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Abstract

State institutions and their acts of indifference, valorization, and
violence operate through relationships, emotions, legal framings, and
people. Engaging feminist geographic interventions, in this article we
center state employees and their quotidian, affective relationships to
asylum-seekers and the asylum process. We show how these actors
embody state migration control through their daily practices. And we
highlight the insights of former employees undertaking reflexive
feminist research into their past working life. Drawing on the
memories of one such “bureaucrat-ethnographer” (Valdivia), and our
shared feminist engagement together, we outline three key insights for
research on state migration practice. First, that the training state
employees undergo aims to develop objective, neutral, and emotion-
free decision-making, yet it relies on highly affective and biased state
assumptions about asylum-seekers and their motivations. Second,
while this training fosters simplified understandings of the causes and
impacts of violence, a feminist geographic lens makes visible its
complexly power-laden machinations. Last, we assert that state
employees face distinct emotional pressures as they deal with
devastation: the state's, their own, and that of asylum claimants.
Valuing the insights of bureaucrats who become, or are at once,
undertaking critical research disrupts intellectual divisions and
hierarchies and complicates our understanding of the migration
control practices of the state.

Section snippets

Introduction: ethnography at the desk
Aytdame a ayudarte...
Help me to help you...

This phrase is often voiced across a desk by officials working in a
Mexican office devoted to refugee assistance. Officials like me
[Valdivia]. Most commonly the call comes after the formal interview
between the solicitant and the official has ended. It's a telling one, for
those in the know. It's a phrase officials use when they have sympathy
for asylum seekers, but when they recognize that sadly, and in truth,
the case is weak. This is often so for those...

Interrogating the state from within: institutional
ethnographies of migration and asylum

“the state is not an apparatus but a set of processes ... its materiality
resides much less in institutions than in the reworking of processes
and relations of power so as to create new spaces for the deployment
of power” (Trouillot 2001, 127)....

Institutional ethnographies investigate structural and bureaucratic
processes and relations. They do so, in part, via the experiences of
informants who work or otherwise engage with them (Smith 2005).
With attention to the routine, day-to-day practices,...

Setting the institutional stage: claiming asylum in
Mexico

A complex set of factors work in concert to drive people from the
Central American region to Mexico. Civil war and weak post-war
governments, U.S. economic and political intervention, the war on
drugs fueled by the United States’ voracious demand, failed Mano Dura
government gang crackdowns, soaring homicides, gendered and
sexual persecution with impunity, widening economic inequality
rooted in neoliberal restructuring, lost employment opportunities,
erosion of labor organizing, and land...

Conclusions: critical feminist bureaucratic
embodiments and emotional geographies

Feminist geographers, feminist migration scholars, and wider feminist
thinkers insist that our work challenges the epistemic violence of
accounts that ignore or flatten marginalized people. We do this by
being witness to and narrators of spaces outside the dominant, formal
accounts, creating alternative narratives of people externally defined
through violence. Bureaucrats in the asylum system do this
witnessing-work. It is through the bureaucrat that an entire legal

framework for asylum is...

Declaration of competing interest

None....

acknowledgements

Funding to support this work was provided by the Teresa Lozano Long
Institute of Latin American Studies and a joint ConTex collaboration

between the University of Texas System and the Mexico National
Council of Science and Technology (CONACYT)....

OLIMPIA M. VALDIVIA RAMIREZ is a feminist anthropologist. She
studies the Mexican asylum process with a focus on its institutional
practices, and the strategies adolescents deploy to navigate them. She
is concerned with the construction of “agency,” both individual and
collective, in the face of structural conflict and marginalization...

References (64)

C. Ratnam
Listening to difficult stories: listening as a research methodology
Emotion, Space, and Society (2019)

L. Naylor et al.
Interventions: bringing the decolonial to political geography
Polit. Geogr. (2018)

E. Billo
Sovereignty and subterranean resources: an institutional ethnography of
Repsol's corporate social responsibility programs in Ecuador
Geoforum (2015)

J. Anderson et al.
The Culture of Disbelief: an Ethnographic Approach to Understanding
an Under-theorised Concept in the UK Asylum System

(2014)

J. Auyero
Patients of the State: the Politics of Waiting in Argentina
(2012)

J. Beard et al.
Parrhésia and credibility: the sovereign of refugee status determination
Soc. Leg. Stud. (2009)

E. Billo et al.
For institutional ethnography: geographical approaches to institutions
and the everyday
Prog. Hum. Geogr. (2016)

Sarah Blue et al.
The uneven geography of asylum and humanitarian relief: place-based
precarity for Central American migrant youth in the United States
judicial system
J. Ethnic Migrat. Stud. (2020)

M.L. Campbell et al.
Institutional Ethnography as Practice
(2000)

L. Carte
Everyday restriction: central American women and the state in the
Mexico-Guatemala border city of Tapachula
Int. Migrat. Rev. (2014)

v | View more references

Cited by (3)

Embodied performance in violent places: Transiting in and through
the home, the streets, and institutions

2022, Emotion, Space and Society

Show abstract v

Gang Phantasmagoria: How Racialized Gang Allegations Haunt
Immigration Legal Work

2022, Critical Criminology

Unpacking the ‘global’ and the ‘intimate’ of anti-terrorism trials
2022, Gender, Place and Culture

Recommended articles (06)

Research article

The integration of Iraqis in two European cities: Emotions and
identity work

Emotion, Space and Society, Volume 16, 2015, pp. 90-98

Show abstract v

Research article

“Love is calling”: Academic friendship and international research
collaboration amid a global pandemic

Emotion, Space and Society, Volume 38, 2021, Article 100763

Show abstract v

Research article
Expanding feminist affective atmospheres

Emotion, Space and Society, Volume 41, 2021, Article 100844

Show abstract v

Research article

A pluralistic approach to the definition, classification, and explanation
of gangs

Aggression and Violent Behavior, Volume 58, 2021, Article 101546

Show abstract v

Research article

Letting the brush lead: Mark Cousins, film-maker of the floating
world

Emotion, Space and Society, Volume 39, 2021, Article 100770

Show abstract v

Research article

The contradictions of islandness: The small island of St Helena and
the emotions of transnationalism

Emotion, Space and Society, Volume 39, 2021, Article 100795

Show abstract v

OLIMPIA M. VALDIVIA RAMIREZ is a feminist anthropologist. She studies the Mexican asylum
process with a focus on its institutional practices, and the strategies adolescents deploy to
navigate them. She is concerned with the construction of “agency,” both individual and

collective, in the face of structural conflict and marginalization

CAROLINE FARIA is a feminist geographer. Her research examines how gendered and racial
power shape nationalism and neoliberal globalization, with a focus on East Africa-Gulf networks

and the geographies of hair and beauty.

REBECCA MARIA TORRES is a feminist geographer. Her research examines Mexican and
Central American migration to the United States, state practice, rural restructuring in Latin

America, children's geographies, and activist and community-engaged scholarship.

* This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public,

commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

View full text

© 2020 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

About ScienceDirect Remote access Shopping cart Advertise Contact and support &RELXTM

Terms and conditions Privacy policy

We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content and ads. By continuing you agree to the use
of cookies.

Copyright © 2022 Elsevier B.V. or its licensors or contributors. ScienceDirect ® is a registered trademark of Elsevier
B.V.

FEEDBACK CJ



https://s100.copyright.com/AppDispatchServlet?publisherName=ELS&contentID=S1755458620301055&orderBeanReset=true
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458622000020
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10612-022-09614-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2022.2064835
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458615000043
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458621000013
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458621000827
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1359178920302500
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458621000086
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458621000335
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1755458620301055?via%3Dihub#aep-article-footnote-id1
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1755458618301658
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629817304055
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718514002553
https://www.elsevier.com/solutions/sciencedirect
https://www.sciencedirect.com/user/institution/login?targetURL=
https://sd-cart.elsevier.com/?
http://elsmediakits.com/
https://service.elsevier.com/app/contact/supporthub/sciencedirect/
https://www.elsevier.com/legal/elsevier-website-terms-and-conditions
https://www.elsevier.com/legal/privacy-policy
https://www.sciencedirect.com/

