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THE DETACHMENT:




ARRIVING AND ADAPTING



1.1 Displacement and arrival

The act of migration brings us directly to the issue of spatial mobility. However, this movement requires more than just moving spatially for the migrant; it is necessary for the migrant to disengage, minimally, from himself - built from his place of origin - to be born as an individual into a new society.

As illustrated by SAYAD (1998), emigration is the stage where migrants leave their group and sociocultural space to engage in pursuit of their goals and their arrival is the moment when they are born as an individual into the receiving society, which has practically no knowledge of everything that precedes the moment of this birth. The arrival is the end of one journey and the beginning of a new one; a new life in a new location (KNOWLES and HARPER, 2009). Yet, the way this happens varies with the characteristics of each individual’s trajectory.

This birth into the receiving society occurs in the Immigration Control, which can be a smooth and simple experience for some and traumatic for others. The “traumatic birth” happens to those who do not have European documentation and would fit into stereotypes of possible “illegal” migrants: young people from poorer countries who do not have ties in the country of origin which would prove their return (labour, assets, etc.), and do not have much money to stay in the receiving country.

In my case, I was the youngest son of a retired fire fighter and a manicurist and who grew up in a small town in the state of São Paulo. Although my family was economically considered as “lower class”, I had access to certain goods and services in the city due to the social ties that my parents had, which facilitated my association with people regarded as belonging to the “upper middle class”, sharing some “signs of that group”, if one may say so.

Through social contacts that my mother established with her customers, added to the fact that I had always been considered as a good student, I was able to attend the last years of high school with scholarships at private schools, though I studied up to the seventh grade in public schools. In this case, it was through my mother’s network that I had access to private education. Nonetheless, it probably would not happen if I did not have the necessary attributes to be a scholarship student; they never let me forget that I had to be a good student for the school and the “reliable friend”- the scholar who did not smoke and did not drink – either for the owners of the school or the parents of my friends.

During my time in high school I always wanted to travel to another country on one of these student exchange programs, as some of my schoolmates had done. My family, however, was unable to afford the costs. Therefore, when I was in my sophomore year at university I got a research initiation scholarship and I saved all the money in order to live an experience in another country4. This idea came up when I met a friend, Valter, who was going to London to spend time there with his brother Breno, who had been living in England for two years. Valter gave me all the information required to migrate, as well as the agency he used and a possible work contact at a pizzeria where his brother worked. Hence, in December 2008, I embarked towards Europe with Diego, a friend who I shared student lodgings with and who also wanted to have some life experience in England and learn English.

When I arrived at immigration in London there were two queues of people passing through: one for people connected to the European Union and another for people connected to the rest of the world. Diego did not speak any English. I teased him in the line: “You are white, Italian- faced, look at that nose! You probably will not have many problems.” Coincidence or not, that’s exactly what happened. The immigration officer asked if Diego spoke English, he answered no and gave the papers and passport to the agent who analysed them for about five minutes and stamped it.

When it was my turn, they asked the same question about the language, I said I spoke a little. Then they began to question me about what I was doing there, the reason why I wanted to learn English, what my father’s profession was, if he was rich, among other questions that took more than forty minutes. When I had shown all the papers that the travel agency had sent me and had tried to answer all questions, even considering that I was feeling very nervous and could no longer understand any of them, the agent looked at me and said he would let me pass.

It was a tense moment, and for the first time in my life I felt what it was like to be in a situation of outright discrimination. The whole network of people, capital and attributes (whether material or symbolic) that have always been behind me, started to seem worthless: I was an migrant begging permission to enter a country.

The experience at Immigration Control was a rite of passage, a symbolic kind of torture that generated a feeling of being controlled at all times. As stated by Clastres (1990) “an initiated man is a marked man,” with the goal of initiation being, in its moment of torture, the body marking, since with the initiatory ritual that society prints its mark on the body of the young. Torture is not just a personal endurance test, whose success guarantees social approval, but the injury left by it establishing a social belonging; it is a pedagogy that goes from the group to the individual. Consequently, the experience left its mark on me, and with other people that I interacted with in England also left, the brand of control. Whenever I had to go through immigration I was nervous, as if I was doing something forbidden and would be discovered at any time. Even my English, that had much improved, I used to forget.

This frustrating passage through Immigration Control appears in several paths, as well as in the path of the cousins Bernardo and Guilherme, who had to be a little more ‘flexible’ to get into the country.

1.1.1 Bernardo and Guilherme

Bernardo and Guilherme grew up in Araçatuba, a small town in the state of São Paulo. Coming from low income families, they didn’t complete high school; they would fit the typical style of migrants present in our imagination, the “economic migrant”; one who migrates from a poorer region in search of work and better financial conditions elsewhere. In the 1990s there was a “fever” of people from Araçatuba that migrated out of the country and always came back with money, a fact that made many of the youth of this town have the dream of leaving Brazil, working for a time in the U.S. or Europe, accumulating all their earned money and then returning to start their own business.


It was very common to hear about someone that went to Portugal, you always heard about Japan, the U.S. also, so I had to leave. They returned, buying a car, buying land, paraded, and I came from a very poor family, so I saw it as an opportunity for me [Guilherme].



Bernardo, the older cousin, was the first to migrate. In 2004, aged twenty-six, he worked in a factory of engines of small wash tubs and cabinets in his town. Earning R$ 560.00 per month, he used to say that he had no future in that company. Because he had a neighbour living in the U.S., he first tried to get a visa for that country, which was denied. After spending a lot of money on it, Bernardo stayed home and he became



4 Just prior to going to University my father and my brothers opened a small business in the field of transport. This new family business provided a more favorable financial position, allowing me to live and study in another city.
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