capable of releasing it even after a long time.’

Building on Oral History

As Margaretta Jolly informs us (2012), a logic of convergence between
oral history and life-story sociology had been mounting in the twentieth
century. Citing historian Paul Thomson and sociologist Norman Denzin,
Jolly maintains that four paradigmatic revolutions have occurred in the
conception of biographical narrative over the past fifty years across the
humanities. The key terms of her temporalization - that is, memory, sub-
jectivity, interpretation and digitalization - are inscribed in a deeper gene-
alogy of how collective remembrance is formed, preserved and reproduced
through the circulation of (auto)biographical memoirs: recalling one’s life
or recollecting another’s, with spoken words being put on written paper
(Maines 2001).

As anticipated above, we maintain a distinction between life history and
life story throughout this volume. Life history and life writing research use
life story, whether in the form of oral history, personal narrative, autobiog-
raphy or biography, as a primary source for the study of history and culture
(Abrams 2016). As Brian Roberts (2002) put it more simply: the life story
is the narrated story by the author/teller, whereas the life history is the later
interpretive, presentational work of the researcher. Life stories capture the
relation between the individual and society, the public and private experi-
ence, the local and the national, and the past and the present. Unlike tales,
therefore, life stories provide us with the opportunity to understand how
individuals position themselves in broader social and cultural realms (see
Kothari and Hulme 2004). Although we, as authors, did intervene through
editing the autobiographical accounts of the people we interviewed, and
selecting excerpts to rebuild a coherent narrative (Wilmsen 2001), we tried
to maintain our ‘listening attitude’ (Back 2007) in the chapters that follow.
In most of the cases, we re-engaged our interlocutors by asking them to
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read and approve the final manuscript (Shopes 2003). If history at large
considers events in chronological order, life history sees the passages that
a person goes through in their life course in relation to the surrounding
culture. Life stories challenge our received notion of authenticity and sub-
jectivity: where is the boundary, if there is one, between fact and fiction?

In order to appreciate how this blurry distinction between life history
and life story operates within a constructivist and collaborative approach
(Chappell and Parsons 2020), the next section follows the itinerary that
took us from oral data collection in the field to assembling this volume.
Through an interdisciplinary literature review, we reconstruct our theoret-
ical itinerary, focusing on three successive moments: the naissance of oral
history, the development of life writing across the social sciences, and the
interpretive turn in anthropology. Our choices are partial and partisan
(as well as being based on individual expertise and preferences), but they
establish the necessary context for understanding the methodology behind
our collection and co-writing of the life stories collated here.

Collective Memory and (Auto-)Biography

Throughout this book, we conceive of life stories as a method and a result
of ethnographic research, seeing them as a process and a product of
the collaborative generation of knowledge and the dissemination of this
knowledge. In a general sense, oral history provides a means of inviting
someone to tell their story of their past, a past time, a past event and so
on. However, one’s individual story is always intimately connected to his-
torical conditions and thus extends beyond one’s own experience.

Following Alessandro Portelli (1998), we argue that what makes oral
history special in comparison with other forms of qualitative interviews
is the archaeology of the genre and the inherent tension between individ-
ual memory and collective history. While the physiological functions of
memory are proper to the cognitive sciences, the mechanism of filtering
and interpreting past events is at the heart of the discipline of history. The
term ‘history’ itself derives from the Greek and can be loosely translated as
‘enquiry’: nothing is plain or taken for granted in the act of remembrance.

Herodotus and Thucydides are credited as being the first historians
because of their chronicles of the wars that raged through Athens in the
fifth century Bc. With different styles and political stances, both authors
produced written accounts of those military and political events based on
a variety of sources, with a heavy reliance on oral testimonies. According
to Maurice Halbwachs (1997 [1925]), the goal of history is to provide a
comprehensive, accurate and fair portrayal of past events, which allows
for the representation and comparison of multiple perspectives, integrated
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within an encompassing account. In contrast, collective memory focuses
on a single perspective that is peculiar to one social group, nation or com-
munity. Consequently, a person’s life history describes past events that
were lived by that person but that are also associated with the values and
biases specific to the group(s) to which the person belongs.

Oral history contains this tension between the singularity of voice and
the plurality of experience, as well as the dilemmas that have besieged his-
toriography as a result of the rise of the nouvelle histoire (Burke 1990). Since
then, history has integrated the approaches of the nascent social sciences in
analysing the past, enquiring through documents to discover the mundane
material conditions as well as the ordinary practices and the imaginary
shared by people in certain places and times (Braudel 1981). The atten-
tion to small scales and minor subjects, the settings and authors of those
petits récits (small narratives, as opposed to the grand narrative of heroes
and immanent political forces) that the microhistory movement brought
to light in the 1970s (Ginzburg 2014), have sealed the gap between history
and sociology, and found their convergence in the biographical approach
to understanding the past as well as the present. Acknowledging their
interdisciplinary appeal, we see life stories at the crossroads of the human-
ities and social sciences: history to begin with, sociology and anthropology
to follow.

Oral History, Life Writing and the Social Sciences

Since the late nineteenth century, anthropological research has sought to
archive history by means of the recording of personal stories: A.L. Kroeber,
Franz Boas and their disciples engaged in what was then known (with a
patronizing call for preservation) as ‘salvage ethnography’, that is, taking
stock of the practices and folklore of Native American cultures threat-
ened with ‘cultural extinction’, often as a result of modernization (Clifford
1989). Pioneering audiovisual reproduction techniques were employed for
the first time, with the aim of heritage conservation: namely, early photo-
graphic cameras and Dictaphones (a machine trademarked by Alexander
Graham Bell and used to record speech for playback or to be typed, a
predecessor to the tape recorder). We can find evidence of the same urge
to memorialize the past, and keep history alive for the benefit of future gen-
erations, in the countless ‘mass archives’ that have sprung up worldwide
since the First World War (Ritchie 2014).

Likewise, in the early twentieth century, a range of academic work
focused on the lives of people at the margins of Western industrial soci-
ety and on the different means by which these lives could be explored,
highlighting the interpenetration of biographies and the sociological
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imagination (Thomas and Znaniecki 1918; Mills 1959). Michael Erben
(1998) noted that this was the emergent breakthrough within the Chicago
School (and the oral history studies in ‘cultures of poverty’, as devised by
Lewis 1961), which was followed by key works such as Documents of Life 2
(Plummer 2001 [1983]) and Time and Narrative (Ricceur 1984) that invited
a new generation of scholars to commit themselves to understanding lives
as recounted by the subjects themselves (whether in narratives, diaries or
correspondence). As Liz Stanley (1993: 2) argues:

Lives are an interesting place to be, partly because there are so few
areas of work in the social sciences and humanities which do not
involve auto/biography in one form or another, but perhaps mainly
because life writing ... mounts a principled and concerted attack on
conventional views that science can be objective.

Life stories contributed to an epistemological revolution within the
social sciences that gives back legitimacy to the subjective and authorship
to the narrating self (Ellis and Flaherty 1992). Being personal and social,
we recognize the uniqueness of an individual’s life story, as it is given by
that individual in relation to both him- or herself and their audience:
this may result in an account that is ‘partial’ (like any other, to different
degrees) but nonetheless valid in representing what is valuable to the indi-
vidual. Moving away from the deceptive pretence of illustrating ‘exemplary
lives’, life stories reveal how people understand the lives they conduct, their
notions of self and the implications that arise from the interaction with
the ethnographer, who is actively engaged in the textual co-production
(Shopes 2003).

Two concurrent breakthroughs contributed to this new epistemological
horizon and its political ramifications (and linkages with literature): the
so-called ‘interpretive turn’ in anthropology and the second wave of femi-
nism between the 1970s and 1980s.

Interpretive Anthropology and Life Stories

In the aforementioned Time and Narrative (1984: 75), Paul Ricceur affirms
that living practice precedes narratives: ‘the story “happens to” someone
before anyone tells it.” Still, experience can be comprehended and commu-
nicated only once it is storied. Following Martin Heidegger’s hermeneutic
phenomenology, Ricceur advocates for an ‘existential analysis of human
beings as entangled in stories’ and talks about ‘a potential story or (as yet)
untold story’ to account for the ‘pre-narrative quality of experience’. The
narratological approach to the human experience resonated with the par-
adigmatic change that swept through cultural anthropology in the 1970s.
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Influenced by Max Weber and Ricceur himself, Clifford Geertz, in his
seminal work The Interpretation of Cultures (1973: 5), poignantly argues that
‘man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun’
and that any culture is a complex assemblage of texts that constitutes a
web of meanings. These meanings are enacted by actors themselves (the
‘natives’) and then interpreted by anthropologists in the same way as a text
is read by literary critics: incorporating into the analysis the many contexts
that make meaning possible (and different) for everyone involved. Rather
than the prevalent ethnographic practice of observation from afar, Geertz
encouraged the engagement of the anthropologist in their ethnographic
account. If culture is ‘an ensemble of stories we tell ourselves about our-
selves’ (Geertz 1980: 121), no other technique could be more fitting in this
collaborative quest for meaning than eliciting life stories from informants.
The interpretive turn in anthropology became mainstream with the publi-
cation of Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986), in which the editors
applied literary theory to textualize ethnographic fieldwork, while making
explicit the political implications that any social encounter and cultural
product entailed. Along with an expansion of the idea of literary text (to
include cultural ‘minorities’ and postcolonial literatures), women’s genres
of writing and various forms of personal narrative started to be recognized
as legitimate modes of research.

At that time, the second wave of feminist initiatives (which mushroomed
in the United States and then spread across the Atlantic and worldwide;
Hokulani, Erickson and Pierce 2007) paved the way for women’s liberation
from multifaceted social oppression by giving legitimacy to their self-nar-
ratives. Life stories began to be seen as appropriate techniques for theo-
ry-building in the social sciences, as well as effective tools for the political
claims made by their tellers, in their marginal voices (Maynes, Pierce and
Laslett 2008). The intersubjective sharing of personal accounts in women’s
circles strengthened their gendered contestation, with arguments based on
authenticity and struggle (like their manifesto Sisterhood Is Powerful, Morgan
1970). Even so, considering life stories as primary sources for the explora-
tion of women’s lives made life history research a feminist method for the
broader and deeper understanding of gender consciousness, historically
and in the present (Geiger 1986).

The narrative approach that coincided with the public rise of multicul-
turalism and feminism was further transformed by gender and queer stud-
ies from the 1990s, in particular by sexual minorities who contested their
public invisibility by literally ‘coming out’ through narratives (Edwards
2012; Gorman-Murray 2009). Furthermore, the revolution of those pio-
neering feminist auto/biographies did not remain confined to women’s
spaces. New currents in sociology and anthropology (Bertaux 1981;
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Tedlock 1991) were bolstered by those ‘personal thus political’ experi-
mentations that viewed life stories as a unique challenge to debate key
themes within the method of oral history that are far from having been
solved. These ongoing methodological challenges include, for example, the
reliability of biographic accounts, the reflexivity of the researchers, the ade-
quacy of narrative knowledge and the representativeness of personal cases.
In his comparative overview of the genre, Vincent Crapanzano (1984: 954)
provides a succinct closing statement:

The life history is more ‘literary’ than ‘scientific’ - and yet more ‘sci-
entific’ than ‘literary’. It mediates, not too successfully, the tension
between the intimate field experience and the essentially impersonal
process of anthropological analysis and ethnographic presentation.

As we transit from a review of the literature that informed the genesis
of this book to the methodology that resulted in the present collection of
migrant life stories, we follow in the footsteps of those pivotal works and
acknowledge that the use of life history has become ever more common,
even in adjoining fields such as the geography of migrations, challenging
any set notion of mobility and fixity (Rogaly 2015). Not only can personal
narratives be navigated as ‘interactive texts’ that provide the coordinates
for retracing people’s itineraries in time and across spaces (Miles and
Crush 1993); migrant stories themselves appear to be moving, shifting
our understanding of events and mobilizing other senses and sensibilities
(Thomson 2011).

As we acknowledge that oral history is a process and product, and that
the personal comes out as political, this volume emphasizes that life sto-
ries are powerfully and irreducibly en-gendered: any auto/biographical form
is narrated and composed via an articulation of gender as embodied and
experienced by tellers and writers. In following these tenets, we not only
pay homage to the theorization of feminist writing as a means of liberation
for women (Gluck and Patai 1991); we also take inspiration from the cru-
cial encounter with the racialized difference of Black feminism, in which,
‘historically, black women have resisted white supremacist domination
by working to establish homeplace’ (hooks 1990: 385). Throughout this
book, ‘home’, in its many manifestations, is often the place where life sto-
ries are delivered, but it is also a metaphor for one’s existential mobility: in
the passing of time during one’s life course and in one’s shifting location
as a gendered subject within relations of nurturing and/or constraints. As
critical geographers have amply explored (see Brickell 2012 and 2020),
whatever its realization, in private or public space, home is always a place
for some to control and for others to resist. A more conceptual discussion
of the importance of gender in the life stories collated in this volume is
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given in the short introduction to Part Il. However, the gendered nature
of ‘domopolitics’ (Lonergan 2018) runs across all chapters, criss-crossing
with other social axes of difference as these became salient in the lives (and
chronicles) of global migrants trying to find a home in Europe.

Writing Life Stories of Home and Mobility

Given the conceptual and methodological background provided in the
previous sections, how did we transition from life story as a process of
doing narrative fieldwork with our participants to a product that rendered
and interpreted the biographical accounts received? Before appearing in
the form of a written text drafted by the researchers, life stories have been
told by the social actors themselves within the interview frame; thus, their
realization is comprised of two successive moments, intimately interwoven
and yet distinguishable in time and manner (Plummer 2004; Abrams 2016;
Kulick 2017). To discuss how our interlocutors experienced (and commu-
nicated) their efforts at homemaking in various conditions of mobility, we
need to step back and look at the ethnographic production of those life
stories. First, we must consider the oral exchange that permits a sufficiently
trustful sharing of knowledge between enquirer and respondent, listener
and teller (Anderson and Jack 1991; Back 2007). Then, we account for
the writing endeavour that strives to maintain the authenticity of others’
spoken words while delivering them in a communicable format to a reader
(Wilmsen 2001; Fernandes 2017).

Reconstructing the interactional practices behind the textual product
reveals the complexity of biographical accounts. As it is repeatedly reit-
erated, this book subscribes to the story-focused rather than life-focused
approach in using biographical narratives as the core of ethnographic
work. Following James L. Peacock and Dorothy C. Holland (1993: 368):

Rather than ‘life-history’, we prefer the term ‘life story’. By ‘life story’
is meant simply the story of someone’s life. For our purposes, ‘story’ is
preferable to ‘history’ because it does not connote that the narration
is true, that the events narrated necessarily happened, or that it mat-
ters whether they did or not.

Life stories are not equated with narrative as fiction, but the spaces
of subjectivity and imagination that articulate life writing are hinted at
(Portelli 1998; Jolly 2012, Chappell and Parsons 2020). Who holds nar-
rative accountability in our work then? As argued in the next section, the
chronicles of home and mobilities included in this volume emerged thanks
to the mutual engagement of the ethnographers and their informants, of
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interviewers and interviewed. While both parties had their own stances,
interests, modes and aims of narration, as each chapter shows, all the
authors shared the risks and responsibilities of ‘storying experience’ (Schiff,
McKim and Patron 2017). Although we recognize that our informants
were the more vulnerable in going public (Seligman 2000), it is on the basis
of this reciprocal trustworthiness that our work proceeded, in a pact of
trust that we invite the readers to enter (Russell 2002).

The Narrative Event and Degrees of Collaboration

‘What is an event?’ Robin Wagner-Pacifici (2017) asks, analysing the
‘political semiosis’ of happenings that disrupt the everyday and resonate
in a mediatized form, be it as a picture, a piece of news in the press or any
other narrative that frames the occurrence within a discourse. Building
upon Michel Foucault’s theorization (see Revel 2002), a historical event
is recognized as such once it is shaped into a discursive element: part of
a communication process in which the meanings and the import of inci-
dences are made, contested, amended and transmitted.

Several scholars have debated the circularity of historical and discursive
events, and the subtle power stakes that render a lived episode relata-
ble, transforming experience into a narration. In particular, the philos-
opher Ludwig Wittgenstein and the forerunner of ethnomethodology
Harold Garfinkel contributed to our conceptualization of life stories and
our appreciation of how our participants reflect on home. Wittgenstein
focused on language performance as the foundation of social construc-
tivism: how we use language in everyday interactions informs our under-
standing of reality (Wittgenstein 1953). Garfinkel elucidated the notion
of ‘ac-countability’: individuals subscribe to shared interactional codes
to make their actions intelligible in the context in which they participate
(Garfinkel 1967). Both authors converge on the general view that, if one’s
life events assume a significance when emplotted, inserted in a narrative
frame, the story becomes a story when conveyed to others. It is on this
passage from historical to discursive and then narrative events that we
wish to focus our attention.

With the development of sociolinguistics, and its application in folklore
studies, the ethnography of communication, and particularly of speaking,
started to consider the specific narrative event of biographical interviews.
Following Dell Hymes (1974: 69): ‘an oral history interview is a commu-
nicative event, not comprehensible apart from social interaction, and inti-
mately bound up with the changing values and institutions of a changing
society.” More precisely, according to Hymes, an ethnographic interview is
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a ‘speech situation’ (codified within the fieldwork itself) that sets the coor-
dinates for a ‘speech event’ to take place: for the ethnographer to ask and
the informant to respond, for the former to elicit, the latter to narrate. As
Crapanzano (1984: 955-56) argued:

Life history is the result of a complex self-constituting negotiation. It is
the product (at least, from the subject’s point of view) of an arbitrary
and peculiar demand from another subject - the anthropologist. ...
The interplay of demand and desire governs much of the content of
the life history.

While the politics of interviewing is inherently replete with inequality in
oral history research (insofar as one logs the other’s accounts), analysing
the performance of a biographical interview also necessitates a consid-
eration of the gestures, mimicry and modes of narration that make every
single collection of life stories unique (Di Leonardo 1987). As Lynn Abrams
(2016: 1) clearly puts it: ‘Oral history interview is an event of communica-
tion which demands that we find ways of comprehending not just what is
said, but also how it is said, why it is said and what it means.” Appreciating
life history as a multi-layered research technique that starts with an oral
interaction and culminates in a written text, we are drawn to question the
degrees of collaboration, authorship and even dialogism that this method
entails (Kulick 2017). In the wake of Mikhail Bakhtin and language semiot-
ics, all discourse and social life tend to be seen as inherently dialogical: no
speaker speaks alone because our words are always partly shaped by our
interactions with others, past and present.

Furthermore, life writing requires a triangulation of voices and points
of view, combining aural and textual proceedings. Our interlocutors’ per-
sonal accounts were themselves based on interpersonal happenings and
culturally biased modes of speech (Franceschi 2006). To what extent our
skills of questioning and listening (Back 2007) culminated in an ability to
recast our interlocutors’ life tales in an interpretive narration has yet to be
judged by our readers. As part and parcel of what ethnography is - literally
the writing of another culture - life storying took the contributors to this
volume from the field to the desk. This is where the life stories we collected
took shape as chapters: told by our participants and then compiled by us,
amid a multiplication of authorial perspectives (Clemente 2012).

From Orality to Text: Tale-Telling between Fact and Fiction

In the passage from the biographical interview to its rendition as a life story,
from a recorded transcription to an interpretative analysis, the ethnogra-
pher is required to both edit the transcripts and curate the life accounts
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of which the ethnographer has been the recipient (and trusted custodian).
In relation to depositing oral history interviews in archives, Carl Wilmsen
(2001: 65) debates how problematic ‘accuracy’ may be:

Accuracy is perhaps the central goal of editing oral history transcripts ...
The assumption is that if we are faithful to recordings, we will convey
the narrator’s meaning fully and accurately. And yet how does edit-
ing affect the meaning that is ultimately produced in the interview
transcript?

The original motivations of the narrator might be challenged not only
by editing transcripts for the sake of understanding beyond the mystery of
the narrative event (oftentimes translating into English to communicate
to a broader audience; Ricceur 1984), but also by pulling out excerpts
from longer quotes. Besides, while our collection of recorded interviews
(including audio recordings, verbatim transcripts and photographs) was
stored in the project’s digital archive, recasting our informants’ life narra-
tives required an even greater assumption of risks and responsibilities on
our part (Schiff, McKim and Patron 2017). As Sujatha Fernandes (2017)
argued, observing the rise in contemporary modes of digital storytelling,
‘curated stories’ are often harrowing accounts of injustice that may move
us deeply and serve utilitarian purposes as well as being part of advocacy
projects. While Fernandes is concerned with how we might reclaim story-
telling for the purposes of transformative social change, she recognizes the
foundational moment of retelling life stories as an ethnographic craft that
allows for the complexity of individual experience.

By using the rhetorical devices of lumping, splitting and recasting one
person’s storyline to construct a chapter, all authors tried to deliver both
the voice of the first-person narrator and that of their interlocutor, to vari-
ous extents, depending on multiple factors (such as ethnographic intimacy,
mutual language proficiency and contingencies of the interview setting). In
the transition from the interview to the life story, not only did we come to
terms with a different medium, audience and genre (from oral to textual,
listener to readership, life narrative to ethnographic analysis); we also
interrogated ourselves in relation to the partiality of life stories and their
ultimate aim. In a provocative article, David Zeitlyn (2008) enumerated
three different life writing modalities taken up by anthropologists, who
may work as ‘ghost-writer, biographer or hagiographer’. These three types
of life writing serve as extremes within which sits his life writing, described
using a metaphor drawn from visual anthropology: the idea of the silhou-
ette. ‘A silhouette stems from physical optics just as a photograph does. ...
Such silhouettes have an empirical basis that, unlike photographs, do not
disguise or dissemble their artefactuality and incompleteness’ (2008: 158).
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The many conversations that we, the authors, had with our informants in
our years of fieldwork might not add up to a conventional life story that
goes straight from tape transcripts onto the paper; however, across their
variations, our life stories may be described as producing anthropologi-
cal silhouettes: ‘less complete than a biography, but demonstrably based
on an individual, and honest about its limitations and incompleteness’
(Zeitlyn 2008: 168).

The biographical snippets composing our chapters serve to reconstruct
the life accounts of our interlocutors as much as they allow us to reflect
on our research interests: primarily, homemaking as experienced under
conditions of mobility. In the following chapters, the reader will meet our
interlocutors, but also come to realize the partiality of our storytelling,
which could only account for a fragment of the complexity of each biogra-
phy and for a selection of the arguments we discussed with the interviewees
over repeated interactions.

The title of this volume contains the ambivalence inherent in the word
‘chronicle’, which the Oxford Dictionary defines as either, 1. A factual writ-
ten account of important or historical events in the order of their occur-
rence, or 2. A fictitious work describing in detail a series of events. While
the Greek etymology of kronos (lit. ‘time’) is maintained in both meanings,
it is the craft of writing such work that lies between factuality and fiction-
ality. The specificity of life stories as a process and output of ethnographic
research calls for sharpening our comprehension of facts and fictions,
and how these are related to temporality, of lived as much as accounted
experience. As Portelli (1998: 23) wrote: ‘Oral sources are credible but
with a different credibility. The importance of oral testimony may lie not
in its adherence to fact, but rather in its departure from it, as imagination,
symbolism, and desire emerge.” As a result, the closer the relationship
between interviewer and interviewee, the more articulate the communica-
tion of feelings, impressions, memories and yearnings. The interviews on
which the book is based were framed to follow people’s biographies, from
birth to the present day, allowing for the non-linearity of life accounts.
Life-course interviews allow us to hear about people’s memories, stories,
perspectives and interpretations in their voices, words and styles, offering
‘felt-life’ access to their worlds. ‘Felt life’ is a term borrowed from Henry
James that is used to refer to the most authentic understanding of anoth-
er’s life story, the closest we can get to knowing not just what happened,
but also what life felt like for our interlocutor. Following Portelli further
(1998: 31), oral history tells us ‘not just what people did, but what they
intended to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they now
think they did’. The biographical interview is an opportunity to travel back
in time with the narrator and have them take a look around and describe
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it for those who were not there at that time. As a case in point, when
oral data were gathered in people’s homeplaces back in their countries
of origin and from the significant others they left behind, travelling to
those places actually allowed the ethnographers to experience the sense
of having already been there: in the houses and neighbourhoods their
informants used to live in and had vividly depicted. Life stories thus bring
to the surface experiences that the general public and scholars did not
confront first-hand, but can better understand through the secondary
interpretation of the subjects’ lived accounts, through those chronicles to
which the authors bore witness.

At Home on the Move: Chronicles of Times and Spaces

Notwithstanding the peculiarity of each of the following chapters, they
all subscribe to a tradition of collecting migrant life stories that has a
long-established pedigree, as Ben Rogaly (2020: 47) contends. Following
Alistair Thomson (2011: 25-26): ‘not only do oral testimonies ... have the
potential to actually challenge the categories and assumptions of official
history; they can reshape the ways in which migration is understood as
individual migrants and their descendants struggle with labels of identifi-
cation.” According to Richard Rodger and Joanna Herbert (2007: 7), while
the individual experience is anchored in social history, life stories value
the uniqueness of the subject and produce a specific knowledge that is
‘attentive to the diversity of experience’. Although oral history has always
provided faces and voices for the grand narratives of migration studies (and
tried to compensate for the invisible suffering in refugee studies, cf. Habib
1996; Eastmond 2007; Ghorashi 2008), life stories have been increasingly
recognized as a critical source for understanding ‘new mobilities’ without
becoming oblivious to older ones (Cresswell 2010). Cultural geography
has been particularly fond of exploring migrant life accounts with a view to
expanding the discipline’s grasp of movement and locality (Lawson 2000).
Within the geography of migration, place has been conceptualized as both
a lived locality (Massey 1993a) and a larger imaginative space between
mobility and fixity in which people can understand themselves (Burrell and
Panayi 2006). The testimonies of lives in the city across time, considering
people’s life courses, the household cycle and their group history (Gardner
2002), have been key to revealing the interplay of social class, gender and
racialization in a world that is growing more plural (Rogaly and Taylor
2016). New studies on the ‘cosmopolitanization’ of habitus and experi-
ences have also relied significantly on life stories, arguing for the connection
between emotions and localities beyond the taken-for-granted equation of
home, homeland and a sense of belonging (Jones and Jackson 2014).
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As the life stories collected in this volume demonstrate, our interlocu-
tors constructed their own biographical narratives involving people and
places, times and events, notions of identity and ‘alienness’ (Rapport and
Dawson 1998; Miranda-Nieto, Massa and Bonfanti 2020). We wish we
could argue that this work challenged the exceptionalism of the migrant
figure (Dahinden 2016), but we leave this to our narrators, who think
of themselves through and beyond categories, alongside the language
politics in which everyday lives are embedded. Also, due to our recruiting
procedure (based on nationality or ethnicity, via serendipitous snowball
sampling), all of our narrators had a migrant background of some kind
(either born or raised elsewhere, speakers of a mother tongue other than
that of their current place of residence, or part of a group that is officially
foreign in their country of residence). However, in contrast to migra-
tion-focus studies, our interviews tried to elicit the interlocutors’ reflexivity
in relation to their movements and moorings, without necessarily tagging
the latter as the equivalent of a certain idea of home that might have
been overly sedentarist or westernized (Cieraad 2006; Easthope 2004).
Since we conceptualized home as a locus and a trope - that is to say, a
lived place and a motif of discussion (Blunt and Dowling 2006; Bonfanti
and Massa 2020) - we were open to recording both factual and fic-
tional accounts from our interviewees, who alternatively displaced and
emplaced their lives across countries, relations, memories and projections
(Ahmed et al. 2003; Bennett and McDowell 2012). As we were interested
in how people reflected on the meaning of home and practices of home
within a multi-scalar and experiential approach (Noble 2013; Jacobson
2009), our guided questions addressed spatial mobilities as well as hous-
ing pathways, interlacing people’s experience of movement and locality
but also their shifting in relation to significant others over the life course
(Ralph and Staeheli 2011). At the end of the day, in spite of irreducible
differences (or perhaps owing to them), all the life stories of home and
mobility that feature in this volume allow us to see the auto/biographic
side of people’s quest or struggle to put themselves in context (Moore
2000), authoring the plot of their lives so they can be the protagonist of
the story they inhabit. It is undeniable that the singularity of each life story
as reported in this volume speaks about different migratory experiences
and relates to different interpretative frames within the ‘mobilities para-
digm’ (Sheller and Urry 2006; Cresswell 2011). For a detailed account,
we invite the readers to familiarize themselves with each part introduction
before turning to the relevant chapters: migrants’ quest for belonging,
their vulnerabilities and their sensorial appreciation of home are the three
lenses through which we, as authors, viewed the stories we were told.

Finding Home in Europe
Chronicles of Global Migrants
Edited by Luis Eduardo Pérez Murcia and Sara Bonfanti
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/PerezMurciaFinding
Not for resale


https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/PerezMurciaFinding

Introduction m 17

Final Remarks: Social Critique in Participants’ Voices

‘It is perfectly true, as the philosophers say, that life must be understood
backwards. But they forget the other proposition, that it must be lived for-
wards’ (Kierkegaard 1843, as in Quist 2002: 80). Taken from the journals
written by the Danish initiator of existentialism, this quote reminds us
that storytelling’s ability to help us make sense of our experiences is also
based on the promises it makes to help us navigate the present and orient
ourselves in relation to the future. Researching lives by listening to people’s
stories has proved to be an increasingly broad and rich field in the social
sciences, with a proliferation of cases and methodologies (Harrison 2009).
In this Introduction, we have given an overview of the studies that reso-
nated most with the biographical approach we developed in the field while
doing ethnographic research on home and mobility. From the develop-
ment of oral history to the ‘interpretative turn’ in anthropology (Plummer
2001; Crapanzano 1984), from the rise of second-wave feminist studies to
the political struggles against colonialism and intersectional forms of dis-
crimination (Roberts 1981; McCall 2005), life stories have been increas-
ingly recognized as credible sources of social critique, which are integral
to understanding people’s subjectivities as well as the social worlds they
inhabit.

Following Umut Erel (2007), who argued that biographical methods are
particularly suited to shifting the premises of migration research to fore-
ground the agency and subjectivity of migrant women, in this volume we
maintain that our editorial work on the life narratives we collected usefully
reveals the self-representations of migrant people and the challenges they
confront in the search for home. Integrating the biographical approach
into our ethnographic studies of homemaking as experienced by different
migrant people on an everyday basis, the resulting life stories are won-
derfully diverse and are based on the peculiar collaboration established
between scholars and participants (Shopes 2003). Without compromising
complexity, we hope to have made life-story research accessible to a broad
audience and to have provided our informants with a platform for their
voices to be heard in the public space of free knowledge production.

One critical reflection, stemming from postcolonial theories of rep-
resentation, needs to be addressed. In deconstructing ‘the Orient’ as
portrayed by Western intellectuals, Edward Said (1978: 21) guarded us
against any alleged benevolence in representing Others: ‘In any instance of
at least written language there is no such thing as a delivered presence, but
a re-presence, or a represen