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VOICES FROM DETENTION: AN 
EXPLORATION OF UNDOCUMENTED 

IMMIGRANTS’ JOURNEYS
Michaela Malboeuf & Dr. Connie M. Koski

Longwood University



BACKGROUND & PURPOSE

• Criminalization of Immigration in America

• The transition of immigration into a criminal offense 

• Giving voices to the voiceless

• Voices of the Undocumented (Rosenfield & Fortunati, 2015)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Recent legislation and social attitudes in the United States have developed the idea of “crimmigration” in that migration without legal documentation is now considered a criminal offense. The intensity of these attitudes, as depicted in the creation and implementation of policies, the media, and socially accepted discrimination toward immigrants, has recently increased out of fear and protection from violent attacks and losing jobs. The purpose of our study is to hear the immigrants point of view amidst the social milieu of anti immigration. We most often hear the voices of the legislators or the americans who are victims to violence or job loss but the voices of the immigrants are silenced.This research expands on research conducted by Rosenfield and Fortunati, “Voices of the Undocumented.” Rosenfield and Fortunati shared the stories of a handful of immigrants in their community and elaborated on the importance of sharing immigrant narratives because these individuals are often overlooked and silenced behind broad generalizations of bad and violent immigrants. The purpose of our research is to expand on Rosenfield and Fortunatis research by sharing the narratives of detained immigrants. Critical qualitative research is based on several assumptions:That meaning is created through discourse all discourse is mediated by socially situated power relations and that certain groups are inherently privileged over others.This study was conducted with recognition that we live in an inherently discriminatory society. The goal of this study was to give voice to the experiences and perspectives of individuals who have been silenced in an attempt to make visible and hopefully to disrupt the systems of power and privilege that serve to marginalize.



RESEARCH QUESTION:

What do the voices from detention have to say?

Focusing on the migration and detention experience.

How do participants make meaning of, or “narrate” their lived experiences?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The purpose of this research was to hear what the voices from detention have to say. We wanted to hear their narratives or their meaning of their migration and detention experiences. 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

• Symbolic Interactionism
• Making meaning of lived experiences
• Linking the individual and society through the construction of meaning
• Addresses the interactional bases of subjective interpretations and the 

sociocultural aspects of social behavior (Stryker & Gottlieb, 1981)
• Accounts

• The practice of constructing meaningful selves, identities, and realities (Goffman, 
1959 and others)

• Daily interactions and the use of talk are the significant mechanisms by which 
individuals neutralize negative acts or their consequences (Scott & Lyman, 1968)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We conducted an analysis of the narratives using a symbolic interactionist approach. We emphasized the immigrants’  subjective making of meaning of their lived experiences. Participants presented their connection to society through this construction of meaning. Symbolic interactionism focuses on the interaction of the participants subjective understanding and the cultural aspects of behavior. Within their accounts we examined how the participants made meaning of their self, identity, and the reality of their experience and current situation. One way we analyzed their construction of meaning for example was their use of language to neutralize their experiences. Daily interactions and the use of talk are the significant mechanisms by which individuals neutralize negative acts or their consequences (Scott & Lyman, 1968)	According to Scott and Lyman, there are two general types of accounts that contain socially approved vocabularies:		Justifications – whereby one accepts responsibility for the act in question but denies the derogatory quality associated with it		and Excuses – whereby one admits that the act in question is bad or wrong but denies full responsibility	both are presented to others to protect self-esteem, social status, or social order



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
CONTINUED

• Current theoretical viewpoints also emphasize that accounts are 
not merely social constructions to protect the self but they 
also…
• Give individuals a greater sense of control and understanding 

of their environment
• Allow individuals to cope with the emotionally charged and 

stressful events
• Produce some degree of closure
• Provide a greater sense of hope and will for the future
• Establish order in daily relational experiences (Orbuch, 1997)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While accounts emphasize the participants social constructs, orbuch adds that accounts also emphasize these 5 points. Accounts give individuals a sense of control and understanding of their environment. In our research project, this could refer our participants environment and experiences in the detention center going through the deportation process.Accounts also serve as a coping mechanism to deal with emotional or stressful situations.Another element of accounts is providing closure. This is applicable to our research in that participants are seeking closure in their immigration experiences and cases.Individuals are also sometimes provided a sense of hope for the future.  By sharing their accounts this is pertinent for our sample as these individuals wait for decisions regarding their release or deportation. And lastly, accounts establish order in individuals’ daily routine. 



SETTING & PARTICIPANTS

• Private Immigration Detention Facility in south-central Virginia

• Largest immigration detention facility on East coast

• Currently housing over 600 male detainees with plans to expand to housing females

• Average length of stay = 18 weeks: some have been there less; others for 2 years

• Solely housing detainees for U.S. Immigration & Customs Enforcement (I.C.E.)

• Federal Secure Communities program detainees

• Detainees classified into various security levels (4 levels from low to high)

• Participants are Detainees housed under the above program

• Attend ESL classes on “High Security” night

• Are “advanced” English speakers

• Purposive sample

• Voluntarily wish to tell their story

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The setting of this research was a private immigration detention facility that became operational in 2009. This detention facility is contracted by U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement for the detention of illegal immigrants awaiting the outcome of their cases. This facility currently houses over 600 male detainees who have been identified by the federal government’s Secure Communities program which aims to locate and deport criminal illegal immigrants whose crimes range from misdemeanors such as drunk driving all the way to murder. Detainees are assigned to security levels within the facility accordingly. A partnership between the facility and Longwood University was formed in August 2013 which allows Longwood students into the facility for experience in exchange for programming for the detainees. This current study took place during English class that was hosted by Longwood students. English class takes place two nights every week and accommodates for beginner, intermediate, and advanced English speaking levels. We sampled from the advanced English speaking group on “high security” night. Participants were volunteers who wanted to share their story. Each of them were informed of the research being conducted in relation to this project and were assured anonymity. Pseudonym names were provided to mask the identities of the participants. 



METHOD

• Comparative Case Study

• Approximately 1 hour initial interviews with follow-ups

• Semi-structured flexible interview schedule

• Questions included:

• “Why did you migrate to the U.S.?”

• “How would you describe your immigration and detainment 
process?”

• “What are your thoughts on current immigration legislation?”

• “What are your fears and hopes for the future?”



ABDUL

• Child soldier from Sierra Leone

• Drug interdiction traffic stop

• “Corrupt” immigration legislation

• Role Model Dad

• Visitor from Palestine

• Possession of a firearm or 
ammunition by a prohibited person

• “Everyone gets arrested!”

• Change in political climate & family 
health

AMAN

FINDINGS



ABDUL
• Use of excuses

• Poor community environment, no role 
model

• Troubled but improving
• Being better for his family

• Storytelling as relief
• Hopeful/scared

• “I messed up”
• Wavering hope

• “I’m scared…. But I hope they won’t find 
a country to send me to and I will be 
walking out of here by December”

• Use of justifications

• Fault in the dual legal system

• Successful and accomplished

• “Trump should have more immigrants like me.”

• Storytelling as relief

• Solution Driven

• Platform for education & reform

• Confident and hopeful for change

• “I’m walking out of here on November 15th”

AMAN

FINDINGS CONTINUED

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Neutralization techniquesAs mentioned previously, individuals neutralize their experience with the use of justifications or excuses in their language and interactionsAbdul uses more excuses than justifications when he reasons his life path of drugs and crime. He relieves himself of responsibility by blaming the refugee program for placing him in a crime stricken community right as he left the life of a child solider. Abdul also credits the path he took to his lack of a role model. He explains that his dad was his best friend and greatest role model but lost his dad to the war in Sierra Leone when he was just 5 years old. He said had he been presented with an exemplary role model, his actions would have been different. Aman on the other hand tends to justify his experiences rather than excuse himself of all responsibility. For example, he justifies his ownership and possession of a firearm by explaining that the state court system told him that it was okay for him to have a gun and actually granted him his firearm back after being tried for having the firearm on school grounds. He was not aware that he was in the wrong of owning a firearm until federal agents told him otherwise. He accepts that he was wrong but finds fault in the dual legal system.  (add more here).Give individuals a greater sense of control and understanding of their environmentAbdul understand his situation by presenting himself as an individual with a troubled past with aspirations for improvement. He freely provides details about his mistakes and unfortunate past and decisions that he has made up to this point. He would tell us stories about things he did as a child soldier that weren’t honorable by any means. He admits that he had a troubled upbringing but finds himself gaining more control of himself and his environment. He acknowledges that change is necessary and is motivated to better himself for his own sake and for the sake of his family.Aman on the other hand presents himself as a successful and accomplished citizen and business man. The first thing that Aman will tell you is how he created multiple successful businesses and voluntarily helps members of his community. For example, Aman explained to me that he paid for someone to attend drug rehabilitation in another state after this individual had gone back to a life of drugs at the conclusion of a local, community program. Aman paid for the full cost, transportation, food, and even a cell phone for this individual to contact home with. Aman creates a sense of control by insisting that “trump should have more immigrants like me”. Allow individuals to cope with the emotionally charged and stressful eventsStorytelling is and of itself catharsis. These individuals often want their voice heard and also use it as a method of coping and relief. Produce some degree of closureAbdul would repeat this phrase “I messed up”. He would recall the options he had to avoid the life path that he chose, he acknowledges that he could have chosen to pursue higher education if he had stayed committed to school, he recognizes that he had alternative outlets for stress relief other than hanging out on the streets. But when reflecting back on his past mistakes, he insists that he is seeking self-improvement. While he attributes many of his bad choices to his lack of a role model and loss of his dad at a young age, he acknowledges that his is depriving his own son of the role model that abdul wishes he had. He is sure that he will improve himself upon release so that his son can have a role model to look up to. Aman would often show up to class meetings with his transcripts from his court hearings to share with Dr. Koski and I exactly what had happened. He did this mainly out of disbelief that he was detained for this reason and the circumstances surrounding his detention but he was eager to share his story to educate others. As talked about earlier, while Aman holds himself in high regard, he takes pride in helping others. This research helped to give Aman closure by providing him a platform to educate and help others.In creating a sense of hope and will for the future	Abdul’s sense of hope regarding his situation features wavering hope. One week he has his chin up and a smile on his face as he expresses confidence in being released back 	home to his family and the next he will have his head in his hands as he communicates his fears and worries that he very well may be deported to a different country. Abduls 	future expectations vary significantly week to week and part of this uncertainty comes from our participants receiving sparse updates from their lawyers or deportation 	officers. One week the participant will leave the conversation feeling lighthearted and hopeful for their future but the next conversation about case updates could be 	upsetting and turn in the opposite direction.	Aman on the other hand communicates nothing but confidence in his future release back home. Aman never once spoke about the possibility of being deported. He 	expressed confidence in his lawyer, his case, and his outcome because of the unique legal argument he presents about his previous interaction with the state court regarding 	the firearm. He does attribute his high probability of release to the fact that he paid good money for a good lawyer. His will for change is demonstrated by his statements 	regarding current legislation. He is hopeful for a new president once President Trumps 4 years are up. 



LIMITATIONS

• Only 2 cases

• Non-Random sample/generalizability

• Only detainees from one detention center

• Only advanced English speakers

• Only from a sample of “high security” detainees

• Reliability

• Establishment of truth is not the primary goal of narrative analysis

• Restrictions by the center made obtaining full (recorded or written) 
interviews difficult

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Counter points to the above limitations:Only 2 cases            Because there were only 2, we are able to get better descriptions and more details about their stories. With the narrow focus on just 2 detainees, we were able to as follow up questions for clarification or greater detail.            “The researchers task is to convey thick description,”Our goal is not to generalize. Our purpose is to illuminate some stories in effort to dispel myths about immigrantsReliabilityWe are only concerned with their construction of the truth. We are interested in their sense making making of their lived experience making the truth not necessarily a priority. However, we were able to triangulate certain stories, key facts, and legalities of visas and documentation by research. For example, researching the I130, illegality of possessing a firearm, the refugee program, etc. Restrictions by the center made obtaining full (recorded or written) interviews difficult            We were only able to record brief field notes during the interview. We offset this limitation by interviewing the participants separately and corroborating much of the stories



CHALLENGES

• Never really knew if participant would be back for follow 
ups.

• Gaining access/ “Getting in”

• Gaining Rapport

• Some officers unfamiliar with our permission to 
interview

• The balance between “watching, listening, and observing” 
vs keeping participants on track.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Never really knew if participant would be back for follow ups.      English class participants changed week to week. It was unknown if the participants would be released, deported, or even get put in the “hole”. For example, one English class student we were hoping to interview for our research couldn’t make it to class one week due to misbehavior. Another English class student was there one week and the very next he was released. There was no  predicting who would be present which made planning difficult.Gaining access/ “Getting in”      Gaining access to become a volunteer at the facility took over one full semester. The paper work and background process is time consuming and research could not begin until the paperwork had been processed and I had been approved to volunteer at the facilityGaining Rapport      Fortunately, because of Dr. Koski’s constant attendance at the facility for numerous semesters I was able to gain instant rapport. For example, my very first week at the center, my goal was to interview Abdul cold turkey. I had never met him, he had never met me. However, he had met Dr. Koski and trusted her. When dr. Koski introduced me and introduced our research to him, he said “I trust you, so I trust her”. I instantly gained rapport through Dr. Koski. I was fortunate in this situation but this illuminates a potential problem of not being able to gain rapport. The once a week, hour class time makes it difficult to gain rapport with the potential participants and not to mention the challenge of gaining rapport when the class roster changes week to week. Some officers unfamiliar with our permission to interview     We had gained approval by the director of the facility but the guards who were assigned to supervise English class did not know about our research. On a few occasions, officers became suspicious of our conversations with the participants and would stand behind our shoulders to serve as a check to remain back in line with the lesson plan. This interrupted conversations and participants’ story-telling and added extra difficulty to data collection. The balance between “watching, listening, and observing” vs keeping participants on track.     There is a delicate balance in letting the participant say what he wishes about the topic and having to keep the participant on track with the topic. We wanted to stay true to the purpose of allowing the participants to tell their truth and their story but the short hour of class time made this goal difficult to achieve. We would have to “nudge” the participant back in the direction of the interview questions to stay on topic.



DISCUSSION/CONCLUSION

• Aman and Abdul illustrate that the stereotypes 
behind why and how people end up in immigration 
detention center are not monolithic.

• Despite Aman and Abdul’s differences, both men 
emphasize the collateral consequences to familial 
relationships. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The purpose of this research was to illuminate the voice of those that have been shut out in the rise of crimmigration and their stories. Immigrants play an integral role in the immigration debate considering these policies and social uproar concern them. But their voices have been excluded from the debate without a chance to give their story or opinions on the matter. Our exploration of Abdul and Amans narratives and the manner in which they make meaning of their experiences serve to dispel some of the myths and stereotypes about undocumented immigrants and how the detention experience impacts their lives and subsequently the lives of their families.  Secondly, abdul and Aman have very different stories but they both emphasize how detention has strained familial relationships. Abdul always mentions without fail how excited he is to get back to his son and his mother. Aman is eager to get back home to support his wife who is going through radiation and chemotherapy. The strain takes a toll on the detainee but also on the family. This underlying consequence serves as an avenue for future research as well as a direction for political change. Further evaluation and policy proposals would work to solve the a common problem experienced by immigrant detainees. Our findings regarding the psychological and economic hardship are consistent with previous research. These consequences remain relatively unconsidered in American legislation. 



QUESTIONS?

Thank you!
Michaela.Malboeuf@live.longwood.edu

Koskicm@longwood.edu
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